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Abstract 1 

Grounded in self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan 1985, 2000), and in the 2 

group exercise context, this qualitative study explored: 1) instructors’ experiences of 3 

operationalising motivational strategies following participation in an SDT-based training 4 

programme, 2) exercisers’ views on instructors use of motivational strategies and any impact 5 

on exercisers’ basic psychological needs and motivation, and 3) the challenges and 6 

facilitators reported by instructors when implementing motivation strategies in practice. 7 

Thirteen indoor group cycling instructors and 15 exercisers, who had been regularly attending 8 

a group cycling class taught by one of the instructors, participated in semi-structured 9 

interviews. Ten instructors also completed self-reflective diaries detailing their experiences of 10 

implementing the need-supportive strategies. Data were analysed using the Framework 11 

Method and coding was performed using an abductive reasoning approach. Analysis revealed 12 

specific examples of ‘how to’ operationalise motivation strategies within group exercise 13 

settings. Challenges to implementation included: the structured nature of the group exercise 14 

class, initiating meaningful one-to-one conversations, phrasing instructions in a need-15 

supportive way, and breaking old habits. Facilitators to implementation included establishing 16 

a connection with exercisers and understanding SDT. Findings are discussed in relation to the 17 

theoretical, practical and research implications. The findings of the present study could 18 

potentially be used to improve the design and training content of SDT-based training 19 

programmes in group exercise contexts and other similar group activity settings within sport 20 

and healthcare settings. 21 

 22 

Keywords: motivation; autonomy support; self-determination theory; psychological need 23 

satisfaction; exercise. 24 
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There are many factors that affect physical activity participation. It is well established 26 

that the motivation style of the instructor is one of them (e.g., Edmunds et al. 2008, Ng et al. 27 

2012, Teixeira et al. 2012). Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan 1985, 2000) is a 28 

macro theory of human motivation which proposes that an interpersonal teaching style which 29 

supports individuals’ basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness 30 

fosters higher levels of self-determined motivation and engagement. Furthermore, SDT 31 

suggests that an interpersonal teaching style which thwarts individuals’ psychological needs 32 

will have detrimental consequences for individuals’ motivation and well-being.   33 

A paucity of research has connected theory to practice by exploring the process and 34 

practicalities of implementing need-supportive teaching strategies. The present article 35 

explores instructors’ experiences of implementing motivational strategies in a group exercise 36 

context, following participation in an SDT-based communication training programme. 37 

Exercisers’ views on the instructors’ use of motivational strategies and the potential impact 38 

on exercisers’ basic psychological needs and motivation are also considered. Such research 39 

can help to inform the practical application of motivational principles from SDT.  40 

 41 

Motivational strategies 42 

Extensive research in various life settings, including sport (e.g., Bartholomew et al. 43 

2009), exercise (e.g., Edmunds et al. 2008), and health (e.g., Ng et al. 2012), have used SDT 44 

(Deci and Ryan 1985, 2002) to identify different types of communication/instructional styles 45 

that can support or undermine individuals’ motivation and, in turn, their engagement in an 46 

activity. A motivationally adaptive communication style (also called a need-supportive style 47 

in the SDT literature) involves the provision of autonomy support (acknowledging feelings, 48 

offering meaningful choice, and nurturing individuals’ interests and goals; Mageau and 49 

Vallerand 2003), structure (providing clear expectations, consistent guidance, and timely and 50 
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informative feedback; Reeve 2002), and interpersonal involvement (interacting with warmth, 51 

affection, and care; Reeve et al. 2004). A motivationally adaptive instructing style has been 52 

found to support exercisers’ basic psychological needs for autonomy (i.e., a sense of choice 53 

and ownership over one’s own behaviour), competence (i.e., feeling capable of successfully 54 

meeting the demands of the desired behaviour), and relatedness (feeling connected to and 55 

valued by significant others), as well to enhance the quality and longevity of the exercisers’ 56 

engagement (Edmunds et al. 2008, Ng et al. 2012, Teixeira et al. 2012).  57 

In contrast, a motivationally maladaptive communication style is characterised by 58 

control and may involve coercion and the use of guilt inducing techniques and pressure to 59 

elicit desired behaviours (Bartholomew et al. 2010). A motivationally maladaptive instructing 60 

style has been found to be associated with both low need satisfaction, thwarting of 61 

individuals’ basic psychological needs, and less self-determined motivations for engagement 62 

in sport (Bartholomew et al. 2011), physical activity (Gunnell et al. 2013), and physical 63 

education (De Meyer et al. 2014).  64 

Previous research within the SDT literature (e.g., Bartholomew et al. 2009, Mageau 65 

and Vallerand 2003, Reeve and Jang 2006, Su and Reeve 2011, Van de Berghe et al. 2013) 66 

has provided suggestions of behaviours which support or thwart individuals’ basic 67 

psychological needs. These suggested behaviours (e.g., ‘provide choice within specific rules 68 

and limits’; Mageau and Vallerand 2003) provide useful guidance as to what individuals can 69 

do to be more need supportive. Such motivational strategies can be used within SDT-based 70 

intervention training programmes to educate teachers/instructors/coaches on what behaviours 71 

are motivationally adaptive or maladaptive. 72 

 73 

The current study 74 



5 
 

5 
 

The current study explores group exercise instructors’ experiences of operationalising 75 

SDT-informed motivational strategies, following participation in a motivation 76 

communication training programme. A key component of the training programme (see 77 

Hancox et al. 2015 for details) was to encourage instructors to maximise their use of 78 

motivationally adaptive (i.e., need-supportive) strategies and minimise or replace their use of 79 

motivationally maladaptive (i.e., unsupportive and controlling) strategies. Twenty 80 

motivational strategies (10 adaptive and 10 maladaptive), based on those identified as 81 

motivationally relevant in previous SDT literature (e.g., Bartholomew et al. 2009, Mageau 82 

and Vallerand 2003, Reeve and Jang 2006, Van de Berghe et al. 2013), were developed and 83 

customised to the group exercise context. In order to standardise delivery of the workshop, 84 

and implementation of the intervention, the strategies were organised into motivationally 85 

supportive (Listening to exercisers, Advising exercisers, Relating to exercisers, and 86 

Structuring the class; LARS) and motivationally unsupportive (Pressuring language, 87 

Appearing cold, and Structuring the class; PEAS) strategies (see Table 1 for details). 88 

Instructors were provided with narrative descriptions of the each of the motivational 89 

strategies. The descriptions covered what the strategy is, why the strategy might be 90 

considered motivationally adaptive/maladaptive, its implications for exercisers’ motivation, 91 

and suggestions of how the strategies could be operationalised in the group cycling classes. 92 

Instructors were encouraged to try out three or four new strategies per week. 93 

 94 

[Table 1 near here] 95 

 96 

Previous SDT-based intervention studies in the exercise domain (e.g., Duda et al. 2014, 97 

Fortier et al. 2012, Rouse et al. 2011) have quantitatively measured change in the provision 98 
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of need-support but have not examined in detail how that change has come about and the 99 

practicalities of implementing need-supportive strategies within specific contexts.  100 

The present study adopts a pragmatic approach (Greene 2007) which places centrally 101 

both theory and practice and focuses on “solving practical problems in the ‘real world’” 102 

(Feilzer 2010, p.8). Although SDT-informed motivational strategies have been proposed in 103 

previous SDT literature (e.g., Bartholomew et al. 2009, Mageau and Vallerand 2003, Reeve 104 

and Jang 2006, Van de Berghe et al. 2013), how such motivational strategies are 105 

operationalised, and whether they are indeed need-satisfying, may vary depending on the 106 

individual setting and culture in which they are implemented. The instructors in the current 107 

study were provided with some examples of how the motivational strategies could be 108 

operationalised, however, the usefulness of such strategies within the specific context of 109 

indoor group cycling classes was not known.  110 

Researchers examining the translation of SDT into practice within education contexts 111 

(Reeve and Halusic 2009) have reported teachers to value being given specific examples of 112 

what they could say and do to be more need-supportive. Furthermore, skills-based 113 

interventions which provide ‘how to’ examples and recommendations for being more need-114 

supportive have been found to yield relatively large effect sizes compared to interventions 115 

providing basic information (Reeve and Cheon 2016). Thus, examination of how instructors 116 

operationalised the need-supportive strategies, and the challenges and facilitators to doing so 117 

within the specific constraints of group exercise classes, would be of value for improving 118 

future SDT training programmes.  119 

When implementing an intervention it is crucial to consider the views and experiences 120 

of the end users, in this case the exercisers. Within SDT (Ryan and Deci 2002), it is theorised 121 

that individuals’ self-determined motivation is influenced not by the objective behaviours of 122 

significant others, but rather the individuals’ subjective interpretation of such behaviours. In 123 
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order to identify whether the way in which the instructors operationalised the strategies was 124 

indeed need-supportive, and thus, uncover which SDT-informed motivational strategies are 125 

beneficial within indoor group cycling classes, it is important to consider exercisers’ 126 

perceptions of the motivation strategies and any impact upon their need satisfaction and 127 

motivation. 128 

The purpose of the study was to examine the process of instructors understanding and 129 

adopting, and the practicalities of operationalising, specific motivational strategies within the 130 

particular context of indoor group cycling classes. Qualitative research methods were adopted 131 

to enable an in depth examination of specific contexts and how these contexts influence the 132 

experiences, thoughts, beliefs and actions of people who operate within them (Sparkes and 133 

Smith 2014). Such research will advance understanding of how SDT can most effectively be 134 

implemented in practice. More specifically, the present study aimed to qualitatively explore:  135 

1) Group exercise instructors’ perceptions of how they operationalised the motivational 136 

strategies within classes. 137 

2) Exercisers’ views on instructors’ use of motivational strategies and any impact on 138 

exercisers’ basic psychological needs and motivation. 139 

3) The main challenges and facilitators reported by instructors when implementing the 140 

strategies in the group exercise context. 141 

 142 

Methods 143 

Participants 144 

Ethical approval was granted from the Ethics Board of a large Australian University 145 

and all participants provided informed consent. Participants were 13 indoor cycling 146 

instructors (3 male, 10 female; mean age = 39.58 years; SD = 8.69) randomly selected from 147 

those who had taken part in a SDT-based training programme designed to support instructors 148 
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in implementing a need-supportive communication style. To be eligible instructors needed to 149 

be aged 18 years and over and teach a regular indoor cycling session at least once a week. 150 

Instructors had been working as group cycling instructors for on average 4 years (SD = 2.60, 151 

Range = 6 months - 9 years).  152 

Fifteen exercisers (4 male, 11 female) participated in the present study. Eligibility 153 

criteria for exercisers included: being aged 18 years and over, attending an indoor group 154 

exercise class of one of the instructors who had received the SDT-based training, and having 155 

indicated that they were willing to take part in an interview. A letter was sent to all exercisers 156 

who attended an indoor group exercise class of one of the instructors who had received the 157 

SDT-based training, inviting them to take part in an individual interview. One hundred and 158 

eleven exercisers indicated willingness to be interviewed and provided their contact details. 159 

Exercisers were purposively sampled with the aim of recruiting participants of from a variety 160 

of fitness clubs (11 in total) and instructors (13), various ages, experience levels, and genders. 161 

Exercisers were aged 18-78 years (Mean = 42.27 years; SD = 16.87) and had been attending 162 

the cycling class with the specified instructor for on average 1.88 years (range = 2 months – 8 163 

years).  164 

 165 

Details of the Training Programme 166 

Instructors attended 3 face-to-face workshops, each lasting an average of 3 hours, 167 

delivered in weeks 1, 3, and 10. The workshops were delivered by the authors and aimed to 168 

educate instructors on SDT and the targeted motivation/communication strategies. The 169 

workshops involved classroom activities (e.g., group discussions, creation of personalised 170 

action plans, self-refection diaries) and practical activities (e.g., role play in the cycling 171 

studio). Instructors were given rich descriptions of 10 motivational strategies to try to adopt 172 

(i.e., need supportive strategies) and 10 to try to reduce (i.e., need thwarting strategies) (see 173 
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Hancox et al. 2015 for details). Instructors were encouraged to try out 3-4 strategies per week 174 

and also had access to a dedicated (private) Facebook page, and additional phone/email 175 

support if required. 176 

 177 

Interviews 178 

Telephone interviews were conducted by an independent researcher after the 179 

intervention and lasted approximately 30 minutes. Instructors were asked about their 180 

experiences of implementing the strategies into their cycling classes (e.g., Has the way in 181 

which you try to motivate your exercisers changed as a result of the training? If yes, can you 182 

provide some examples?), what did not work (e.g., Were there any strategies that you decided 183 

not to do and/or that you felt couldn’t be easily integrated with your instructor style?), and 184 

any challenges they faced (e.g., Did you find any of specific strategies particularly 185 

challenging to implement in classes?).  186 

Exercisers were asked about their motivation for attending classes (e.g., What would 187 

you describe as your reasons for attending the class?), what their instructor said and did to try 188 

to motivate them (e.g., What does your instructor say or do that motivates you?), whether 189 

they have noticed any change in their instructors teaching style over the past 4 months, and 190 

the extent to which their instructor satisfies their basic psychological needs for competence, 191 

relatedness and autonomy (e.g., To what extent do you feel that your instructor says or does 192 

things that help you feel that you are in control of your own workout, that you have a sense of 193 

freewill? Can you provide examples of things that he/she says that make you feel this way? 194 

How do you feel at these times? How do your feelings or engagement or effort in the class 195 

change when he/she says or does these things?) 196 

 197 

Self-reflection diaries 198 
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During the intervention instructors were encouraged to record their thoughts and 199 

feelings in relation to putting the motivational strategies into practice within their classes. It 200 

was recommended that instructors recorded their reflections after each class or at the end of 201 

each week, depending on their own preference. Choice of when to complete the self-202 

reflections was given in order to reduce burden on instructors who teach a large number of 203 

classes per week. Guiding questions were provided (e.g., During this class/week, which 204 

strategies did you focus on? What worked really well in terms of implementing the 205 

strategies? What did you find challenging about using the strategies?), however, instructors 206 

were informed that they could record their reflections in whatever way felt most comfortable 207 

for them.  208 

A self-reflection diary methodology was chosen to capture instructors’ experiences 209 

closer to the time at which they occurred (Willig 2013). Diary entries were also used to 210 

generate interview prompts (e.g., ‘You mentioned in one of your Facebook reflections that 211 

you find the inclusive language a bit difficult could you tell me a bit more about that?’) which 212 

aid recall and generate more in depth understanding of diary entries (Sparkes and Smith 213 

2014).  214 

Ten instructors (2 male, 8 female) completed and returned self-reflection diaries to the 215 

research team. The methods via which instructors shared their self-reflections included; 216 

setting up a private online blog, writing the self-reflections in an email and sending it to the 217 

lead researcher, keeping a paper diary, audio recording their thoughts, and posting their 218 

reflections on a (private) Facebook page which was set up for the project. In the first couple 219 

of weeks most instructors provided self-reflections after each class. In later weeks instructors 220 

tended to provide reflections on specific instances in which strategies ‘worked’ or not and 221 

more general reflections over the past week, as opposed to noting reflections after each class. 222 

The length of self-reflection entries varied from 15 words to 2198 words per entry.  223 
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 224 

Data analysis 225 

Data were analysed using the Framework Method (Gale et al. 2013).  Semi-structured 226 

interviews and audio-recorded self-reflections were transcribed verbatim and anonymised. 227 

All data were imported into NVivo (Version 10, QSR, Southport, UK). The first author 228 

became familiar with each participant’s data (i.e., interview transcript and self-reflections for 229 

instructors and interview transcripts for class members) and noted initial analytic 230 

observations. Following familiarisation, the data were coded and a working analytical 231 

framework developed. As the purpose of the study is to examine implementation of a specific 232 

theory (SDT) within indoor group cycling classes, concurrent deductive and inductive 233 

thematic analysis, also referred to as abductive reasoning (Ryba et al. 2012, Sparkes and 234 

Smith 2014), was used. Deductive analysis was used to identify examples of, and challenges 235 

and facilitators relating to, the implementation of the a priori SDT-based motivational 236 

strategies (see Table 1 for details). Deductive analysis was also used to identify SDT 237 

mechanisms (i.e., basic need satisfaction, motivation regulations) reported by exercisers. 238 

Alongside this, inductive analysis was used to explore themes arising from the data (e.g., 239 

challenges and facilitators reported by instructors when implementing the strategies in the 240 

group exercise context which were unrelated to SDT). Though interpreting the data through 241 

an SDT lens, we aspired to remain critically aware and reflexive of phenomena and themes 242 

unrelated to SDT, moving between everyday meanings and theoretical explanations (Sparkes 243 

and Smith 2014). 244 

Indexing was performed by systematically applying codes from the agreed analytical 245 

framework systematically to the whole dataset. A spreadsheet containing a convergence 246 

coding matrix was generated and data charted into the matrix. Columns contained themes and 247 

subthemes, rows contained individual cases, and summarised data from each transcript were 248 
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entered into the appropriate cell. This approach enabled integration of interview and self-249 

reflection data and facilitated comparison with ease across data cases as well as within 250 

individual cases. A clear audit trail, documenting analytic decisions was created and 251 

maintained to maximise transparency and ensure credibility and quality. The audit trail and 252 

coding matrix were distributed among the author team for consideration and discussion. The 253 

coding matrix and themes were further refined and discussed, using constant comparison and 254 

critical reflection, until a group consensus was reached.  255 

 256 

Results 257 

The results relevant to aims 1 and 2 are presented together under the headings 258 

‘Motivationally adaptive strategies’ and ‘Motivationally maladaptive strategies’. Results 259 

related to aim 3 are presented under the headings ‘Challenges’ and ‘Facilitators’. 260 

The majority of exercisers reported attending indoor cycling classes with their 261 

instructor on a regular basis (3 twice a week, 11 once a week, 1 once a fortnight). The main 262 

reasons exercisers cited for attending classes included: valuing its benefits (i.e., fitness, 263 

recovery from injury, and social interaction) and the intrinsic enjoyment of the class (e.g., ‘I 264 

go because I want to go, because I love it.’ EC).  When asked, the majority of the exercisers 265 

said that their reasons for attending have not changed over the past 4 months. However, one 266 

exerciser (EG) described becoming more intrinsically motivated: ‘I’m enjoying it even 267 

more...the instructor’s enthusiasm is quite contagious.’  268 

 269 

Motivationally adaptive strategies  270 

Analysis revealed all of the motivationally adaptive strategies were reported to have been 271 

operationalised by the instructors within their classes. The instructors mentioned that they 272 

already, to some extent, used the strategies within their practice, but that they recognised that 273 
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‘how’ they were previously delivering the strategies may not necessarily have been done in 274 

ways that foster their exercisers’ feelings for autonomy, competence and relatedness. When 275 

asked whether their teaching style has changed, one instructor explained ‘I do think it has 276 

changed, um, somewhat…there were some of the supportive ones [strategies] I found that I 277 

was sort of already using. But I was able to use the rich descriptions to take that to the next 278 

level.’ (I1, interview). When asked, only 4 exercisers reported noticing a change in their 279 

instructors teaching style over the past 4 months. Two exercisers noticed a general 280 

improvement (e.g., ‘Now he seems a bit more comfortable and confident in his teaching.’ 281 

EG) and two picked out specific changes (e.g., the instructor is ‘more specific about technical 282 

things and bike set up…making sure everybody is informed.’ EA). The other exercisers 283 

reported not noticing any specific differences in the instructors teaching ‘I don’t know about 284 

anything specifically I can call out that’s changed’ (EN). Instructors’ experiences of 285 

operationalising the motivationally supportive strategies, exercisers views on the strategies 286 

and ensuing feelings of need satisfaction and motivation are presented in relation to each 287 

motivationally supportive strategy using the LARS categorisation as higher order themes.  288 

Listening to exercisers 289 

 Taking time to listen and be responsive to your exercisers’ needs. Before and after 290 

class instructors reported addressing exercisers by name and actively listening to what they 291 

have to say. One instructor (I15, interview) explained: 292 

 It really helps to, I’ve noticed, to try and learn people’s names. I think people really 293 

appreciate that and that’s made a big difference. I’ve tried every class to learn one 294 

more person’s name and maybe a little bit about them. If they’ve got an injury or they 295 

were going away or they’ve got something going on, you know, they were training for 296 

something, I would remember that the next time they came and say ‘how’s the 297 

training going?’ or ‘how’s the injury? If you need to modify anything to compensate 298 
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for the injury then that’s fine’. So it’s that connection I think that that’s for me has 299 

been the most important part. 300 

 During class instructors reported paying attention to exercisers’ facial gestures, body 301 

language and energy to gauge who is or is not comfortable, enjoying themselves or clear on 302 

what they are doing. Instructors explained that they used this information to provide 303 

appropriate feedback/support to the exercisers either during or after class.  One instructor 304 

(I15, self-reflection) noted:  305 

During the sprint track I noticed a few of the participants were struggling with their 306 

speed. I got them all to look at me instead of looking down so I could make eye 307 

contact with them to encourage them and support them through the tough part and 308 

also gave them time checks so they knew how long they had to go.         309 

 One exerciser (EK) explained that when the instructor refers to them by name it 310 

makes them feel valued and ‘…important for being in that class, rather than just a number’, 311 

thus supporting the exerciser’s sense of relatedness, and motivating her to return to the class: 312 

‘I guess it makes you feel like that it’s worth coming in because someone takes any interest in 313 

you.’ An exerciser (EN) described how she finds it motivating that her instructor ‘notices the 314 

small things’ and believes it to be ‘a sign of a good instructor…when the instructor is feeding 315 

off the energy of the class and adjusting as they go and really paying attention, noticing, if 316 

someone’s struggling.’ Thus, the instructor taking time to show that they have noticed 317 

exercisers and responding to their needs was reported by exercises to contribute to feelings of 318 

relatedness and motivation to continue with the class.  319 

 Encouraging questions and feedback from exercisers’ regarding their goals, 320 

problems or preferences. Instructors explained that they specifically approached one or two 321 

exercisers each week to ask how they got on within the class, what they liked/disliked about 322 
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the class and/or to follow up on a previously discussed goal or problem. For example, an 323 

instructor (I11, self-reflection) described:  324 

What I have found, at the end of the class, when I choose 1 or 2 different people to 325 

ask how they went this week and what they liked/disliked, is that people are revealing 326 

their goals. One of my regulars wanted to increase her resistance and pace in her 327 

sprints. We are now working at ways she can do that! 328 

Instructors explained that finding out exercisers’ goals and reasons for coming to the class 329 

has helped to develop a stronger rapport and connection: ‘I’m now asking people more the 330 

reasons why they are coming….and that’s really been connecting and making people feel 331 

more at ease.’ (I23, interview).  332 

 This was corroborated by exercisers who reported having the opportunity to provide 333 

feedback contributed to self-determined motivations for engagement: ‘She actually, you 334 

know, cared about our thoughts on the class and that, you know, makes you feel that she 335 

wanted you to be there and she appreciated you being there and enjoyed you being in her 336 

class.’ (EK)     337 

Advising exercisers 338 

 Giving meaningful and appropriate explanations. Instructors reported taking more 339 

time than they used to, to explain the rationale behind their instructions. One instructor 340 

revealed how they operationalised the strategy in their class: ‘I explained why we did certain 341 

things to get the most of our workout, [such as] chest up in the climbs so it’s easier to 342 

breathe, relaxing the upper body to be able to sprint faster. I got them to tense up during a 343 

sprint, then relax so they could feel the difference.’ (I15, self-reflection). 344 

Exercisers mentioned that they feel motivated in class when instructors provide 345 

appropriate explanations:  346 
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I guess the way that she describes that if you’ve got to a level where you feel like your 347 

legs are going wobbly or you feel your heart elevating, it means that you’re really 348 

working your muscles. You can then gauge what you’re doing and what she’s saying 349 

and assess if you are on the right track. And then that actually spurs you on to work that 350 

little bit harder and push yourself. (EI) 351 

Giving specific and constructive feedback. Instructors reported replacing 352 

motivationally empty feedback, such as ‘good’ and ‘well done’, with more specific feedback: 353 

‘I often tell my class that I am loving their speed for example, giving reasons why....it will 354 

improve their fitness.’ (I11, self-reflection). Instructors also described giving specific 355 

individual feedback to exercisers at the end of classes: ‘I have been choosing a minimum of 356 

two class members at the end of each class to personally acknowledge their effort and have a 357 

chat.’ (I11, self-reflection). 358 

Exercisers expressed that individual, meaningful feedback or praise from their 359 

instructor contributed to their feelings competence (e.g., ‘He [the instructor] actually paid 360 

attention to the fact that, you know I’d, I’ve managed to up my performance and was capable 361 

of more than I had been…and the fact that he noticed, that you know made my confidence 362 

increase.’ [EG]), and relatedness (e.g., ‘She’ll come up to you personally and tell you how 363 

I’ve done sort of good job and stuff. I just feel more motivated to be there and it makes me 364 

feel like my instructor does care.’ [EM]) 365 

Using inclusive language. Instructors reported this to be the easiest strategy to 366 

implement: “I found it fairly easy to start to incorporate inclusive language such as ‘let’s or 367 

‘we’” (I12, self-reflection). Instructors explained that following the training they now direct 368 

instructions towards the group working together (e.g., ‘we can do this…together let’s finish 369 

this’) as opposed to being directed towards individuals (e.g., ‘you can push yourself harder, 370 

you can do this’). Instructors also described now using a questioning style to phrase 371 
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instructions (e.g., ‘How about we…?’) and words that open up the possibility of choice (e.g., 372 

‘perhaps’ and ‘let’s see if we can add a little more’). 373 

Exercisers described how the use of inclusive language made them feel part of a team, 374 

promoting a sense of belonging: ‘I think he [the instructor] turns [the class] into much more 375 

of a team environment, like it’s not so much a group of individuals all working towards their 376 

own aims but I think he makes everyone sort of gel together and come together as a group 377 

which is really nice.’ (EG) and motivation ‘That whole, I guess, family atmosphere makes it 378 

motivating.’ (EE) 379 

Relating to exercisers 380 

 Acknowledging exercisers’ feelings and responding appropriately. Instructors 381 

described acknowledging both the feelings of the class as a whole during sessions and of 382 

individual exercisers on a one-to-one basis. An instructor (I15, self-reflection) described an 383 

example with an exerciser who: ‘likes to push herself but is also apprehensive about getting 384 

on the bike again in case she reinjures herself.’ The instructor acknowledged the exerciser’s 385 

feelings and reassured her that it was ok to go at her own pace. Following the class, the 386 

instructor said that the exerciser ‘came to thank me for taking the time to reassure her, for 387 

checking in with her during the class to make sure she was feeling ok, and for making her so 388 

welcome.’ 389 

Exercisers reported that they liked it when their instructor noticed and acknowledged 390 

how they were feeling. One exerciser explained:  391 

If you look a bit tired or she [the instructor] notices that you’re looking a bit run down 392 

then, you know, she’ll always sort of touch base with you… and say ‘Are you feeling 393 

ok?’ or um yeah after the class she’ll have a chat to you and that. So yeah always she’s 394 

a very personal type of person. (EE) 395 
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 Offering meaningful praise which is unconditional. Instructors explained that they 396 

tried to make their praise more meaningful by relating it directly to a specific action or 397 

outcome that the exerciser(s) had achieved. One instructor (I15, self-reflection) said: ‘I’ve 398 

realised that although I praise my class I don’t really qualify it and say why they did well. So 399 

I've been trying to focus more on that this week. For example, you were sprinting with great 400 

control there, well done as opposed to good sprinting guys”. 401 

 Exercisers described their instructors offering praise simply to celebrate what was 402 

achieved. Such praise helped to support exercisers’ feelings of competence and motivation: 403 

‘At the end of the class she’ll say oh ‘everyone’s worked really hard’. That does give you the 404 

motivation to go back and also it does gives you that confidence thing of, you know, well 405 

we’re doing ok.’ (EL) 406 

Structuring the class 407 

 Creating opportunities for exercisers to have input and make decisions about the 408 

workout. Instructors explained that they invited input from the class regarding music choice 409 

and general feedback on delivery of the content. Instructors described listening to the 410 

feedback and then demonstrating to the exercisers that their views had been reflected in the 411 

workout decisions. An instructor (I15, self-reflection) explained: ‘At the end of the class a 412 

couple of the exercisers came to me and said they’d enjoyed the challenge but could we 413 

please do some shorter sprints the following week, which I did.’ 414 

 Exercisers explained that being invited to have some input and to make decisions 415 

made them feel as if they had more ownership over the session, thus increasing their feelings 416 

of autonomy: ‘She always does ask for suggestions at the end…if there’s a certain song you 417 

might like or suggestions of what she could do better. I think that’s important as well.’ (EN).  418 

 Offering choice and variety which are realistic and relevant to exercisers’ needs. 419 

Instructors described giving exercisers options as to how much resistance to add to the bikes 420 
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during the tracks, how much rest to take and how often, and how long to complete high 421 

intensity spinning for. Most instructors also mentioned explaining to exercisers at the 422 

beginning of classes that they are free to adapt the workout to suit their own needs and goals. 423 

In a self-reflection an instructor (I5) shared what she says to her exercisers:  424 

This is your ride, you are in control of your ride. At any stage throughout the ride feel 425 

free to make adjustments to your dial, the key is to feel safe and in control. This works 426 

both ways, if you are feeling good, take the advanced options and don’t be afraid to add 427 

more resistance at any time, and the reverse applies, if you feel you need to reduce the 428 

dial at any stage feel free to adjust that dial to meet your fitness goals. 429 

Prior to the training instructors tended to demand high performance from all 430 

exercisers with those unable to keep up then having to ‘opt out’. If exercisers are unable to 431 

reach or maintain the desired goal this may thwart their basic need for competence. 432 

Instructors found that challenging exercisers to take the higher options was a more need-433 

supportive approach. For example, one instructor (I2, self-reflection) noted:  434 

Usually I would encourage all riders to move into the fast racing by saying: ‘Accelerate 435 

up to the beat’ and follow up maybe 10 seconds later saying ‘If you can't get to the 436 

beat, just do your best’. I don't think this is necessarily unsupportive but I changed my 437 

language slightly to be more positive by saying: ‘If you want more of a challenge, 438 

accelerate to find the beat’.  The goal here is to build confidence in riders so that they 439 

don’t feel defeated if they need to slow down.  Overall I think it was a great change in 440 

language to make riders feel more successful. 441 

 Having choice and control over their workout, contributed to exercisers’ feelings of 442 

autonomy (e.g., ‘So she gives you that sort of options and you feel like you’ve got control 443 

over what you want to do’ [EL]), competence (e.g., ‘Knowing that you can make that 444 

workout suit you individually makes you feel motivated because you know that you can suit 445 
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it to how you are that day. So yeah, if you aren’t energetic you can still push yourself as hard 446 

as you can but not feel that you’ve failed because you haven’t been able to achieve what you 447 

might have been able to achieve two days ago’ [EE]), and self-determination (e.g., ‘If an 448 

instructor gives you options then you’re more likely to want to…come back and challenge 449 

yourself for next week and maybe put the dial up a bit higher, but know that you still have 450 

that freedom to drop it if you want to’ [EK]). 451 

 Creating opportunities to interact with all members. Instructors reported that the best 452 

time to interact with members individually was before and after class. Instructors described 453 

arriving 15-20 minutes early and standing by the door to greet people as they walk in and/or 454 

walking around the room and proactively approaching exercisers and initiate conversations. 455 

A few instructors explained that walking around the room made it easier to identify 456 

individuals who were new, looked a bit nervous, or in need of assistance. One instructor 457 

mentioned that thinking of the class as a party, and her as a good host, helped her to interact 458 

with more exercisers.   459 

The exercisers expressed that a friendly instructor, who interacts with exercisers on a 460 

one-to-one basis is crucial for engagement: ‘You just feel more loyal I guess to that instructor 461 

because they know you and they, you can tell that they actually care about you. Not many 462 

instructors do that actually and I think that’s a really good quality to have as an instructor I 463 

think, it just shows that one-to-one personal caring sort of thing.’ (EL) Another exerciser (EJ) 464 

explained: ‘I would immediately turn off if they [the instructor] wasn’t friendly. If they’re not 465 

friendly, well, you think why are you doing this.’ 466 

 467 

Motivationally maladaptive strategies  468 

Generally, instructors expressed that they did not use many motivationally 469 

maladaptive strategies and exerciser reports supported this assertion. Below instructors’ 470 



21 
 

21 
 

experiences of reducing their use of the motivationally unsupportive strategies, exercisers 471 

views on the strategies and ensuing influence on need satisfaction and motivation are 472 

presented in relation to the motivationally unsupportive strategies which were mentioned by 473 

instructors or exercisers.  The motivationally maladaptive strategies were organised, based on 474 

the categorisation of strategies used in the training, into 3 higher order dimensions: 475 

Pressuring language, Appearing cold, and Structuring the class. No data emerged on 476 

instructors or exercisers experiences of operationalising strategies related to the category 477 

‘Empty communication’. 478 

Pressurising Language 479 

Using commands and directives or inducing guilt and shame. Instructors reflected 480 

that they had been in the habit of using commands and directives when instructing because… 481 

“We have been very much taught to use that type of language - ‘It should feel like this, this 482 

next gear is a must do’. It took me a long time to get out of, because it just slipped out. It’s 483 

just habit” (I1, interview). Instructors explained that with time, they were able to reduce their 484 

use of commands and directives by replacing them with inclusive language (e.g., ‘Let’s 485 

try…’, ‘We could aim to…’), questioning phrasing (e.g., ‘Can you feel...?’), meaningful 486 

explanations (e.g., ‘When I ask participants to stay low into the legs when climbing…I 487 

explain why - more load through the legs, engage correct muscles, not wasting energy, gives 488 

better results’), and options phrased in a challenging way (e.g., ‘If you want an extra 489 

challenge add again’).  490 

Appearing cold 491 

Using ‘no pain-no gain’ language. A few instructors acknowledged that their 492 

teaching style prior to the training programme was ‘directed at those who thrive on the no 493 

pain, no gain style’ (I11, self-reflection). For example, one instructor (I7, interview) noted: 494 

“Before I might’ve just gone ‘alright skipping through the break, go hard, or go home, push 495 
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on through’, whereas now I probably give a little bit more choice.’ The instructors 496 

acknowledged that the ‘no pain, no gain’ mentality may not be motivating for all individuals, 497 

particularly newer class members. Instead instructors said that they encouraged exercisers to 498 

try their hardest by using more motivationally supportive strategies such as, providing choice, 499 

giving explanations, using inclusive language, and acknowledging exercisers feelings. 500 

Structuring your class 501 

Comparing exercisers against each other or being overly competitive. The majority 502 

of instructors explained that they encourage individual improvement rather than comparing 503 

exercisers against each other. When asked what she now does differently following the 504 

training, one instructor (I26, interview) said: ‘I’m non-competitive, like I’ve been telling 505 

people more not to worry about everyone else, just... like worry about themselves, and 506 

challenging themselves, rather than looking around and being preoccupied with what 507 

everyone else is doing.’   508 

A couple of instructors felt that there is a place for competition within the group 509 

exercise setting. One instructor (I7, interview) uses competition because it creates a fun 510 

atmosphere: ‘There’s certain tracks that I will bring in a full competition into that track, you 511 

know, and it just increases the intensity in the room, and the fun.’ Some exercisers mentioned 512 

that they find competition motivating when it is delivered in a way which does not compare 513 

individuals but instead uses teams to create a sense of comradeship: ‘He’s very encouraging 514 

through harder parts of the class like he won’t pick on individuals but he’ll maybe try and 515 

turn us into teams to compete against each other and that’s quite motivating’ (EG).  516 

Instructors recognised that not all members like competition ‘Not everybody wants it’ 517 

(I7, interview). Exercisers highlighted the negative influence that competition, which 518 

compares individuals against each other, can have on individual’s feelings of competence 519 

(e.g., ‘Some other instructors like to sort of, pit each other off in a class or, you 520 
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know…um…I think some people might find that a bit intimidating especially, you know, 521 

everyone is at different levels of fitness’ EB) and motivation (e.g., “I’ve been to other classes 522 

where they say ‘oh try to compete against the person next to you’. That doesn’t really work 523 

for me. I don’t find that very motivating” EH).  524 

 525 

Challenges  526 

 Four themes related to the challenges that instructors faced when implementing the 527 

strategies in the group exercise context were identified: the structured nature of the group 528 

exercise class, initiating meaningful one-to-one conversations, phrasing instructions in a 529 

need-supportive way, and breaking old habits.  530 

The structured nature of the group exercise class 531 

During indoor group cycling classes, instructors deliver a set routine to a continuous 532 

soundtrack whilst demonstrating the exercises on a bike at the front of the class. Instructors 533 

explained that this strict format limited their ability to listen, advise, and relate with 534 

exercisers on an individual basis during class. Most instructors reported overcoming this 535 

challenge by spending more time before and after classes interacting one-to-one with 536 

exercisers: ‘The one thing that I’ve really changed is making myself more available before 537 

and after class’ (I12, interview). However, some instructors found this difficult due to the 538 

timing of classes ‘Time wise um… the six o’clock morning class is not so easy to do, cause 539 

people come in, rush, um, jump on, off the bike, and go’ (I14, interview), or their own busy 540 

schedules ‘On Sundays I have to go and teach a class at another gym after so I can’t stay 541 

around after the class talking to the participants.’ (I15, self-reflection) 542 

Initiating meaningful one-to-one conversations 543 

Some instructors reported feeling apprehensive at first about initiating one-to-one 544 

conversations: ‘getting to know different types of people, and um… that’s always been 545 
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something for me that actually puts me out of my comfort zone’ (I12, interview). Another 546 

instructor (I5, interview) explained that making those one-to-one interactions with exercisers 547 

meaningful was challenging: ‘Being proactive at the start and creating those conversations 548 

with individuals which are meaningful conversations rather than ‘how are you going?’ 549 

Actually trying to connect with them a bit more, that was difficult.’ The instructor reported 550 

that over time, with practice, it became easier: ‘Actually trying to connect with them 551 

[exercisers] a bit more that was probably difficult to start with… um… but it became a lot 552 

easier and it felt good.’ (I5, interview) 553 

Phrasing instructions in a need-supportive way 554 

 Instructors acknowledged that in order to deliver the strategies in a need-supportive 555 

way they had to change what they said and how they said it: ‘I’m more conscious of what I 556 

say and how I say it’ (I18, interview). However, instructors found it challenging to know how 557 

to phrase instructions in a need-supportive way: ‘It’s just difficult because you know, trying 558 

to phrase it, and trying to get it in, in a way um, like that was challenging at times.’ (I12, 559 

interview). One strategy which instructors found particularly challenging to phrase in a need-560 

supportive way was offering choice and variety which are realistic and relevant to 561 

exercisers’ needs. In trying to cater for new exercisers, instructors reported giving lots of 562 

options for exercisers to ease off or take a break if needed. However, instructors reported 563 

feeling that the more advanced members were taking the easy options and not challenging 564 

themselves. One instructor (I12, self-reflection) explained: 565 

I feel like giving tons of options makes the class much easier as people will tend to 566 

cater towards the lower option frequently. I will need to find a way to make it open for 567 

people who want it [to take the lower options] without making the class sound too easy.  568 

How to most effectively implement this strategy into practice was discussed in the second 569 

training workshop. Subsequently, instructors reported becoming more confident phrasing this 570 
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strategy in a need-supportive way: ‘I think towards the end [of the programme] I found a 571 

better balance with giving them [exercisers] that choice still, but that choice where they want 572 

to work harder.’ (I5, interview).  573 

Breaking old habits 574 

Instructors reported finding ‘…breaking old habits to starting to adopt new, more 575 

effective ones!’ (I12, self-reflection) particularly challenging. When interviewed, an 576 

instructor (I26) explained: ‘It just took quite a few weeks for me to- to um…put some of the 577 

strategies into place, because my automatic... um... way of  doing it was just different. And 578 

yeah, it’s just- just learning it and training yourself to say things in a different way or do 579 

things in a different way, so yeah.’ One instructor reported that planning when and how they 580 

were going to incorporate the strategies into their classes helped: ‘I think scripting what I was 581 

going to say in my action plan was key’ (I2, self-reflection).  582 

 583 

Facilitators 584 

 Two main facilitators to implementing the strategies in the group exercise context 585 

were reported by instructors: establishing a connection and understanding SDT. 586 

Establishing a connection  587 

Instructors explained that to begin with, when directly asking for input, questions or 588 

feedback they did not get much response from exercisers. However, over time, as they made 589 

themselves more available to talk to exercisers before and after class and proactively engaged 590 

in more meaningful conversations, they began to receive more questions and feedback from 591 

class members. Thus, developing a prior connection was critical to the successful 592 

implementation of motivationally adaptive strategies, such as, encouraging questions and 593 

feedback from exercisers about their goals, problems or preferences:  594 
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Because I’m creating a conversation with them when they walk in they feel more 595 

inclined to give me that feedback at the end. Whereas before [the training] I asked for 596 

feedback but people wouldn’t come up and talk and I think that was because I wasn’t 597 

approachable at the start so they thought oh I won’t talk to her (I5, interview). 598 

Some instructors stated that without developing that prior interaction/connection, the other 599 

strategies were not as powerful. One of the instructors (I5) in her self-reflection noted a time 600 

when she was asked to take a class at late notice.  601 

I was happy to help but I had not prepared myself mentally to teach and had no prior 602 

opportunity at all to mix with the class. I jumped on stage, hit the music and started. I 603 

struggled to find the connection that I had with my previous classes where I had 604 

implemented the strategy. There was no prior relationship established. No chance for 605 

me to communicate with my participants prior to the class to relax myself. It was a 606 

weird feeling. Even though I had tried to implement the choice strategy, creating a 607 

group effort culture and explaining how it should feel, I really noticed the effect of not 608 

having that connection. I felt the other strategies weren’t as powerful. 609 

Understanding SDT  610 

Instructors believed that having an understanding of SDT helped add more depth to 611 

their instruction, ‘Whenever I was considering my strategies it made me think about the 612 

purpose behind it’ (I5, interview). Instructors mentioned that understanding how and why the 613 

strategies worked (the underlying theory) helped them to implement the strategies in a 614 

motivationally supportive way: “Um...through the training, I was sort of learning how the 615 

supportive strategies work. It sort of puts the workout into the participant, rather than just 616 

being like the drill sergeant. Um... so definitely understanding that component made a big 617 

difference” (I1, interview).  618 

 619 
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Discussion 620 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore: 1) group exercise instructors’ 621 

perceptions of how they operationalised the motivational strategies within classes, 2) 622 

exercisers’ views on instructors use of motivational strategies and any impact on exercisers’ 623 

basic psychological needs and motivation, and 3) the main challenges and facilitators 624 

reported by instructors when implementing the strategies in the group exercise context. 625 

Findings are discussed in relation to the theoretical, practical and research implications.  626 

Theoretical implications 627 

In line with SDT, previous literature (e.g., Edmunds et al. 2008, Ng et al. 2012, 628 

Teixeira et al. 2012), and the projects quantifiable results on the effects of training group 629 

exercise instructors to adopt a motivationally adaptive communication style (reported in 630 

Ntoumanis et al. 2016), our qualitative findings revealed the motivationally adaptive 631 

strategies to generally be associated with positive responses from exercisers’ and reports of 632 

basic need satisfaction and intentions to continue. These findings suggest that the way in 633 

which the instructors operationalised the strategies was need-supportive, and that the SDT-634 

informed motivational strategies are beneficial with regards to promoting exercisers’ positive 635 

experiences and self-determined motivation within indoor group cycling classes. 636 

Competition which encourages comparison between individuals was found to be 637 

associated with negative reports from exercisers with regards to their feelings of competence 638 

and motivation. Although this intervention was not developed from Achievement Goal 639 

Theory (AGT; Ames 1992, Nicholls 1989) this finding supports the theoretical proposition 640 

that individuals are more likely to feel competent if they are operating within an achievement 641 

setting with a prevailing task-involving, as opposed to ego-involving, goal climate. Thus, the 642 

findings provide support for an integrative approach to intervention design, underpinned by 643 

both SDT and AGT (e.g., Duda 2013). Such an approach may create a more comprehensive 644 



28 
 

28 
 

picture of the social-environmental features which may hold implications for exercisers’ 645 

basic psychological needs and, in turn, motivations to continue. 646 

 647 

Practical implications 648 

The present study makes an important contribution to the literature by advancing 649 

understanding of the practicalities of translating motivational principles into practice in the 650 

‘real world’. Our findings have implications for the application of SDT to the specific context 651 

of group exercise classes and the development of future motivation focused training 652 

programmes more generally. Collaboration with, and learning from, those participating in 653 

SDT-based training programmes is crucial if we are to advance knowledge and understanding 654 

of how to most effectively train need-supportive behaviours. This is the first study with 655 

fitness instructors to identify examples based on real life experiences of operationalising 656 

need-supportive strategies within the context of group exercise. These real life examples can 657 

be used to improve SDT-based training with group exercise instructors. For example, the 658 

provision of specific examples of what to say and how to say it will help those being trained 659 

to know how to most effectively phrase instructions in a need-supportive way. Quotes from 660 

exercisers (e.g., ‘If an instructor gives you options then you’re more likely to want to…come 661 

back and challenge yourself for next week’) could be used to illustrate the impact that the 662 

strategies can have on exercisers’ motivation and engagement. Such information may help to 663 

educate instructors on the benefits of the motivationally supportive strategies and increase 664 

their motivation to utilise them.  665 

The present study aimed to explore the challenges reported by instructors when 666 

implementing the strategies in the group exercise context. The findings can be used to 667 

improve the current training programme by incorporating the identified challenges as key 668 

points/topics for discussion within future training workshops (e.g., how can instructors work 669 
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within the structure of the group exercise class, initiate meaningful one-to-one conversations, 670 

phrase instructions in a need-supportive way, and break old habits?). The findings of the 671 

present study could also be used to inform the design and training content in other future 672 

SDT-based interventions in this context and other similar settings. For example, findings 673 

revealed the main challenge reported by instructors when implementing the strategies in the 674 

group exercise context to be the design of the classes, which inadvertently limited instructors’ 675 

opportunities to create meaningful one-to-one interactions during class. The results suggest 676 

that when operationalising SDT in contexts in which interaction is generally one-sided (e.g., 677 

lectures, large group training sessions), with limited opportunities for individual interaction 678 

between authority figures (e.g., teachers, instructors) and participants (e.g., students, 679 

workshop participants), those in positions of authority need to actively seek out opportunities 680 

to engage in need supportive, two-way dialogue, outside of the large group setting (e.g., by 681 

individually interacting with participants before, after or during breaks within sessions). 682 

Although not always feasible, it is recommended that where possible future interventions 683 

factor in time for leaders in learning settings to interact on a one-to-one basis with 684 

participants.  685 

All of the other challenges expressed by instructors are considered modifiable and 686 

feasible to address within future SDT-based training programmes. For example, breaking old 687 

habits and developing new ones, was identified as another key challenge experienced by 688 

instructors when trying to implement the motivational strategies into practice. Incorporation 689 

of behaviour change techniques (Abraham and Michie 2008), such as, goal setting, action 690 

planning and habit formation, within SDT-based programmes can be used to support 691 

behaviour change. 692 

Within the group exercise context, instructors reported the use of inclusive language 693 

to be the easiest strategy to implement. This strategy only required instructors to make a 694 



30 
 

30 
 

slight change in the language that they used (e.g., replacing ‘you’ with ‘we’). A recent study 695 

by Reeve and Cheon (2016) found that teachers become more autonomy supportive after they 696 

believe it is easy implement. Therefore, future interventions encouraging instructors/teachers 697 

to try implementing a few strategies at a time may want to start with strategies which are 698 

perceived as easier to implement, such as using inclusive language.  699 

 700 

Implications for future research 701 

The findings of the present study suggest that an understanding of SDT helped 702 

instructors to deliver the strategies in a more need-supportive way. A meta-analysis (Su and 703 

Reeve 2011) found theory-based and non-theory based SDT training programmes to be 704 

equally effective. However, the theory-based interventions had narrower confidence intervals 705 

and produced more consistent results. Thus, it has been argued that a sufficient level of 706 

understanding of the theory underpinning the design of the intervention is necessary in order 707 

to effectively translate methods into practice (Kok et al. 2012, Schaalma and Kok 2009). 708 

Without an understanding of the theory, and in particular the basic needs which the strategies 709 

were trying to promote, instructors may have found it more difficult to be authentic in their 710 

actions and work out how to deliver the strategies in a way which is truly need-supportive. 711 

Although it appears that an understanding of SDT is important for successful implementation 712 

of need-supportive strategies, we do not know this for sure. Future research employing a 713 

factorial design and comparing 3 groups of health practitioners: 1) those taught SDT theory 714 

only, 2) those taught SDT strategies only, 3) those taught both SDT theory and strategies, 715 

would help to clarify whether an understanding of the principles of SDT is necessary in order 716 

to be optimally need-supportive. Such information is important for knowing whether time in 717 

training is effectively spent by teaching instructors the theoretical principles of SDT. 718 
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 A strength of the present study was the use of multiple types of qualitative data 719 

(interviews and self-reflection diaries). The use of a self-reflection diary method was a novel 720 

approach to collecting data on instructors’ experiences of implementing the need-supportive 721 

strategies and enabled us to capture instructors’ experiences of operationalising the strategies 722 

closer to the time at which they occurred. However, the present study was limited to only 723 

exploring instructors’ and exercisers’ experiences after the practical application of need-724 

supportive strategies within exercise classes. Future research, comparing and contrasting: 725 

before instructors were trained by the workshop, after training, and after trying to apply the 726 

strategies, would provide valuable insights into the how instructors change their knowledge, 727 

beliefs, and strategies on how to most effectively motivate exercises during classes, following 728 

participation in an SDT-based training programme. Analysis of the instructors’ learning 729 

experiences would give deeper understanding regarding why some strategies may be easier 730 

and others more challenging to operationalise, whether the quality of operationalisation had 731 

to do with individual instructors’ differences or other systematic factors, and eventually, how 732 

SDT could be better operationalised in general. 733 

Findings are based on self-reports from instructors and exercisers, thus, we do not 734 

know the exact language that instructors used and how interactions unfolded on a moment-to-735 

moment basis. A possible avenue for future research could involve using observations to shed 736 

greater light on the specifics of the language use and interaction (verbal and non-verbal) 737 

between instructors and exercisers. Such research can help to examine in detail how SDT can 738 

be most effectively operationalised in practice. 739 

 740 

Conclusions 741 

The findings advance our understanding of what it means to be supportive (and 742 

unsupportive) of individuals’ basic needs by providing practical recommendations and 743 
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examples taking into account the context of group exercise. Instructors reported establishing 744 

a connection with exercisers and understanding theoretical principles to facilitate the 745 

implementation of need-supportive strategies. Challenges to operationalising the motivational 746 

strategies within group cycling classes included: the structured nature of the group exercise 747 

class, initiating meaningful one-to-one conversations, phrasing instructions in a need-748 

supportive way, and breaking old habits. The findings of the present study could potentially 749 

be used to improve the design and training content of SDT-based training programmes in 750 

group exercise contexts and other similar group activity settings within education, sport and 751 

healthcare settings.  752 
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Table 1. Motivational strategies as detailed in Author et al. (2015).  

Category Motivational Strategy 

Motivationally Adaptive Strategies (LARS) 

Listening to your 

exercisers 

1. Taking time to listen and be responsive to your exercisers’ needs 

2. Encouraging questions and feedback from your exercisers about 

their goals, problems or preferences 

Advising your 

exercisers 

3. Giving meaningful and appropriate explanations 

4. Giving specific and constructive feedback 

5. Using inclusive language (e.g., ‘we could try…’) 

Relating to your 

exercisers 

6. Acknowledging the exercisers’ feelings and responding 

appropriately 

7. Offering meaningful praise which is unconditional 

Structuring your 

class 

8. Create opportunities for exercisers to have input and make 

decisions about the workout 

9. Offering choice and variety which are realistic and relevant to 

your exercisers’ needs 

10. Find opportunities to interact with all exercisers 

Motivationally Maladaptive Strategies (PEAS) 

Pressuring language 1. Using commands and directives (‘must’, ‘should’, ‘need you to’) 

or inducing guilt and shame 

2. Criticising, belittling, devaluing or dismissing exercisers 

Empty 

communication 

3. Imposing goals and rules with no explanations, or explanations 

which are confusing , inappropriate or pressuring 

4. Offering no specific feedback/praise, or talking in ways that are 
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motivationally ‘empty’ (e.g., ‘keep going’) 

Appearing ‘cold’ 5. Appearing cold and indifferent to your exercisers’ positive and 

negative feelings; appearing to talk to a ‘camera’ 

6. Appearing unresponsive to or discouraging your exercisers’ 

preferences, opinions and feedback 

7. Using ‘no pain-no gain’ language 

Structuring your 

class 

8. Offering little variety and/or choices that are not meaningful 

9. Not mixing with your exercisers 

10. Comparing exercisers against each other or being overly 

competitive 

 


