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Special Article

A commitment to physical activity is necessary for personal health, and is a primary goal of physical activity practitioners. Effective 

practitioners rely on theory and research as a guide to best practices. Thus, sound theory, which is both practical and parsimonious, is 

a key to effective practice. The purpose of this paper is to review the literature in search of such a theory - one that applies to and ex-

plains commitment to physical activity in the form of sport and exercise for youths and adults. The Sport Commitment Model has been 

commonly used to study commitment to sport and has more recently been applied to the exercise context. In this paper, research us-

ing the Sport Commitment Model is reviewed relative to its utility in both the sport and exercise contexts. Through this process, the 

relevance of the Investment Model for study of physical activity commitment emerged, and a more parsimonious framework for study-

ing of commitment to physical activity is suggested. Lastly, links between the models of commitment and individuals’ participation 

motives in physical activity are suggested and practical implications forwarded.
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INTRODUCTION

Physical inactivity is a leading cause of most non-infectious 
diseases [1-3], including heart disease, some cancers, and type 
2 diabetes. Non-infectious diseases account for approximately 
60% of the 56 million deaths around the world annually and 
47% of the global burden of disease, and this burden contin-
ues to grow [1]. These statistics demonstrate the importance 
of physical activity for healthy living and illustrate that physi-
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cal inactivity and the associated health-related problems have 
no geographical boundaries [3]. In light of this, commitment 
to sustained physical activity across the lifespan is imperative 
for personal health, and is a primary goal of physical activity 
specialists around the world.

When striving to promote the commitment to sustained 
physical activity, physical activity specialists are most effective 
when utilizing the best available research to guide their prac-
tice. At the heart of sound research is theory, making sound 
theory a key to effective practice [4]. To be sound, a theory must 
be both practical and parsimonious. This leads to the question, 
“what is the best theory to aid physical activity specialists in 
promoting a commitment to life-long physical activity?”

The purpose of this paper is to review the literature in search 
of a practical and parsimonious theory that applies to and ex-
plains commitment to both sport and exercise for children, 
adolescents, and adults. The Sport Commitment Model is an 
evolving theory that explains participation in physical activity 
in the sport context. This model has also recently been adapt-
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ed to exercise.
Physical activity is commonly defined as any bodily move-

ment produced by skeletal muscles that results in energy ex-
penditure [5], including sport and exercise. Sport is a form of 
physical activity that is highly organized and socially competi-
tive [6], while exercise is physical activity that is planned, 
structured, repetitive, and designed to improve or maintain 
physical fitness [5]. For the specific purposes of this paper, the 
term physical activity refers to sport and exercise collectively 
because, as argued in the paper, sport and exercise motivation 
from a commitment perspective are more similar than differ-
ent and one unified model is sufficient and parsimonious. 
However, to maintain the integrity of the original research dis-
cussed in this paper, original terms used by authors (e.g., sport 
or exercise) are used in this paper.

PARTICIPATION MOTIVATION

Commitment to physical activity impacts one’s motivation 
for involvement. Motivation for participation is manifested in 
individuals’ behavior in the form of their activity choices, how 
much effort they put forth in physical activity-related endeav-
ors, and how long they persist, particularly in the face of ob-
stacles and failure [7]. Of particular interest to physical activity 
and health professionals is creating environments in which in-
dividuals not only participate in physical activity, they will per-
sist in being physically active.

Research shows that regardless of age, youth and adults 
participate in physical activity for similar reasons. When asked 
why they participate, youth sport participants responses gen-
erally fall among the following categories: fun, competence, 
affiliation, and fitness [7]. Adults respond with the same gen-
eral motives when asked about their motivation for exercising 
[8]. That is, people, young and old, participate in sport and ex-
ercise, because it is fun, they like to strive to achieve and expe-
rience feelings of competence, they want to be with their 
friends and meet new people, and they see physical activity as 
an avenue for increasing fitness.

Despite the many perceived benefits of participation, peo-
ple also withdraw from physical activity. In the United States, 
approximately one-third of all participants in organized youth 
sports drop out yearly [9] with the estimated average youth 
sport attrition rates ranging from 22% to 59% [10]. Attrition 
from physical activity programs among adults is also a con-
cern. There has been a decrease in participation among popu-

lar sport and fitness activities including, tennis, racquetball, 
aerobic dance, jogging/running, and weight lifting [11], and it 
is commonly reported that 50% of adults who begin an exer-
cise program drop out within 3 to 6 months [12].

THE SPORT COMMITMENT MODEL

To better understand sport participants’ motivation, Scanlan 
et al. [13], Scanlan et al. [14], Carpenter et al. [15], Carpenter et 
al. [16], and Carpenter et al. [17] began investigating the con-
cept of sport commitment in the 1990s. These researchers de-
fined sport commitment as a motivational force that reflects a 
person’s desire and resolve to continue participation in sport. 
Sport commitment is a dynamic, psychological state that can 
vary over time, through seasons, and over the course of ca-
reers. Individuals’ level of commitment influences behavior in 
the form of choice, persistence, and effort.

Through a combination of qualitative and quantitative stud-
ies, Scanlan et al. [13], Scanlan et al. [14], and Carpenter et al. 
[15] identified six determinants of sport commitment includ-
ing sport enjoyment, involvement opportunities/benefits, 
personal investments, social support, involvement or attrac-
tive alternatives, and social constraints. Sport enjoyment is a 
positive emotional response to the sport experience. It is syn-
onymous with concepts including fun, pleasure, and satisfac-
tion. Involvement opportunities are the valued opportunities 
that are only available experientially through continued par-
ticipation. These are the benefits that come with participating 
in sport. Personal investments are the personal resources such 
as time, energy, money, and effort that are put into the activity 
that cannot be recovered if participation is discontinued. So-
cial support is the participant’s perceived support and encour-
agement from significant others in response to the partici-
pant’s involvement in sport. Involvement alternatives refer to 
the attractiveness or allure of other activities relative to one’s 
current sport choice. Social constraints reflect expectations 
that create feelings of obligation to others such as parents, 
peers, and coaches to continue involvement in sport.

Of the six determinants, enjoyment, involvement opportu-
nities, personal investments and social support have been 
found to be positively related to sport commitment among 
youth, elite-amateur, and professional sport athletes [13-17]. 
Of these, enjoyment and personal investments have been the 
most consistent predictors of sport commitment.

Though they have been found to predict commitment, in-



S37

Commitment to Sport and Exercise

volvement alternatives and social constraints have not consis-
tently predicted commitment across all groups. For example, 
involvement alternatives has been shown to significantly pre-
dict sport commitment in adult and high school athletes. 
However, younger athletes do not appear to have the same 
understanding of this construct, possibly because younger 
athletes may not have to make competing choices regarding 
sport [5]. It is interesting to note that although social constraints 
is theorized to be positively related to sport commitment, re-
search has demonstrated small negative or no relationship 
between social constraints and sport commitment in adult or 
youth sport [13-18]. These individuals may be participating 
because of their personal desire rather than feelings of obliga-
tion [15]. That is, participants play because they want to, not 
because they have to.

ATTRACTION, ENTRAPMENT, AND LOW 
COMMITMENT

The concept of individuals playing because they want to re-
flects an attraction-based commitment [19], which some re-
searchers refer to as “want to” commitment [20,21]. Converse-
ly, the notion that individuals play because they have to play, 
they have no choice, reflects an entrapment-based form of 
commitment or “have to” commitment [20,21]. Also, individu-
als are theorized to play with low commitment levels. Though 
not addressed by early sport commitment researchers, these 
three types of commitment were part of the early conceptual-

ization of the Sport Commitment Model by Schmidt and Stein 
[19] and can be thought of as profiles denoting attraction-
based (want to), entrapment-based (have to), and low com-
mitment athletes.

Theoretically, the profiles of attraction-based, entrapment 
based, and low commitment are distinct (Figure 1A). Specifi-
cally, an attraction-based profile is theorized to reflect high 
enjoyment, involvement opportunities (in the form of high 
benefits and low costs), high personal investment, and low in-
volvement alternatives. Athletes with an attraction profile are 
the most likely to continue their sport experience with posi-
tive feelings and attitudes.

The entrapment-based and low commitment profiles are 
theorized as distinct, but similar. Both profiles are expected to 
be associated with low enjoyment, low involvement opportu-
nities (in the form of high costs and low benefits), and high 
personal investment. The difference between these profiles 
lies with involvement alternatives. Athletes with low commit-
ment are theorized to see other activities as attractive, where-
as entrapped athletes see none. In essence, athletes fitting the 
entrapment-based profile are motivated to continue playing 
because they have nothing better to do and/or they have put 
too much into the sport to quit. Athletes with an entrapped 
profile are the most likely to burnout. In contrast, athletes fit-
ting the low commitment profile do see involvement alterna-
tives, but have put much into the sport. While they may be 
tempted to quit, they tend to continue participating.

The three theoretical commitment profiles described above 
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Figure 1. Sport commitment profiles. (A) Commitment profiles as theorized by Schmidt and Stein [19]. (B) Commitment profiles 
reported by Raedeke [22] (the two profiles on left) and Weiss and Weiss [23] (the two profiles on right). Z-scores above 0.5 denote 
high scores on its corresponding determinant. The determinants of commitment as noted in these profiles precedes the finaliza-
tion of sport commitment determinants as depicted in this paper. Benefits is conceptual similar to involvement opportunities. 
The names associated with these profiles differ from those reported by Raedeke [22] and Weiss and Weiss [23]. This was done to 
illustrate that the profiles found in these studies do resemble the profiles theorized by Schmidt and Stein [19]. 
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have been investigated empirically using cluster analysis. Spe-
cifically, Raedeke [22] and Weiss and Weiss [23], examined the 
relationship between commitment profiles and motivation-re-
lated behavior. Among the findings of these studies, only two 
profiles were found to be conceptually similar to the theoreti-
cal profiles (Figure 1B). Specifically, Raedeke [22] found profiles 
resembling attraction-based and low commitment among 13 
to 18 years old competitive age-group swimmers and Weiss 
and Weiss [23] found similar profiles among 10 to 18 years old 
competitive club gymnasts. Interestingly, in neither study did 
an entrapment-based commitment profile emerge. In both 
studies, and as expected, the profile resembling the attraction-
based profile was more positively associated with motivation. 
Specifically, swimmers in the attraction-based profile reported 
the lowest burnout, whereas those in the low commitment 
profile reported the greatest level of burnout. Similar results 
were found among the gymnasts. Those in the attraction-
based profile reported greater intrinsic motivation, effort, and 
persistent, as well as lower amotivation than those in the low 
commitment profile. Based on these results and theory, coach-
es who create environments in which their athletes enjoy, val-
ue, and invest are likely to have committed athletes.

SPORT COMMITMENT MODEL AND EXERCISE

The perceived utility of the sport commitment model has 
led some to investigate its veracity in exercise- and leisure-re-
lated behavior [20,21]. Using the Sport Commitment Model as 
a guiding framework, Wilson and colleagues investigated 
commitment to exercise. Acknowledging that many exercise 
out of feelings of obligation as well as choice, Wilson et al. [20] 
conceptualized exercise commitment to reflect both function-
al (want to) and obligatory (have to) resolve to continue exer-
cising. Relative to the Sport Commitment Model, they recon-
ceptualized sport enjoyment as the degree to which exercisers 
perceive exercise as rewarding and labeled this as satisfaction. 
All remaining determinants are conceptually similar to the 
Sport Commitment Model, with the context being shifted 
from sport to exercise.

In their examination of the relationship between exercise 
commitment and exercise-related behavior, Wilson et al. [20] 
hypothesized: 1) two types of commitment including a voli-
tional, attraction-based (i.e., want to) form of commitment 
and an obligatory, entrapment-based (i.e., have to) form of 
commitment; 2) exercise commitment would be positively re-

lated to satisfaction, personal investment, involvement oppor-
tunities and social support, and differentially to involvement 
alternatives and social constraints; and 3) exercise commitment 
would be positively related to more frequent and intense exer-
cise behavior. Interestingly, no specific hypotheses were made 
regarding the relationship between the determinants of exer-
cise commitment and “want to” vs. “have to” commitment.

Partial support was found for their hypotheses based on the 
responses from 428 university students and staffers enrolled 
in group exercise classes who completed questionnaires as-
sessing exercise commitment, determinants to exercise com-
mitment, and the frequency in which they engaged in varying 
levels of exercise. Relative to the first hypothesis and using 
structural equation modeling, they found that exercise com-
mitment was multidimensional with “want to” and “have to” 
commitment.

Relative to the second hypothesis involving the relationship 
between the determinants and commitment, only satisfaction 
and personal investment positively predicted both “want to” 
and “have to” commitment, with involvement opportunities 
and social constraints positively predicting “have to” commit-
ment. Interestingly though, and relative to the third hypothe-
sis, only  “want to” commitment was related to self-report exer-
cise behavior. These findings reveal that only satisfaction and 
personal investment relate to exercise behavior through exer-
cise commitment. Practically speaking, individuals who expe-
rience greater satisfaction exercising and who perceive that 
they have put a greater investment of resources into exercis-
ing (e.g., time, money, energy, and effort) are 1) committed to 
exercise volitionally (i.e., because they want to) and 2) more 
apt to exercise than those who are less satisfied and perceive 
putting a lower investment of resources into exercise. As with 
the research on sport commitment, “want to” (aka, attraction-
based) commitment served as a strong predictor of persistent 
exercise participation while the concept of “have to” (aka, 
obligatory or entrapped) commitment did not emerge as a 
predictor of exercise behavior.

SPORT COMMITMENT MODEL: IS THERE A 
MORE PARSIMONIOUS EXPLANATION?

This review of the sport commitment research has revealed 
that enjoyment/satisfaction and personal investment are the 
strongest most consistent determinants of commitment to 
physical activity. Based on this, physical activity specialists are 



S39

Commitment to Sport and Exercise

advised to create environments in which people find enjoy-
ment and are willing to invest. While practical and parsimoni-
ous, more research is needed to determine the adequacy of 
this conclusion. Can commitment to physical activity be re-
duced to two determinants and still explain motivation ade-
quately?

When attempting to determine the best and most parsimo-
nious model for fostering a commitment to physical activity 
through sport and exercise, the Investment Model [24,25] 
should be considered. The Investment Model, the model from 
which the Sport Commitment Model emerged [1], was pro-
posed by Rusbult [24] to “predict (the) degree of commitment 
to and satisfaction with a variety of forms of ongoing associa-
tions (e.g., romantic relationships, friendship, and business) 
with wide ranges of duration and involvement” (p. 173). The 
similarities between the Investment Model and the Sport/Ex-
ercise Commitment Model are evident in the determinants 
and nature of commitment proposed in both models.

Rusbult [24] identified five determinants of commitment in-
cluding satisfaction/attraction to an association, attractive al-
ternatives, investments, the rewards or benefits of an associa-
tion, and the costs of an association. Rusbult’s five determi-
nants of commitment are conceptually consistent with sport 
enjoyment/exercise satisfaction, involvement alternatives, 
personal investments, and involvement opportunities, respec-
tively. It is noteworthy that while cost was initially considered 
by Schmidt and Stein [19], it is not a specific determinant of 
the Sport Commitment Model.

Second, Rusbult [24] acknowledged the multidimensional 
nature of commitment when she stated that “high investments 
and/or poor alternatives may sometimes serve to trap the in-
dividual in an unhappy, unsatisfying relationship rendering it 
possible to have high commitment while satisfaction and at-
traction to the ongoing association are low” (p. 175). In light of 
1) the similarities between the commitment models developed 
in physical activity contexts (sport and exercise) and the In-
vestment Model, 2) the original intention for the Investment 
Model to predict commitment in a variety of contexts, 3) the 
role of satisfaction and personal investment in explaining 
physical activity commitment, 4) the meaningfulness of the 
concept of costs in the study of physical activity commitment, 
and 5) the value of conceptual parsimony, the Investment 
Model deserves further consideration as a more efficient and 
equally as effective model for predicting physical activity be-
havior than the Sport Commitment Model.

THE INVESTMENT MODEL APPLIED TO  
EXERCISE

Recently, the Investment Model was, in part, applied to the 
exercise setting. Gabriele et al. [21] examined the relationships 
among exercise commitment, determinants of exercise com-
mitment, and exercise-related behavior. They considered only 
three determinants including satisfaction, personal investment, 
and involvement alternatives. These determinants are all con-
ceptually consistent with the determinants included in the In-
vestment Model. They assessed both “want to” and “have to” 
commitment, and exercise behavior was assessed in terms of 
the participants’ stage of behavior change and time spent in 
leisure physical activity across seven days.

Although they did not forward specific hypotheses, it is rea-
sonable to suggest that they expected that 1) satisfaction and 
personal investments would relate positively to both forms of 
commitment, 2) involvement alternatives would relate posi-
tively to “want to” and negatively to “have to” commitment, 
and 3) “want to” and “have to” forms of commitment would 
both relate positively to stages of behavior change and time 
spent exercising. The responses from 267 individuals partici-
pating in university classes, private health clubs, and a com-
munity running club were analyzed using structural equation 
modeling and multivariate analyses. Results revealed that sat-
isfaction and personal investments related positively to ”want 
to” and “have to” commitment, but attractive alternatives only 
related to “have to” commitment. Additionally, only “want to” 
commitment related to exercise-related behavior. These find-
ing are congruent with Wilson et al. [20]. Collectively, results of 
these studies support the conclusion that satisfaction and per-
sonal investments are two keys to fostering “want to” commit-
ment, and exercise behavior.

CONCLUSIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICA-
TIONS

Undoubtedly, more research is needed to draw meaningful 
conclusions. A review of the literature across sport and exercise 
in conjunction with the Sport Commitment and Investment 
Models reveals that satisfaction/enjoyment and personal in-
vestments are consistent predictors of commitment to persis-
tent participation in physical activity in the form of sport and 
exercise. Additionally, attraction-based or “want to” commit-
ment is a consistent predictor of both sport and exercise be-
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havior. In fact, given the results of the research on sport and 
exercise commitment, it is can be argued that the Investment 
Model may be as practical as and provide a more parsimoni-
ous explanation of commitment to sport and exercise than 
the Sport Commitment Model.

More research is needed to clarify the utility and parsimony 
of the Investment Model and Sport Commitment Model when 
promoting long-term participation in sport and exercise across 
the lifespan, and to extend this literature to include other 
physical activity settings such as rehabilitation. Research em-
ploying structural equation modeling and experimental de-
sign would contribute greatly to our understanding of com-
mitment to physical activity and finding the most parsimoni-
ous explanation to what leads to persistent involvement in 
physical activity.

From a practical standpoint, the research on exercise and 
sport commitment emphasizes the importance of fostering 
“want to” physical activity behavior, and affirms that creating 
fun environments and valued experiences are important fac-
tors. Enjoyment is a significant factor in our practical under-
standing of commitment for several reasons. First, enjoyment/
satisfaction have been consistent predictors of physical activi-
ty participation [13-15]. Second, some have argued that enjoy-
ment mediates the relationship between commitment and its 
determinants [26]. Lastly, fun is a primary reason people give 
for participating in physical activity. No doubt, creating situa-
tions and environments that are enjoyable is paramount to 
fostering physical activity.

Scanlan et al. [27] and Scanlan et al. [28] examined sources 
of sport enjoyment. Among youth they found that social inter-
actions with coaches, parents, and teammates; demonstrating 
one’s ability; mastering skills; and being effortful were all sourc-
es of fun [27]. When reflecting back on their sport experiences, 
former elite figure skaters revealed that they found enjoyment 
in 1) the act of skating, 2) competitive achievements including 
skill mastery and demonstrating athletic ability, and 3) social 
opportunities, such as recognition for their accomplishments 
and ability, friendship opportunities, and relationships with 
their coaches [28]. When viewed together, sources of enjoy-
ment mentioned by youth and adults are similar. Sport is en-
joyable and fun, because sport provides opportunities for so-
cial affiliation, achievement/mastery, and movement (fitness).

These findings regarding sources of enjoyment are note-
worthy, particularly in relation to individuals’ motives for par-
ticipation in physical activity. Consider the similarities between 

the primary reasons youth and adults give for participating in 
physical activity and their sources of enjoyment. Both partici-
pate in physical activity for fun and social affiliation, to build 
competence/strive for success, and for fitness. They enjoy the 
sport experience through social affiliation, achievement, and 
movement/play. Put within the discussion of sport commit-
ment, if the physical activity experience can be designed to 
meet people’s motives for participation in the form of social, 
achievement, and movement opportunities, they will be more 
likely to enjoy themselves, commit to sport volitionally, and 
thus be more physically active.

In conclusion, the increasing health cost of physical inactivi-
ty around the world should impress upon all of us the impor-
tance of one’s commitment to physical activity whether through 
sport or exercise. While the Sport/Exercise Commitment Mod-
el has provided insight into the understanding of sport com-
mitment, the results highlight the potential relevance and more 
parsimonious approach of the Investment Model. The Invest-
ment Model when applied to sport and exercise context may 
provide an explanation of commitment to physical activity 
that is as adequate as, and more parsimonious than, the Sport/
Exercise Commitment Model. No doubt, continued research 
on commitment to physical activity using and testing both the 
Sport/Exercise Commitment Model and the Investment Model 
is necessary to provide a clear understanding of this construct 
and its relationship with physical activity behavior.

Collectively, research on sport and exercise commitment to 
date sends a clear message to physical activity leaders, practi-
tioners, and others desiring to affect physical activity levels 
and persistence. To foster attraction-based, “want to” commit-
ment to physical activity in the form of sport and exercise, we 
need to facilitate enjoyment of physical activity and personal 
investments in physical activity. Those who enjoy and invest in 
physical activity are most likely to be committed to participa-
tion because they “want to” be involved. It is reasonable to 
suggest that physical activity professionals can foster a greater 
attraction-based, “want to” commitment among the youth 
and adults by focusing on creating fun physical activity envi-
ronments in which people experience competence, social af-
filiation, and increased fitness. These environments are more 
likely to foster greater enjoyment and feelings of personal in-
vestment and promote “want to” participation in physical ac-
tivity.
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