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Abstract
Framed in the context of researching influences

on physical activity and actually working with
individuals and groups seeking to initiate, increase
or maintain physical activity, the purpose of this
review is to present the model of Intentional
Development as a multi-theoretical approach to
guide research and applied work in physical
activity.  Elements within the model include
ecological influences and developmental areas of
attitude, attention, action, and adherence.  In
breaking down influences on physical activity into
these elements, researchers and practitioners can
closely examine and understand the key areas that
need focus for initiating, increasing, and main-
taining lifelong physical activity

A variety of theories have influenced
approaches to physical activity and exercise
adherence research.  McElroy (2002) describes a
“resistance to exercise” in contemporary society
as a conflict between two such theories, “one that
situates explanations for sedentary lifestyles in
the failure of individuals to accept personal
responsibility for their own health and another
that views the cause as part of the larger social,
cultural, political, and economic structure” (p.
17).  Although studies investigating psychosocial
correlates of health-related physical activity are
often guided by major theoretical models, many
still neglect to include all variables shown to be
related to physical activity (De Bourdeaudhuij &
Sallis, 2002).  Grounded in ecological theory,
Grzywacz and Marks (2001) support a bio-
psychological perspective of physical activity
suggesting future health behavior research
consider determinants from multiple contexts and
multiple levels of human ecology.  In identifying

new treatments for inactivity, researchers and
practitioners need to recognize and pay more
attention to the interaction of individual capacities
and experiences with the social and physical
environment in which choices to be active occur
(Cohen, Scribner, & Farley, 2000; Dubbert, 2002;
McNeill, Wyrwich, Brownson, Clark, & Kreuter,
2006; Powell, Bricker, & Blair, 2002).

Similarly, Weiss and Gill (2005) advocate the
continued use of multi- and interdisciplinary
approaches to exercise psychology research
through the integration of models and methods
from a variety of disciplines.  Zeigler (2006) recom-
mends the term “developmental physical activity”
to describe an integrated multi-disciplinary
approach to our discipline which is “concerned
with healthful physical activity that is used for
some sort of worthwhile development through a
person’s life” (p. 37).  Such an approach may also
serve to bridge the gap between those researching
physical activity and those actually “doing” the
applied work in the school, gymnasium, health
club, clinic or hospital.  Acknowledging the impor-
tance of cross-disciplinary approaches in this
context, the purpose of this review is to present the
model of Intentional Development as a multi-
theoretical approach to guide research and applied
work in physical activity.  

Foundational Assumptions
The model of Intentional Development repre-

sents an authentic attempt at theory development
unique to this discipline of “developmental
physical activity”.  The critical aspect of a de-
velopmental theory is that it focuses on change
over time (Miller, 1983).  More specifically, a
theory helps to describe changes within one or
several areas of behavior, to describe changes in
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the relationships among several areas of behavior,
and to explain the course of development.  A basic
assumption of developmental work acknowledges
the interaction of the individual and environment
as either enhancing or detracting from develop-
ment.  It is on the basis of this assumption that the
model of Intentional Development begins.

The term Intentional Development is an
umbrella term for the proposed influences on
physical activity as defined in the model itself
(see Figure 1).  Since the model is intended for
practical use, language within the model (attitude, 

attention, action, and adherence) is used in
‘layperson terms’ to define the model and its’
elements.  For example, the term intentional is
used to indicate something that is deliberate,
planned, and purposeful.  The term development
is used as a synonym of progress, growth, and
positive change.  Hence, Intentional Development
can be described as something practitioners in the
fields of physical education, health, recreation,
sport and dance are often “doing” with students,
athletes, and clients, purposefully helping them
achieve some level of growth and positive change
in their chosen areas of participation.

Figure 1. Model of Intentional Development

Framed in the context of researching influences
on physical activity and actually working with
individuals and groups seeking to initiate,
increase or maintain physical activity, the model
builds upon research already completed in the
field of exercise psychology as well as pro-
fessional experience.  Elements within the model
include ecological influences (individual, social

environmental and physical environmental) and
developmental areas of attitude, attention, action,
and adherence.  In breaking down influences on
physical activity into these elements, individuals
and groups can closely examine and understand
the key areas that need focus for initiating,
increasing, and maintaining physical activity.



Ecological Factors
Ecological factors are theorized to play a role

in an individual’s level of physical activity. 
Influences on physical activity need to be
examined in the context of the interaction
between individual, social environmental, and
physical environmental influences, and their
effect on personal level behavior.  

Individual Influences
Personal characteristics such as demographic

and health variables, psychological and behavior
attributes and skills, as well as an individual’s
knowledge, beliefs, values, and emotions are all
acknowledged as influences on physical activity
levels (Anshel & Kang, 2007; Cherubini, 2008,
King, 2001).  Other personal factors involved in
the interaction of individuals with the environ-
ment may include physical fitness, physical skill,
and perceptual skill (Vealey, 1988).  Berger
(1998) identifies ethnicity, culture, and religion as
influences on individual attitudes and beliefs. 
Gill (1999) adds broad diversity issues within a
social dynamic perspective including gender,
sexual orientation, age, and physical abilities. 
These personal influences on activity levels vary
and may include: too little time, feeling tired,
obtaining enough physical activity at one’s job,
lacking energy, not being in good health, and no
motivation to be physically active (Brownson,
Baker, Houseman, Brennan, & Bacak, 2001). 

Within this model, individual influences can be
examined within the context of both ascribed and
achievement factors.  Ascribed factors include
those in which the individual was born with or
into.  In essence, factors which have been
ascribed to the individual without choice. 
Ascribed factors may include genetics/traits,
gender, ethnicity, health/physiology, abilities/
disabilities, culture, religion, childhood socio-
economic status, and regional geographic
identity. Achievement factors include those in
which the individual has attained over time and
allocation.  Achieved individual factors may
include current knowledge and education, health

and wellness, physical fitness, socio-economic
status, religion and spirituality, cultural identity,
stage of change, childhood activity, physical skill,
psychological skill, perceptual skill, attentional
style, interpersonal style and learning style.  Both
ascribed and achievement factors may interact
with social and environmental demands to
influence behavior levels of physical activity.

Social Environmental Influences
Bandura (2001) describes social environmental

influences as operating through psychological
mechanisms to produce behavioral effects.  Accord-
ingly, economic conditions, socioeconomic status,
and educational and family structures affect
behavior through their influence on goals, sense of
efficacy, personal standards, affective states, and
other self-regulatory influences (Bandura). 
Equally, McElroy (2002) distinguishes between
basic causes and surface causes corresponding to
physical activity behavior.  He notes “even if we
are effective in getting people to adopt…regular
physical activity (e.g., surface cause), as long as
the social structure of society remains unchanged
(e.g., basic cause) new obstacles are likely to
emerge to perpetuate sedentary habits” (p. 15).

Other social factors associated with physical
activity include surroundings in which many
people are exercising, friends who encourage
exercise, and having at least one friend with
whom to exercise (Brownson et al., 2001). 
Gender issues are also considered to be part of
this social context (Cherubini, 2008; Gill, 1999;
Martens, Mobley, & Zizzi, 2000).  For women in
particular, sociological influences may include:
competing demands for attention, a lack of
support from family or friends, and the possible
unpopular image of being a girl who enjoys
physical activity (Cherubini; Ransdell, Oakland,
& Taylor, 2003; Sherwood & Jeffery, 2000). 
Kumanyika (2002) altogether summarizes these
social influences on physical activity behavior.  

These behaviors are also anchored by
contextual factors…where a person lives,
his or her daily routine, and obligations at

199 Early Winter 2009



200 The Physical Educator

work and at home.  They are potentially
influenced by socioeconomic factors
such as education, discretionary income,
exposure to socioecological stressors,
and a person’s ability to cope with these
stressors, as well as health variables such
as mobility limitations… Not all of the
implied constraints can be leveraged by
the individual, even one who is well
motivated (p. 425).

Physical Environmental Influences
Environmental factors play a critical role in pro-

moting and supporting physically active lifestyles. 
Neighborhood quality and safety, residential
environments and physical settings conducive to
physical activity, convenient and accessible
facilities, enjoyable scenery, aesthetics, lighting,
and sidewalk maintenance have been noted as
prominent environmental influences on physical
activity (Brownson et al., 2001; Cherubini, 2008;
Craig, Brownson, Cragg, & Dunn, 2002; King,
Stokols, Talen, Brassington, & Killingsworth,
2002; McNeill et al., 2006; Saelens, Sallis, Black,
& Chen, 2003; Sallis, Bauman, & Pratt, 1998). 
Other notable environmental influences within
the model include: weather, time of year or
seasonality, modes of transportation, and policy
or legislative characteristics such as healthcare or
workplace incentives. 

Elements of the Model
The individual interacting with her or his

environment (social and physical factors) has an
influence on each of following elements: 
Attitude, Attention, Action, and Adherence. 
Within each of these elements, a continuum exists
in which the individual may be regressing,
remaining stable, or developing.  Individuals may
move along continuums within each of these
elements until the desired outcome (i.e., the
adoption of physical activity as a lifestyle) is
achieved.  This development can be looked at as
a continuous, on-going, and dynamic process. 
Although depicted linearly, the elements interact
and influence each other in a more dynamic

fashion depending on the ecological influences
present.

Attitude
Personal attitude towards physical activity

refers to an individual’s overall beliefs regarding
physical activity (Biddle & Chatzisarantis, 1999;
Rhodes, Jones, & Courneya, 2002) and includes
positive and negative evaluations of being physi-
cally active (Sheeran & Orbell, 1999).  Haggar,
Chatzisarantis, and Biddle (2002) postulate that a
individual’s intentions to participate in physical
activity is a function of her attitudinal evaluation
of future physical activity behavior, followed by
the degree of subjective control she perceives as
having over her ability to engage in the physical
activity.  These intentions reflect a conscious plan
or decision to enact a particular behavior indica-
ting to what extent individuals want to perform
the activity and how much effort they are willing
to exert in the activity (Ajzen, 1991; Rhodes et
al.).  In examining intentions, it is important to
acknowledge and account for an individual’s
values and core beliefs about what is most
important in life (Anshel & Kang, 2007).  These
values influence intentions and are significant to
understanding and guiding behavior change.

Bandura (2001) refers to actions done inten-
tionally as agency and “to be an agent is to inten-
tionally make things happen by one’s actions” (p.
2). An individual’s belief in her capability to
exercise some measure of control over her own
functioning and environmental events is therefore
central to an individual’s personal agency
(Bandura, 1997, 2001).  Efficacy beliefs are at the
foundation of this human agency and along with
outcome expectancy beliefs are well recognized as
a strong influence on physical activity behavior
(Anderson, Wojcik, Winett, & Williams, 2006;
Ball & Crawford, 2006; Biddle, 1997; McNeill et
al., 2006; Ryan, 2005; Sniehotta, Scholz, &
Schwarzer, 2005).  Other factors may operate as
guides and motivators for physical activity, but
must be rooted in the belief that one has the power
to produce effects by one’s own actions (Bandura,



2001).  Unless an individual can believe she can
produce chosen results by her actions, she has
little incentive to act.  Efficacy beliefs further
impact behavior by influencing choices and “by
choosing and shaping their environments, people
can have a hand in what they become” (Bandura,
2001, p. 11).  Through their impact on other
determinants, efficacy beliefs play a pivotal role
in lifelong behavior change (Bandura, 1997;
Ziegelmann & Lippke, 2007). 

Furthermore, the role of empowerment is a
critical aspect of attitude.  Similarly, control is at
the core of individual empowerment (Koelen &
Lindstrom, 2005; Malloy & Rossow-Kimball,
2007).  The belief that an individual has the
power to produce effects by his or her own
actions is a strong influence on attitude.  Indivi-
duals with this sense of control generally are
healthier and have an easier time initiating, per-
forming in, and adhering to a health, exercise, or
sport program than those who perceive that they
have no control (Koelen & Lindstrom; Malloy &
Rossow-Kimball; Rhodes & Plotnikoff, 2006).

Empowerment includes general resistance
resources and the sense of coherence (Koelen &
Lindstrom, 2005). The general resistance resources
include any biological, psychosocial, and material
factors that make it easier for an individual to
enact a physically active lifestyle.  The ability to
use these resources describes an individual’s
sense of coherence.  A strong sense of coherence
develops when an individual has the confidence
in his or her ability to manage any life circum-
stances through the use of their general resistance
resources (Koelen & Lindstrom).  The more
readily available resources, the better equipped
one will be to enact the behavior.  Examples of
general resistance resources include knowledge
and experience (individual influences), support of
a physical educator or family member (social
environmental influences) and accessible and
affordable facilities (physical environmental
influences).  Although some individuals have
more or less of these resources than others, the
key aspect is the individual’s ability to use the

resources that are available.  Hence, empower-
ment is influenced by the process of developing
self-efficacy and perceived behavior control
(Malloy & Rossow-Kimball, 2007). 

Motivation is also an integral component of
attitudes toward physical activity and exercise
related behaviors.  Kowal & Fortier (2000) pro-
pose Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan,
1985; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991) as
a theoretical framework proven to be significant
in examining motivation toward physical activity. 
The theory proposes that individuals possess three
innate psychological needs: autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness (Kilpatrick, Hebert, &
Jacobsen, 2002).  To motivate individuals to make
positive behavioral changes, it is necessary to
allow for opportunities to develop these needs. 
Intrinsic motivation is the result of satisfying such
inherent needs (Boyd, Weinmann, & Yin, 2002). 
Physical activity perceived to be interesting,
challenging, or providing feelings of pleasure and
satisfaction further induces intrinsic motivation
and self-determined behavior (Standage, Duda, &
Ntoumanis, 2005).

The impact of enjoyment on one’s personal
attitude, intentions, self-efficacy, and motivation
toward physical activity cannot be underesti-
mated.  Alderman, Beighle & Pangrazi (2006)
propose that a primary motive for student parti-
cipation in physical activities is “the sheer
enjoyment they experience while moving and
interacting with their peers” (p. 42).  Promoting
students’ enjoyment based on feeling of auto-
nomy, personal control, perceived physical com-
petence, optimal challenge, and overall well being
are essential considerations for enhancing ad-
herence to a physically active lifestyle (Alderman
et al.; Biddle & Chatzisarantis, 1999; Mandigo &
Holt, 2006; Wankel, 1993).  Simply put, indivi-
duals that enjoy physical activity will adhere
longer than those that do not (Napolitano &
Marcus, 2000).  These enjoyment motives are
important and clearly have an influence on
physical activity levels (Glaros & Janelle, 2001). 
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Indeed attitude influences physical activity
levels.  Interventions for promoting physical
activity should focus on the promotion of a
positive attitude as well as fostering a sense of
control over physical activity situations, parti-
cularly internal perceptions of control or self-
efficacy (McAuley, Jerome, Marquez, Elavsky, &
Blissmer, 2003).  Encouraging people to partici-
pate in a physical activity at which they feel
competent, in control, and connected to others is
essential to developing positive attitudes (Kil-
patrick et al., 2002).  Hence, allowing individuals
multiple choices and helping them connect these
choices with subsequent actions and ultimate
outcomes will allow for attitude to positively
develop including an increased motivation toward
physical activity. 

Attention
Although a positive attitude toward physical

activity is important, without knowing what to do
(knowledge of the task at hand) and how to do it
(knowledge of strategies), an individual will not
fully be developing (Ziegelmann & Lippke,
2007).  For this reason, along with positive
attitude development, it is necessary to acknowl-
edge the influence of attention on physical
activity levels.  Within the framework of the
model, the element of attention includes:
knowledge of the task at hand, a task-oriented
approach, a here and now focus, and attentional
control.  

Maintaining physical activity over the course
of a lifetime is a process (McKenzie, 2007). 
Individuals have success within this process when
a task-oriented approach is utilized with an
emphasis on learning and personal improvement
(Boyd et al., 2002; Solmon, 2006).  In addition,
when an individual is cognitively focused in the
present, expected future events are transformed
into current motivators of behavior (Bandura,
2001).  When focused in the present, behavior is
motivated and directed by specific goals and
anticipated outcomes rather than being pulled by
the unknown of the future (Bandura).  Martin,

Thompson, McKnight (1998) also place an
emphasis on this here and now focus.  Although
the past may influence current behavior, the past
cannot be changed.  Individuals must choose to
behave and focus in the present (Martin et al.).

For this reason, attention control (Nideffer,
1989) is an important element of developmental
physical activity.  The ability to control physical
and mental arousal while matching attentional
style to the demands of the environment is an
important component of attention (Nideffer, 1981)
and may influence an individual’s ability to
initiate and maintain a physical activity program. 
With knowledge of the task at hand and a focus in
the present, an established technique to enhance
performance is attentional focus (Nideffer, 1981). 
Attentional focus functions along two dimensions:
width (broad or narrow) and direction (internal or
external).  By combining width and direction, four
types of attentional focus emerge: Broad-Internal,
Broad-External, Narrow-Internal, and Narrow-
External.  It is often necessary to shift between
these four attentional types during any type of
activity.

Action 
Within this model, positive development in the

elements of attitude and attention will have an
influence on physical activity levels.  However, a
positive attitude and the most focused attention
will not benefit us physically unless we actually
take action.  The action itself is essential to
development.  In this model, the element of action
includes: an action focus, goal setting, and social
motivators.

Intentional behavior, such as adopting and
maintaining physical activity, must center on a
plan of action (Anderson et al., 2006; Bandura,
2001; Ziegelmann & Lippke, 2007).  Bandura
(2001) notes “not only the deliberative ability to
make choices and action plans, but the ability to
give shape to appropriate courses of action and to
motivate and regulate their execution” (p. 9) as
primary aspects of behavior change.  Hence, an
action focus emphasizing self-regulatory behavior



is needed.  Action planning, coping planning,
goal setting, scheduling, and an effective
concentration on the daily task at hand are all
critical to lifelong physical activity (Anderson et
al., 2006; Ziegelmann & Lippke, 2007).

The effectiveness of goal setting in various
physical activity settings is well recognized as an
influence on the actions people take (Filby,
Maynard, & Graydon, 1999; Shen, Chen & Guan,
2007; Theodorakis, 1996).  Moreover, goals con-
sistent with core beliefs and values give action
purpose and meaning (Anshel & Kang, 2007;
Bandura, 2001).  Multiple-goal strategies are
significantly advantageous for taking action (i.e.,
increasing physical activity) when compared to
methods that do not combine different types of
goals (Filby et al.).  Specifically, the development
of process or mastery goals within a hierarchy of
goals that also includes both performance and
outcome goals is recommended (Filby et al.). 
These mastery goals also enhance individual
interest, learning, and enjoyment (Shen et al.)
further contributing to lifelong physical activity. 
The strength of this type of goal setting is the
focus on what you need to do (the process) as
opposed to what you want to happen (the
outcome).  

Rather than evaluating one’s development in
relation to others, a task and skill balance, with a
focus on mastery, self-improvement, and effort,
appears to be a positive influence on physical
activity levels (Boyd et al., 2002).  Within this
process, it is important to match the demands of
the task with individual skill level (Mandigo &
Holt, 2006) as well as current stage of change
(Cardinal, 1995).  This level of challenge acti-
vates self-influences which govern motivation
and action (Bandura, 2001).  Easy and general
goals are too vague to serve as guides and incen-
tives for sustained behavior change.  Alterna-
tively, challenging, yet achievable, process goals
activate a here and now focus needed to increase
and maintain activity levels.  

Most of our physical activity involves parti-
cipating with others and a “commitment to a

shared intention and coordination of inter-
dependent plans of action” (Bandura, 2001, p. 7). 
Social motivators in the form of social support
from family, friends, or educators (social-environ-
mental influences) is well documented as an
influence on lifelong physical activity and is
theorized to play a major role in the actions
people take (Anderson et al., 2006; Brownson et
al., 2001; Cherubini, 2008; McNeill, 2006;
Duncan & McAuley, 1993; Sallis & Owen, 1999). 
Social support can be direct and physical (e.g.,
exercising with a friend or family member) or
informational and emotional (e.g., talking about
being active and encouraging a friend to partici-
pate).  Social support is enhanced by surroundings
in which people are physically active, having
friends who encourage physical activity, and
having a friend with whom to be physically active
with (Brownson et al.).

A focus on self-regulatory behavior and the
process of actually doing the activity is of utmost
importance.  Utilizing process, performance, and
outcome goals while considering the current skill
level of the individual or group is also imperative
to the process.  Choosing challenging, yet achiev-
able, goals is suggested as a good starting point.  

Adherence 
The model proposes adherence as a result of

facilitating ecological factors (individual, social
environmental, and physical environmental)
interacting with each other (McNeill et al., 2006)
influencing the elements of attitude, attention, and
action.  When the individual or group is develop-
ing (rather than staying stable or regressing)
within each of the elements of attitude, attention,
and action, adherence is likely to be enhanced
(Cherubini, 2008).  The level of generality vs.
specificity of these influences depends on the
individual or group attempting to increase or
maintain activity.  For example, an inactive
woman may need to make specific changes in all
elements of the model (i.e., increase confidence,
pay attention to the task at hand, set process goals
and create a support system).  While a physically

203 Early Winter 2009



204 The Physical Educator

active women interested in maintaining activity
may need to make more specific changes in just
one element (i.e., limiting attention distractions
during scheduled activity). 

Programming directed towards guiding lifelong
physical activity should account for the influence
of ecological and psychological factors on
behavior change (Ball & Crawford, 2006;
McNeill et al., 2006).  Several guidelines for
improving exercise adherence within the model
include: making activity enjoyable, matching the
intervention to the stage of change and skill level
of the participant, promoting exercising with a
group or friend, and giving individualized feed-
back.  Research examining adherence has sup-
ported these guidelines including establishing a
routine, setting reasonable goals, maximizing
enjoyment, and integrating methods to increase
an individual’s self-efficacy (Palmer, Burwitz,
Smith, & Collins, 1999).

Future Directions
The Model of Intentional Development has

been designed for health and physical educators,
exercise and nutrition specialists, coaches,
physically active individuals, and physically
inactive individuals to understand, guide, and
facilitate adoption, maintenance, and adherence to
physical activity.  The model can be used by
physical educators in the assessment and planning
of physical activity interventions with global
populations (school systems and community pro-
grams) as well as with specific populations (over-
weight children).  In addition, an individual may
use the model as a way to examine and under-
stand the key areas that she/he needs to focus on
in order to adopt and maintain physical activity. 
In this case, the model serves as a ‘self-help’ tool.

The proposed model attempts to account for all
elements contributing to levels of physical
activity.  In the content area of adherence to
physical activity, individuals or groups may
‘report’ similarities or differences on certain
elements within the model.  This information may
then be used to help the development of others

within this same content area.  The key is that not
one strategy or intervention to facilitate moti-
vation, adherence, and development works for
everyone.  However, the power of each of the
elements remains to be tested.  It is possible that
one element (i.e., an individual’s inability to stay
focused) may have a greater effect on physical
activity adherence than another element (i.e., the
same individual’s self-determination).  Regardless
of how motivated the individual may be,
constantly being distracted the individual may not
adhere to a prescribed program.  In addition,
different ecological influences (i.e., gender inter-
acting with neighborhood characteristics) may
have a greater or less of an impact on physical
activity and adherence.  During future validation
of the model, these counterhypotheses can be
explored to account for all potential influences
that may affect physical activity.

Practical Perspective
Zeigler (2006) recommends improving the

quality and length of life through an emphasis on
physical activity as a lifelong enterprise.  Practi-
cally speaking, a lifetime of physical activity
includes being motivated, knowing what to do and
how to do it, taking action and sticking with it. 
Accounting for all ecological influences on an
individual or group, a physically active lifestyle
starts with an attitude.  Positive thoughts, inten-
tions, and our capacity to choose and have these
choices determine actions are all elements of
attitude that individuals can control and use to
successfully manage their environment and
become more physically active.  Together with a
positive attitude, it is necessary for professionals
to help individuals and groups focus their
attention.  Staying focused in the present, limiting
distractions, having clear goals and strategies,
trusting the process, and understanding what
effort is needed all contribute to a lifetime of
healthy behavior.  Ultimately, individuals and
groups can only make things happen by the
actions they take.  So, what can be done right
now, today, to get one step closer to the goal? 



With positive attitudes, a focus on the task at
hand and the initiation of action, consistency now
becomes the vital element.  Consistency or ad-
herence is often determined by how much fun the
activity is, levels of confidence, and support from
friends, family, educators and significant others. 
In examining physical activity from this perspec-
tive, researchers and practitioners can further
guide individuals and groups in initiating,
increasing, and maintaining lifelong physical
activity.  
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