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Introduction: The aim of the study was to analyze the habits, motives and 
barriers related to Leisure Time Physical Activity (LTPA) among young women of 
Gipuzkoa, from a mixed approach.

Methods: A total of 526 women aged 18–29 (24.60 ± 3.30 years) responded 
to the Gipuzkoa Women’s Physical Activity Questionnaire (GWPAQ), seven of 
which were later interviewed.

Results: The main motives for LTPA were intrapersonal — related to health and 
enjoyment — and to interpersonal networks. However, the main barriers facing 
LTPA were mostly intrapersonal, such as lack of time, tiredness, and laziness. 
Contextual factors such as the availability of safe spaces, previous negative 
experiences, or negative self-perception of motor competence also emerged 
as conditioning factors in young women’s LTPA habits.

Discussion: This study may help to promote policies aimed at incentivizing LTPA 
for young women based on their needs and interests, by addressing the diversity 
of factors.
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1 Introduction

Physical inactivity is one of the greatest public health concerns of the present century 
(Blair, 2009). So much so, that the lack of physical activity (PA) and sedentary behaviors have 
become a key factor in the appearance of chronic noncommunicable diseases (Booth et al., 
2017). Based on this global trend (Guthold et al., 2018), increasing the level of PA practice has 
become a priority intervention strategy to limit damage to health and well-being (Bull et al., 
2020). Thus, the World Health Organization (WHO) designed the Global Action Plan on 
Physical Activity 2018–2030 (World Health Organization, 2019) and established guidelines to 
increase PA and decrease sedentary behaviors (World Health Organization, 2020).

Benefits of PA practice include its potential for the prevention and control of chronic 
diseases (Anderson and Durstine, 2019; Bull et  al., 2020), as well as multiple physical, 
psychological, or social ones (Eime et al., 2013). However, despite having ascertained the 
benefits of PA, the world population faces numerous barriers that limit engagement in PA 
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(Martins et  al., 2015; Spiteri et  al., 2019). In this regard, García-
Hermoso et al. (2023) have concluded that only 17% of adults meet 
the World Health Organization (2020) guidelines for aerobic and 
muscle-strengthening activities and particularly stress the low 
prevalence among women.

According to the European Health Survey in Spain (EESE) 
(Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2021), the percentage of men aged 
15 and above who engage in regular physical exercise in their free time 
is higher than that of women — 31.4% versus 21.9%. In addition, 
40.6% of women stated that their free time is almost entirely spent in 
a sedentary manner (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2021). There 
are several factors linked to this situation, as society does not associate 
women with sport or characteristics related to hegemonic masculinity 
such as strength, aggressiveness, or competitiveness (Palaščáková and 
Palaščáková, 2020). Those gender stereotypes are, therefore, another 
conditioning factor that contributes to the lesser practice and 
abandonment of PA by women (Chalabaev et al., 2013). Likewise, 
most women take on caregiving tasks and put other people’s needs 
before their own, resulting in little energy or time for PA (Samdhal, 
2013). Consequently, women enjoy less free time and are more 
engaged in caregiving tasks, which makes their time management 
more complex (Brown and Bowmer, 2019).

Regarding the leisure time physical activity (LTPA) habits of 
women, a study conducted in Gipuzkoa (Basque Country, Spain) found 
that 32% of women were inactive and 68% were active (Eizagirre-
Sagastibeltza et al., 2022), according to WHO guidelines (2020). Among 
the main reasons for practice, those related to health and physical fitness 
and entertainment stood out (Eizagirre-Sagastibeltza et al., 2022). In 
contrast, the main barriers were lack of time, laziness, tiredness due to 
work, and family responsibilities (Eizagirre-Sagastibeltza et al., 2022). 
The importance of the collaboration of family, partners and friends in 
time management was key and found to favor the practice of LTPA, as 
in other studies (Martín et al., 2022).

According to several studies, there are some life stage-specific 
factors among young women that have a particular influence on 
physical inactivity: school completion and emancipation (van 
Houten et al., 2017), cultural definitions of femininity (Krane et al., 
2004), and family relationships such as moving in with a partner or 
motherhood (Bell and Lee, 2005). Young women live in a time of 
transition towards adulthood and are often expected to change 
aspects related to their place of residence, employment status, 
personal relationships, and motherhood (Bell and Lee, 2005). In 
contrast, another study indicated that the structuring of their life 
influences all the activities they perform, well beyond their studies 
and employment (O'Dougherty et al., 2012). In this context, the 
main reasons for practicing LTPA among young women reported in 
the study by Rodriguez-Romo et al. (2018) were related to health and 
socialization. However, the main barriers to LTPA practice according 
to other authors are lack of time, employment, and parenting, as it 
has also been found among older women (Martín et  al., 2022). 
Despite this, other studies associate body image aspects and body 
aesthetics as factors in young women’s engagement (or not) in LTPA 
(Flintoff and Scraton, 2001).

This work is based on feminist theories of leisure—since 
poststructuralist feminism allows us to understand the ways in which 
women identify and face the difficulties they encounter in their leisure 
time—and has placed women at the center of the study and considered 
their diverse realities (Giblin, 2016). When promoting LTPA, it is 

important to take this diversity into account, regarding women as a 
heterogeneous group with different realities (Henderson and Gibson, 
2013). This will enable the identification of the barriers and difficulties 
faced by women in these contexts and to tackle them through 
resilience and empowerment (Henderson, 2013).

Many are the factors that determine the LTPA habits of each 
person, so understanding them can help boost LTPA (Bauman et al., 
2012). Socio-ecological approaches can be very useful to analyze the 
physical (in) activity of a population (Sallis et al., 2008). Indeed, they 
help to understand the complex relationship between an individual 
and his or her physical and sociocultural environment, distinguishing 
intrapersonal (e.g., health status, motivation), interpersonal (e.g., 
support from family or friends) and contextual factors (e.g., climate, 
infrastructures) (Sallis et al., 2006). Socio-ecological approaches also 
contemplate the different aspects which can impact LTPA behaviors 
and support the fact that considering the many agents for LTPA 
promotion can help increase the effectiveness of programs (Sallis, 
2018). Therefore, the aim of this study was to analyze the habits, 
motives, and barriers to LTPA practice among young women in 
Gipuzkoa, from a mixed approach.

2 Methods

A mixed methodology was used, integrating descriptive 
quantitative methodology and interpretative qualitative methodology 
in order to agglutinate and interpret data from both research 
perspectives and delve into a large number of variables (Creswell and 
Plano, 2018). Thus, two techniques, a questionnaire and focus groups, 
were employed simultaneously during data collection.

2.1 Participants and instruments

The inclusion criteria for participation in the study were being 
female, being aged between 18 and 29 and residing in the region of 
Gipuzkoa (Basque Country, Spain). Participation was voluntary and 
included a signed informed consent form. The research was approved 
by the Ethics Committee for Research on Human Subjects (CEISH) 
of the UPV/EHU (M10_2020_296).

In the quantitative section, 526 women (76.43% active and 23.57% 
inactive) (95% confidence level and 4.24% margin of error) aged 
18–29 (24.60 ± 3.30) responded anonymously to the previously 
validated Gipuzkoa Women’s Physical Activity Questionnaire 
(GWPAQ) online (Eizagirre-Sagastibeltza et al., 2022).

In the qualitative section, 7 women from different municipalities 
of Gipuzkoa (3 active and 4 inactive) and aged between 18 and 29 were 
interviewed using the focus group technique. The discussion groups 
lasted 60–90 min and were audio-recorded.

2.2 Data analysis

The descriptive results are presented as frequencies and 
percentages. Pearson’s Chi-squared test (χ2) was performed with a 
statistical significance of p < 0.05 to analyze differences between the 
motives and barriers to LTPA practice and among the PA level-based 
groups of participants. Effect size (ES) was calculated by attending to 
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Cramér’s V when measuring the strength of association between 
nominal variables, where ES of 0.1, of 0.3, and of 0.5 were considered 
low, medium, and large, respectively. Cohen’s D was calculated when 
analyzing the standardized mean difference, where ES of 0.2, of 0.5, 
and of 0.8 were considered low, medium, and large, respectively. 
Statistical analysis was performed with the Statistical Package for 
Social Sciences (SPSS Inc., version 28.0, Inc. Chicago, Illinois, USA).

In the qualitative section, once the transcription of the focus groups 
was completed, a content analysis was carried out (Gibbs, 2013). The data 
were read several times to code them inductively, though the three main 
dimensions and the categories of the socio-ecological model based on 
the Sallis et al. (2006) model were respected. Specifically, axial coding was 
performed, in which the categories are related, culminating in the 
construction of a categorical system of an inductive-deductive nature 
(Gibbs, 2013). The emergent themes were LTPA habits, LTPA motives, 
and barriers to LTPA. Within each category, subcategories corresponding 
to intrapersonal, interpersonal, and contextual dimensions were 
organized. The entire analysis process was carried out with the computer 
software Nvivo 12 (QSR International). During the analysis, the 
anonymity of the participants was preserved.

3 Results

3.1 LTPA – related habits and sedentary 
behavior

Table  1 shows the descriptive results for all the participating 
women regarding minutes of LTPA according to practice intensity. Of 
the 526 women who responded to the questionnaire, 76.4% (402 
women) stated they were active, while 23.6% (124 women) fell into the 
inactive category according to the WHO guidelines (2020). Most of 
the women participating in the study were active (76.4%), with over 
6 h (390.2 ± 204.7 min) of LTPA at a mostly low-medium intensity 
(151.1 ± 181.4 and 142.3 ± 130.9 min respectively). Significant 
differences were observed for all LTPA intensity levels analyzed (low, 
medium, high; p < 0.01, TE = −0.68 to −1.68, moderate to large), as 
well as for total LTPA per week (p < 0.01, TE = −0.85, large).

In regard to the number of hours that participants spent sitting 
per day during work and/or study (Table  2), 80.8% of them 
responded that they sat for more than 3 h per day, and almost half of 
them (42.4%) reported sitting for over 6 h per day (40.3% in the case 

TABLE 1 Results for all women relative to LTPA minutes as a function of practice intensity level.

All Active Inactive p Cohen’s D

LTPA intensity level (min)

Low intensity 124.7 ± 165.2 151.1 ± 181.4 43.2 ± 34.1 ** −1.68

Moderate intensity 115.6 ± 124.4 142.3 ± 130.9 33.5 ± 38.2 ** −0.68

Vigorous intensity 77.2 ± 108.3 98.5 ± 115.9 11.9 ± 29.5 ** −0.94

Total weekly LTPA 316.3 ± 221.1 390.2 ± 204.7 88.5 ± 39.7 ** −0.85

LTPA, Leisure Time Physical Activity; p, T-test results for independent samples.
**p < 0.01 significant differences as a function of minutes of LTPA practice between active and inactive women.

TABLE 2 Results for all participants in terms of hours spent sitting daily, whether working, studying or sedentary during leisure time.

All Active Inactive p Cramer’s V

Sitting during work/study **

Sitting <1 h 13 (2.5%) 8 (2.0%) 5 (4.0%) 0.176

Sitting 1–2 h 38 (7.2%) 30 (7.5%) 8 (6.5%) ** 0.017

Sitting 2–3 h 50 (9.5%) 44 (10.9%) 6 (4.8%) ** 0.088

Sitting 3–4 h 54 (10.3%) 42(10.4%) 12 (9.7%) ** 0.011

Sitting 4–5 h 71 (13.5%) 66 (16.4%) 5 (4.0%) ** 0.154

Sitting 5–6 h 77 (14.6%) 50 (12.4%) 27 (21.8%) ** 0.112

Sitting >6 h 223 (42.4%) 162 (40.3%) 61 (49.2%) ** 0.076

Sedentary behavior during leisure **

Sedentary behavior for <1 h 101 (19.2%) 87 (21.6%) 14 (11.3%) ** 0.112

Sedentary behavior for 1–2 h 214 (40.7%) 174 (43.3%) 40 (32.3%) ** 0.095

Sedentary behavior for 2–3 h 120 (22.8%) 93 (23.1%) 27 (21.8%) ** 0.014

Sedentary behavior for 3–4 h 46 (8.7%) 31 (7.7%) 15 (12.1%) * 0.066

Sedentary behavior for 4–5 h 23 (4.4%) 9 (2.2%) 14 (11.3%) 0.188

Sedentary behavior for 5–6 h 10 (1.9%) 3 (0.7%) 7 (5.6%) 0.152

Sedentary behavior for >6 h 12 (2.3%) 5 (1.2%) 7 (5.6%) 0.125

p, results of Pearson’s Chi-square test, **p < 0.01 and *p < 0.05 significant differences in terms of hours sitting per day both working and sedentary in leisure time between active and inactive 
women.
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of active women and 49.2% in the case of inactive women), with 
significant differences observed in the time spent sitting between the 
two groups (p < 0.001). Regarding sedentary behaviors during leisure 
time, the most common response was spending 1–2 h engaging in 
sedentary activities, for both groups (43.3% active and 32.3% 
inactive). Significant differences were found in the time spent doing 
sedentary activities during leisure time between active and inactive 
women (p < 0.001). These differences were observed up to the range 
of 3–4 h of sedentary behavior (p < 0.001 and p < 0.005), since beyond 
this range there were no significant differences between active and 
inactive women (p > 0.05). In addition, inactive women showed a 
greater tendency to remain sedentary for more hours than 
active women.

While regarding the WHO guidelines, some participants of the 
focus groups stated that they were physically active and highlighted 
that they practiced a lot of LTPA, while others stated that they were 
totally inactive despite having been active in their childhood. The 
latter emphasized that due to life changes and during the transition 
from adolescence to adulthood there was a change in LTPA habits, 
sometimes involving an increase in sedentary time and in other cases 
involving the total abandonment of LTPA.

3.2 Motives for LTPA

Table 3 shows that motives linked to intrapersonal factors (83.7%) 
were more important than interpersonal factors (14.9%) or contextual 
factors (1.3%). The main intrapersonal motives for LTPA reported by 
women were being fit (61.4%), enjoying exercise (54.2%) and the sense 
of personal accomplishment obtained through exercise (42.5%). 
Among the interpersonal factors, being in contact with friends and 
people they enjoy (38.3%), participating in social activities (16.7%) 
and sharing activities with other women (9.5%) stood out. The most 
common context-related reason behind LTPA was as a consequence 
of confinement during the pandemic (26.6%).

Several intrapersonal motives stand out in the interview analysis. 
The first had to do with the daily organization of LTPA and the second 
was related with personal commitment. Some of the subjects had 
internalized routines; thus, GD2 Bidasoa said: “the habit of walking is 
very widespread. It also happens to me, I like going to Olarizu, by 
myself. I put on music, and it’s usually a moment of disconnection. In 
this case I  rather go alone, it’s a moment for myself.” Others 
acknowledged that they needed some kind of obligation or 
commitment, which they acquired when they signed up for specific 
activities or sports centers. In this sense, GD1 Oiartzun said: “if there’s 
a commitment, if I sign up for something, then it’s easier, because 
I have to go.”

Among the interpersonal motives, the support received from the 
people around them and the importance of belonging to a group stood 
out. Interpersonal networks appeared as an important reason for 
practice, as the women felt more motivated if they had support, and it 
was easier for them to take the step towards LTPA and to access spaces 
where they did not feel so comfortable. “What happens to me is that 
I need a commitment. Come on, I’m going to the mountain! And 
I cannot, I’d never to do it alone” (GD1 Oiartzun). They recognized 
that one of the best cures for laziness is to meet up with someone for 
some LTPA. “Sometimes, just by looking at the weather forecast one 
may not want to go. But then, if you have arranged to meet with 
friends, you already have that pressure, and you are encouraged” (GD2 
Bidasoa). It can be interesting to create networks, to promote sports 
associations. For example, GD2 Urola said: “I have not known the 
“Emakumea Pilotari” [Women Pelotari] initiative, but in an organized 
group that encourages the participation of women one feels more 
motivated. Bringing together the local people, the local women, and 
doing activities together. If something motivates me it’s getting 
together with women of different ages. If sports were in encouraged 
in these types of groups, I think I’d join” (GD2 Urola).

Regarding contextual motives, participants underlined several 
socio-cultural motivations that are culturally accepted and closely 
related to certain practices of LTPA: “If we go for a hike, let us not fool 

TABLE 3 Results of motives for LTPA of active women.

Factor Motives N % Factor N (%)

Intrapersonal

Be fit 247 61.4

1,522 (83.7%)

Exercise is good entertainment for me 218 54.2

Physical activity gives me a sense of personal accomplishment 171 42.5

Avoid or manage health conditions 162 40.3

Improve athletic performance 161 37.5

Improve my body’s appearance 151 34.5

Improve mood 139 34.3

Lose or maintain weight 138 33.5

Improve my self-esteem 135 38.3

Interpersonal

Physical activity lets me have contact with friends and people I enjoy 154 38.3

272 (14.9%)

Participate in social activities 67 16.7

Sharing activities with other women 38 9.5

Exercising increases my acceptance by others 9 2.2

Play with children/ grandchildren/ nephew/ niece 4 1.0

Contextual As a consequence of the confinement during the pandemic 33 26.6 24 (1.3%)
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ourselves, it’s to have a nice lunch afterwards! hahaha...” (GD1 Oria). 
Moreover, during the post-pandemic stage, LTPA in nature increased 
considerably and has become a social trend: “it’s become very 
fashionable, it seems like we are all mountaineers now!” (GD2 Errobi). 
In this sense, they explained that living close to nature is an advantage. 
“I’ve realized that I value being in nature, that I’ve somehow achieved 
a connection with it, I need that contact” (GD2 Bidasoa). However, at 
the same time, these young women also seek to empower themselves 
in institutionalized spaces. Thus, they become aware of the need to 
occupy various sports spaces and understand that awareness is the first 
step to achieve their goal. They also stressed that this awareness is even 
greater when it is built collectively. This was expressed by 
two interviewees:

We need to regain confidence, to feel good while doing sports, 
without anyone conditioning or judging us. I think it’s necessary to 
achieve this, at least for me, it’s necessary to build comfortable and 
safe spaces for women (GD2 Añarbe).

I think we should create women-only spaces to empower ourselves. 
Once that’s achieved, we’ll see what the next steps should 
be (GD2 Urola).

3.3 Barriers to LTPA

Barriers linked to intrapersonal factors (85.6%) were more 
important than the rest of the factors analyzed. Likewise, contextual 

barriers (7.7%) had a greater weight than interpersonal ones (6.7%). 
The main intrapersonal barriers were lack of time (66.9%), fatigue due 
to work or studies (54.8%) and laziness (49.2%). Among the 
interpersonal barriers, having no one to go with (25.8%) and not 
feeling comfortable with the people who exercise with them (4.8%) 
stood out. Lastly, among the contextual barriers, being discouraged by 
the weather (26.6%), having no adequate facilities (5.7%) and lack of 
transportation (2.4%) (Table 4) can be highlighted.

From the interviews, it was found that young women encounter 
intrapersonal barriers that condition their LTPA practice, such as low 
physical self-concept, previous experiences, feelings of loneliness, 
negative feelings, and lack of confidence. Physical self-concept may 
be one of the factors conditioning LTPA. GD1 Oria said: “during my 
life I have not been good at sports, I have not been a good athlete. In 
the end it becomes a vicious circle, does not it? Because you do not see 
yourself as fit, you do not do much, and then you’ll never be fit!.” In 
this sense, GD1 Urumea added that “you feel very observed and at risk 
of being criticized.” The interviewees showed the desire for current 
Physical Education to work on non-competitive practices and 
observed a change with regard to what they had experienced in the 
past. “We used to do gymnastics and competitive sports with the 
objective of improving marks. In the end it’s a bit like in math: if 
you  are good, well, great! In Physical Education it was the same, 
besides, being physically skilled is a quality that society values” 
(GD1 Oria).

Some girls felt loneliness when practicing LTPA, which influenced 
their motivation. This was expressed by GD2 Deba: “Personally, it’s very 
difficult for me to go alone, I need another person, or to go in a group.” 

TABLE 4 Results of barriers to LTPA for inactive women.

Factor Barriers N % Factor
N (%)

Intrapersonal

Lack of time 83 66.9

489

(85.6%)

Fatigue due to work or studies 68 54.8

Laziness 61 49.2

Overwork 55 44.4

Prefer to do other things 39 31.5

I am embarrassed to exercise 38 30.7

Lack of confidence 36 29.0

I do not like doing exercise 26 21.0

Ill health, injury, or disability 18 14.5

Feeling that my physical appearance is worse than that of others 17 13.7

Sense of insecurity (darkness, unknown areas) 16 12.9

I feel too fat/overweight 13 10.5

Lack of money 12 9.7

I think I look ridiculous in exercise clothes 7 5.7

Interpersonal
I have nobody to go with 32 25.8 38

(6.7%)I am not comfortable with people exercising with me 6 4.8

Contextual

The weather puts me off 33 26.6

44

(7.7%)

Lack of adequate facilities in my area 7 5.7

Lack of transport 3 2.4

Lack of suitable monitors/trainers 1 0.8
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Along the same lines, some felt embarrassed or afraid to get together 
with other people, due to a low perception of their motor competence. 
In reference to this, GD2 Deba stated the following: “you think that 
maybe you will not be able to go to the mountains with people who have 
a different physical condition and that is why you do not dare.” They do 
not want to bother or feel out of place. “We’re afraid of feeling like a 
nuisance, so that’s why we decided not to go” (GD2 Bidasoa). “At paddle 
tennis matches, people are serious, and you hear comments like, “what 
a boring match!” So, I do not go so as not to be a nuisance” (GD2 
Bidasoa). They recognized that they must overcome personal limitations 
such as lack of confidence. “I’m very aware of the little relationship 
I have with physical activity, and it has been difficult for me to feel good 
doing sports, because of my distrust and so on” (GD1 Urumea).

Furthermore, they reflected on the interpersonal barriers they 
encounter when practicing LTPA: low expectations from the environment, 
sexist attitudes from peers, different levels of physical condition and lack 
of adherence. Thus, they acknowledged having had experiences that did 
not further encourage them, comments from important people in their 
lives that showed low expectations towards them.

Since we’re little, we’re used to hearing certain messages because 
we’re women, leading us to somehow learn what our place in sport 
is. So, we maybe take up peripheral sports, ones that are not very 
important. If we had different demands, things would be different 
(GD2 Urola).

The situation is such that they felt that they were perceived as less 
physically skilled. “There was a coach who on the first day of training 
came to me and told me how I had to do things, without even asking 
me if I knew how to do it or what my goal was. I did not like it” (GD2 
Añarbe). Likewise, they heard discouraging and demotivating 
comments, as GD1 Urumea stated: “then, sometimes you hear “you 
are not good” and that does not help.” Additionally, the sexist attitudes 
of men of the same age undermine the motivation of young women. 
This was stated by GD2 Urola:

In the 7-a-side soccer championship we can participate, and we girls 
sign up as a group, we have the option to compete against boys. But 
their response when it’s their turn to play against us is “Damn it!” 
They play reluctantly against the girls. This shows that, although the 
options are the same a priori, the role of each gender is very different 
(GD2 Urola).

The support of other people was important to the interviewees, 
and they stressed that they valued it more when it came from others 
who had a similar level of fitness to their own. In this sense, they 
showed their concern when deciding whom to go with “When I go 
with Maddi she gets cold, and I feel bad about it. I need someone who 
has a more similar level to mine to be more at ease” (GD1 Urumea). 
With all these drawbacks, they recognized that it was difficult for them 
to maintain the routine. This lack of stickability is reflected in the 
words of GD2 Bidasoa, who compared the girls’ adherence to the 
LTPA with that of the boys: “most of the groups of girls who signed up 
to try 7-a-side soccer stayed for 3 years and then quit. On the other 
hand, the boys continue” (GD2 Bidasoa).

As for contextual barriers, unfriendly spaces, the need for 
adequate pedagogy, the disadvantages of living in small towns or the 
absence of sports offerings with a gender perspective become relevant. 

The interviewees stated that it was difficult for them to face a space 
they considered unfriendly and that their absence did not have much 
influence on the environment.

Many of the girls in our friend group have never signed up [for 
sports practice] because they don't want to, they’ve never played 
soccer and don't want to do it against boys and in front of the whole 
town. They don't feel comfortable, and they know what's in that 
championship. They’re not encouraged. In the last few years my team 
has not been out, and I’ve had to play in another one (GD2 Deba).

They emphasized the need for pedagogy. “We must teach people 
and women who are not used to doing sports that when they start, by 
taking their time, they can adapt and become good at the sport” (GD2 
Bidasoa). In this sense, GD1 Urumea made the following comparison 
to emphasize that a multilevel offer could facilitate sports practice: “in 
my opinion, it should be as with language levels: A1, A2, B1, B2... and 
everyone can choose what best works for them.”

In reference to the sports offer, although they acknowledged that 
it was broad, they missed a greater gender perspective.

Today we have options, but that doesn’t mean that we’re given the 
same importance, right? Here in the soccer club, you can clearly see 
the conditions that women and men soccer players have had over 
the years. They’re not the same, that’s for sure (GD2 Añarbe).

4 Discussion

4.1 LTPA-related habits and sedentary 
behavior

The aim of this study was to analyze the habits, motives, and 
barriers to LTPA practice among young women from Gipuzkoa, from 
a mixed approach. Regarding habits, approximately two thirds of the 
women participating in the study were active, matching the results of 
other scientific studies (World Health Organization, 2020; García-
Hermoso et al., 2023). As for the intensity of the activity performed, 
most was of low-medium intensity, also in agreement with the findings 
of Moreno-Llamas et al. (2021).

Concerning daily time spent sitting at work and/or studying, the 
results of the present study agree with those found in other studies 
(Moreno-Llamas et al., 2021), and highlight the many hours spent 
sitting by inactive women, with periods of over 3 h. Attitudes towards 
sedentary behavior are broad and depend on individual aspects and 
previous experiences (Landais et al., 2022). In the words of Chau et al. 
(2013), sitting for many hours per day and these sedentary behaviors 
can be  detrimental to health, so understanding the factors that 
determine them is important for the development of public health 
strategies aimed at reducing sedentarism among the population (de 
Victo et al., 2023).

4.2 Motives for LTPA

Intrapersonal motives for LTPA were the most frequent among 
active young women. Particularly, they were related to health status, 
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sports performance, personal development, or physical appearance, 
which matches the results of other studies (Caglar et al., 2009; Hoare 
et al., 2017; Sukys et al., 2019). Concern for aesthetics and body image 
is the result of the social pressure to which women are exposed 
(Moreno-Murcia et al., 2016), stemming from imposed female beauty 
standards (Bhatnagar et al., 2021). In the interviews, women pointed 
to individual organization and personal commitment towards PA as 
motivational elements. LTPA may be a challenge that women can 
overcome with practice and effort, which gives them a feeling of 
satisfaction and self-improvement (Hulteen et al., 2017), and a motive 
to continue with said practice.

In terms of interpersonal reasons, one of the main factors was 
socialization. The commitment acquired with a group of people 
during LTPA enhances the group feeling and individual satisfaction 
of each of the group members. This can drive an empowerment 
process to challenge and transform LTPA for more women through 
this collective awareness, as proposed by Fernandez-Lasa et al. (2020). 
Moreover, as Taylor (2014) concluded, many young women seem to 
feel more comfortable and motivated when they group exclusively 
with other women for LTPA, which reinforces the idea of generating 
women-only intervention programs. The latter fact is evident among 
the interviewees, who stressed the need for a supportive environment 
where they could make a commitment to the group. Physical activity 
helps in the psychosocial development demanded by women, offers 
opportunities for interaction with other women, and creates a feeling 
of belonging and a sense of community (Moreno-Murcia et al., 2016).

Among the contextual reasons, it appears that pandemic-related 
restrictions encouraged the women in this study to practice LTPA in 
nature. When they were not able to enjoy nature due to confinement 
was when they valued it most. Interviews suggest that these activities 
have become “fashionable” and highlight the need to be in contact 
with nature. According to Calogiuri and Elliott (2017), nature based 
LTPA is motivated by extrinsic factors related to the tranquility 
brought by nature itself, and which are different from the intrinsic 
motivations found in other contexts such as the gym or sports that are 
not performed in nature. Interviewees also expressed the need to 
promote spatial empowerment, so women feel comfortable and safe. 
Thus, they stressed the need to create spaces and activities exclusively 
for women. Along the same lines, Saavedra (2009) considered sports 
as a means of empowerment where opportunities are created for 
women to participate freely.

4.3 Barriers to LTPA

Inactive young women aged 18–29 mostly highlighted 
intrapersonal barriers that influenced their lower engagement in 
LTPA. This is consistent with other studies where similar barriers—
lack of time, tiredness, laziness, overwork, other leisure preferences, 
embarrassment, or lack of confidence—were observed (Hoare et al., 
2017; Ferreira-Silva et  al., 2022). In addition to these confirmed 
barriers, interviewees underlined the importance of previous negative 
experiences in physical education and sport’s class, in the terms 
mentioned by Cardinal et al. (2013), and the fear of going out alone, 
as also found by Sreetheran and Van Den Bosch (2014).

One of the main interpersonal barriers expressed by inactive 
young women was the difficulty to find other people with whom to 

practice LTPA. In this sense, Abbasi (2014) concluded that social 
isolation was a socio-cultural barrier that prevented women from 
reaching the recommended levels of PA. Other barriers were also 
relevant for the interviewees, such as the awkwardness (fear of 
judgment) generated by practicing LTPA in public spaces 
or the little help they perceived from men of the same age, as 
also highlighted by other authors (Deliens et  al., 2015; Seal 
et al., 2022).

Bad weather was one of the contextual factors that most 
discouraged young women from LTPA, as is the case with adults in 
general (Humpel et al., 2002; Tucker and Gilliland, 2007). Additionally, 
they emphasized the relevance of unfriendly spaces in which they did 
not feel comfortable, and the need for safe spaces. In this regard, 
Laatikainen et  al. (2017) concluded that space is key for the 
development of human behavior, so choosing safe, accessible, and, 
above all, attractive spaces for different age groups can be crucial for 
LTPA practice (Barnett et al., 2017).

5 Conclusion

The use of a mixed approach combining quantitative and 
qualitative methods may be appropriate to analyze habits, motives, 
and barriers to LTPA among young women from Gipuzkoa, thus 
providing richer and more holistic information about their perceptions 
and experiences.

A quarter of young women from Gipuzkoa are physically inactive 
during their leisure time and over half of the participants report 
sedentary behaviors at work and school, which may have a negative 
impact on their health.

The main motives for practicing LTPA were intrapersonal and 
related to health maintenance and enjoyment, as well as to social 
networks of the interpersonal dimension. However, the main 
contextual motive was linked to the COVID19 pandemic. Other 
aspects emerged among the qualitative reasons, such as personal 
and group commitment, peer pressure associated with body 
image or beauty standards, and the need to carry out activities 
in nature.

The main barriers to LTPA were intrapersonal, with lack of time, 
fatigue and laziness being the most reported. Important contextual 
factors were bad weather, the need to promote safe spaces, the need to 
adapt the offer of PA activities and sports to the circumstances and 
interests of the youngest girls, and lacking companions to practice 
LTPA with. Further, the influence of previous negative experiences in 
PE and the negative perception of motor competence on future LTPA 
habits of young women—due to embarrassment and lack of 
confidence rooted in earlier stages of their lives—should also 
be highlighted.

The main limitation of this study lies in the difficulty for the 
recruitment of women for the focus groups, leading to a relatively 
small number of interviews. Therefore, as a future line of research, it 
would be interesting to interview women at different life stages to 
analyze the diversity of their characteristics and study how they 
influence women’s engagement in LTPA. Moreover, it would 
be  interesting to analyze how the area of residence influences the 
habits, motives, and barriers to LTPA, since Gipuzkoa is a region with 
over 50% of semi-urban and rural population.
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