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Introduction

Why do so many people, despite knowing the potent benefits from exercise and having the best of intentions, quickly lose their motivation? Curiosity about this phenomenon ignited my career in the science and practice of cultivating sustainable exercise motivation and participation, and has sustained it for 30 years.

In 1994, I was confronted with an unanticipated problem while conducting my Kinesiology master's thesis (Segar et al., 1998): The cancer survivors who had been motivated to sustain exercise during the study for our research lost their motivation to stick with it just for themselves when the study ended.

This conundrum showed how deeply this problem was embedded within our cultural psyche. I needed to learn more: getting an MPH in health-behavior intervention design and evaluation, testing out and refining my ideas through real-world delivery of a theory-based intervention, and eventually getting a doctorate in personality psychology, the original home of motivation scholarship.

This psychological perspective brought me back to my original epiphany: the need for a map that enables people to free themselves from the cultural expectations that lead to repeated motivation failures. I now call this The Motivation MAP, a flexible motivation framework that utilizes three strategic messages to reframe exercise and cultivate positive new exercise beliefs, meanings, and experiences to support increased, sustainable movement among inactive individuals and populations.

Strategic messaging is a framing tactic to shape perceptions and persuade behavior (The Framing Institute, 2005). Frames are rooted in culture and influence how people see a behavior, including their beliefs about why and how to do it (Cooke-Jackson and Rubinsky, 2023; Gray and Harrington, 2011; Smith et al., 2010). Our frames influence what a behavior means to us and how we experience doing it (e.g., Does exercise feel hard or easy? Is exercise a chore or a gift?), thus exercise frames constitute a powerful cognitive map with affective and motivation consequences (Segar et al., 2016).

While research exists about exercise messaging strategies, similar to exercise science more generally, it has been dominated and limited by theoretical frameworks emphasizing rationality and conscious reflection (Brand and Ekkekakis, 2017). With the recent emergence of science on motivation states and dual-process theories' emphasis on exercise affective experiences (Kwan et al., 2017; Stults-Kolehmainen et al., 2023) there is a critical need for messaging and framing research to incorporate this new science.

I constructed The Motivation MAP to help inactive people reframe the meaning of exercise, reorienting it in ways that theory, science, and experience show cultivate positive affective experiences exercising and support the ability to fit in, prioritize, and regulate physical activity. The pilot version of The Motivation MAP was developed in 1997 for real-world commercial use. It has continued to be refined with scientific advancements and ongoing implementation, and others have recently started using it in federally funded behavioral interventions. Emerging theory, mounting science, and decades of real-world experience offer support for the unique contribution that The Motivation MAP can make to next-generation exercise research, hypothesis testing, and behavioral outcomes.



The Motivation MAP

When people are psychologically oriented toward exercise in maladaptive ways, it is critical to reorient them to more adaptive ways of thinking.

The acronym MAP reflects the framework's three-part reframing structure: Meaning, Awareness, and Permission to Prioritize. It can be difficult for people to truly understand the psycho-social exercise context that they live within. Thus, The Motivation MAP and its underlying methods guide people to critically evaluate their past exercise beliefs and experiences and invite them to cognitively and experientially reorient toward exercise.

The Motivation MAP's messages ask people to reflect on what they've learned from society about why and how they should exercise and gives them permission to reframe exercise, opening a cognitive door for rethinking their exercise motives, approaches to exercising, and priorities. This shift in thinking is concurrently accompanied by methods that invite people to experiment with participating in new physical activities, intensities, durations, and contexts in order to cultivate new positive affective experiences during exercise. Specifically, it aims to influence three hypothesized mediators of change: 1. Exercising in pleasurable ways; 2. Believing all movement is valid and worth doing; and 3. Perceiving exercise as self-care and prioritizing time for self-care and exercise. As a whole, The Motivation MAP intervention constitutes an embodied resocialization process, empowering people to transform their mindset about and relationship with exercising and movement (Segar, 2015; Segar et al., 2002).


Meaning

Much of what we experience has a deep, complex personal meaning for us that influences our behavioral choices across life arenas (Chan et al., 2021; Spruijt-Metz, 1995).

For many, especially inactive individuals, the objective meaning of exercising to improve health is often complicated by below-the-surface meaning of exercise as a painful, inconvenient, body-shaping, and obligatory “chore” (Segar et al., 2017a, 2007). As a result, despite an initial deep commitment, many quickly lose their motivation and stop exercising.

Message #1: “Move in ways that feel good to you.”

The Move in ways that feel good to you message gives people permission to move away from exercise plans that feel self-defeating and instead choose physical activities that are personally inspiring, intrinsically motivating, and positively self-affirming. This message strategy encourages people to reframe physical movement as a daily option for cultivating positive affective experiences that they like and want (i.e., converting it into a “gift” they want to give themselves; Berridge et al., 2009).


Empirical support

Decision-making science suggests that it is how people expect to immediately feel from their behavioral choices, not the future value of these choices, that better drives their in-the-moment decisions (Chang and Tuan Pham, 2013). Exciting new science and dual-process models of physical activity (Brand and Ekkekakis, 2017; Conroy and Berry, 2017; Kwan et al., 2017) support the high value of helping people learn to have and expect positive experiences exercising, such as feeling good, generally proposing that positive affective experiences during physical activity result in a “greater likelihood of future physical activity behavior” (Stevens et al., 2020).




Awareness

Giving oneself permission to exercise in ways that feel good requires Awareness of our social conditioning regarding what “counts” as exercise. Until recently, “threshold messages” (communications prescribing specific amounts, durations, and intensities) have dominated the exercise messaging space in everything from PSAs to clinician advice (Segar et al., 2020). Yet, threshold messaging is not evidence-based (Warburton and Bredin, 2016) and may unintentionally create all-or-nothing standards for exercising that thwart decisions to move (Arena et al., 2018; Knox et al., 2014). When people believe they have to do it “right” to count and “right” isn't feasible, they often believe it's not worth doing at all (Segar, 2022). Because threshold messages emphasize achieving criteria, they may also inadvertently prevent people from seeking feel-good experiences through exercise.

To internalize the first “feel-good” Motivation MAP message, people need to gain Awareness about the newest physical activity recommendations suggesting that when it comes to movement, everything counts and adds up (Bull et al., 2020).

Message #2: “Everything counts. It all adds up.”

The “Everything counts. It all adds up” message guides people to start believing that all activity—every step, every minute of moving—counts as exercise, adds up, and is worthwhile. This message signals that no single movement, including housecleaning, shopping, or standing up should be discounted nor devalued (Arena et al., 2018).

This message reduces real-life constraints, increases competence, and validates claiming micro-movements, integrating with the Move in ways that feel good to you message to help people transform their overarching Meaning for exercise from a “chore to a gift” (Segar, 2015).


Empirical support

Accumulating evidence suggests that messages teaching more inclusive and flexible definitions of movement are associated with better outcomes than traditional threshold messages (Mailey and Hsu, 2019; Walters et al., 2022; Zahrt and Crum, 2020). The Everything Counts messaging strategy is supported by the physical activity recommendations' removal of the 10-minute bout criterion, which aligned our global promotion of physical activity with behavioral science, helping people more easily integrate movement into their daily life (Arena et al., 2018).

Leading-edge research finds that motivation states are dynamic, random, and transient throughout the day, and influence self-regulation (Stults-Kolehmainen et al., 2023). Thus, cultivating Everything Counts thinking may help people better notice, and act on, numerous daily internal and external cues that encourage movement but which they had not previously felt nor sufficiently valued. Furthermore, if people feel positive from or about their choice to claim these micro-movement opportunities, this positivity may further increase incentive salience for these cues, reinforcing future decisions to move (Van Cappellen et al., 2018).




Permission to Prioritize

Starting from infancy, we learn what to prioritize through socialization within our families, cultures, and larger society. This unconscious process results in deeply rooted beliefs and priorities that influence our daily decisions (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002).

Even after people reframe exercise from a chore to a gift, they may still need to convert it into a priority that justifies making time for it. This can be achieved through perceiving exercise as a type of self-care and permitting themselves to make self-care a priority.

Self-care is often misperceived as selfish and leaves many feeling guilty. For people juggling competing priorities, this can interfere with their exercise motivation. Thus, there is a need to also help individuals rethink exercise as a strategic self-care tactic for supporting their other life priorities.

Message #3: “Give yourself permission to prioritize self-care.”

The Give yourself permission to prioritize self-care message guides people to feel comfortable prioritizing time for physical activity as acts of essential self-care. Similar to the chore-to-gift transformation process, this is also a fundamental resocialization, aimed at helping people reframe exercising as a strategic choice to fuel what matters most (Segar, 2015).


Empirical support

I learned that even motivated cancer survivors had difficulty prioritizing exercise and self-care back in 1994. Evidence over the subsequent decades establishes the de-prioritization of self-care as a core barrier to exercising, especially among parents and women (Mailey et al., 2014; Segar et al., 2017a; Vrazel et al., 2008). This makes sense because exercising doesn't occur in a vacuum, but within the context of numerous competing daily responsibilities (Gebhardt and Maes, 1998).

Perceiving exercise as compatible with and supporting one's other life priorities is associated with adherence and self-care practices (Zhang et al., 2015). Yet, little is known about how to increase the prioritization of self-care as a motivational gateway to exercising. In addition, my ongoing academic research and experiences coaching clients toward giving themselves permission to prioritize their exercise as self-care show that, while possible, this mindset shift can be challenging to achieve due to conflicting societal pressures and competing goals (Segar et al., 2017b).





Messages are more than just a string of words

Messages are more than just communications. They are a gateway to experiences. They guide people to beliefs, perceptions, experiences, and desires—or lack thereof. Moreover, the need to guide people and populations to perceive and approach exercise in new, more adaptive ways has become a recognized imperative (Segar et al., 2011; Arena et al., 2018; Mailey et al., 2018). “Reframing exercise” was recently adopted as a formal science-based strategy within the United States National Physical Activity Plan to boost population-level physical activity (Physical Activity Alliance, 2023).

The Motivation MAP's three messaging categories, “Feel Good, Everything Counts, and Prioritize Self-care,” supported by their respective methodologies described in detail elsewhere (Segar, 2015), constitute a comprehensive reframing of exercise (Clifton et al., 2009). They guide individuals to develop new, consciously self-affirming, constraint-reducing, and priority-aligning beliefs that open the door for new experiential possibilities: choosing positive exercise experiences, developing positive affective associations and action tendencies, and noticing and responding to dynamic motivation states.

I designed these three messages to work together synergistically because of the specific barriers they aimed to overcome (i.e., 1. exercise is a chore; it feels bad to do and is a “should”, 2. exercise takes too much time and is all-or-nothing, and 3. discomfort with and low competence for prioritizing time for self-care behaviors like exercise; Segar, 2015). Thus, each message may not be impactful if used alone, as other research using single messaging strategies has found (Mailey et al., 2023).

Findings from an earlier NIH-funded evaluation of the long-term impact from the pilot version of The Motivation MAP with its full methodology showed a 65% (P < 0.01) increase in physical activity participation from baseline to the study follow-up, which was 9 months or more post-program for 78% of the participants (Segar et al., 2002). It is important to note that this mixed-method evaluation was limited by being a convenience sample with no control group. The results, however, suggested that the intervention did impact the hypothesized mediators of change. Taking a pleasure-based approach to exercising, assessed quantitatively, increased from baseline to follow-up by 54% (P < 0.01). Qualitative comments suggested that participants transformed physical activity from a chore into an activity that that felt good to do. One participant noted that she started choosing to participate in different activities so she could feel good “during the process” of exercising and another said that instead of thinking that she “had to” take a walk, she thought about it as something “to enjoy...” Other qualitative comments indicated that they developed more inclusive and flexible definitions of exercise, helping them overcome past absolutist thinking (i.e., “Everything counts. It all adds up.”). One participant noted “Before the class I wouldn't go [to the gym] unless I had a good hour…and after [the intervention] I would go, even if I could only take a 30- or 15-min walk around the track.” In addition, quantitative data showed a 29% (P < 0.01) increase in the prioritization of self-care from baseline to follow-up, suggesting that participants may have started internalizing this important value.

This intervention was built for and implemented across real-world community and healthcare settings, giving this past research high external validity. Though The Motivation MAP was developed prior to the emergence of measures (Zenko and Ekkekakis, 2019) and methods (Antoniewicz and Brand, 2016; Maltagliati et al., 2024) that target automatic exercise processes, it aligns with the integration of reflective and experiential processes seen in dual-process theories and constructs within other contemporary behavior change frameworks. For example, the “Move in ways that feel good to you” and “Everything Counts. It all adds up” messages would support the autonomy and competence human needs posited by self-determination theory. In addition, it maps onto the COM-B model's three core components: capability, opportunity, and motivation (Michie et al., 2011). The “Everything Counts. It all adds up” message supports capacity by reducing the perceived and real barriers people have to exercising and it supports opportunity by emphasizing how easy it is to claim the opportunities to move that exist all day long. The “Move in ways that feel good to you” message supports motivation by giving people permission to autonomously design exercise to deliver positive affective experiences with the intention of helping them develop new positive affective associations (e.g., “tags”) (Brand and Ekkekakis, 2017) that they want to approach. Finally, the “Give yourself permission to prioritize self-care” message may support capacity and motivation by reducing some of the barriers to prioritizing exercise into daily life as necessary self-care and helping people perceive self-care as a true tactic to fuel themselves for their top priorities.

Because The Motivation MAP was built over 25 years ago for real-world use and was described in detail for non-academic audiences nearly a decade ago (Segar, 2015), many behavioral scientists and interventionists do not know about this theory-based, scientifically supported framework, nor that they can use it within their own research. The Motivation MAP is inherently flexible; each message category and its respective methods can be adapted for different populations and prevention/disease contexts, using formative research with experts and/or community and organizational partners, to identify the terms, concepts, and/or methods that might be most relevant and compelling to them. For example, The Motivation MAP's three messaging strategies were adapted for a recent, NIH-funded RO1 intervention targeting cancer prevention, showing promising initial data for engagement (Buis et al., 2024).

Messages matter more than many think; they influence people's exercise frames, beliefs, meanings, experiences, associations, inclinations, and motivation (Hadfield et al., 2023; Segar et al., 2012). The Motivation MAP is a flexible framework to help people reframe and re-experience exercise that is supported by emerging theory, mounting science, and decades of real-world use. It can be adapted to advance and accelerate our next generation of science, practice, and behavioral outcomes.
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