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Introduction: Following the hierarchical model of leisure constraints and the negotiation proposition, this study aimed to investigate whether individuals with different levels of leisure constraints exhibit varying scores in their perceived social support. By testing the relationship between constraints and social support, the study contributes to the literature by adding one more factor that determines the successful negotiation of leisure constraints.



Methods: The data were collected by an online survey with a convenient sample of the adult Greek population. The leisure constraint and the social support questionnaires were used to collect the data.



Results: The cluster analysis revealed three groups with different leisure constraint scores. The group with the lowest constraint scores had the highest social support scores, while the group with the highest interpersonal scores had the lowest social support scores.



Discussion: These results further extend the hierarchical model of leisure constraints, showing that social support is one of the factors that should be included within the negotiation proposition. They interact with leisure constraints and determine their successful negotiation.
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1 Introduction

Physical inactivity is now recognized as a widespread and escalating global concern. According to the World Health Organization (WHO) (1), approximately 1.4 billion adults worldwide, which is equivalent to 27.5% of the global adult population, fail to meet the recommended levels of physical activity, which is necessary for maintaining and enhancing physical and mental health. These low participation rates are of particular concern given the established relationship between exercise and reduced risk of chronic diseases (2–6). Considering the notably low participation in sports and physical activities, it is essential to examine key predictors of exercise participation, such as leisure constraints and the factors that interact with them (7, 8).

Research on leisure constraints has been a topic widely explored in academic literature over the past three decades, owing to both its theoretical significance and practical implications (7–11). From a theoretical standpoint, the introduction of the hierarchical model of leisure constraints (7, 12) and subsequent negotiation propositions (13–15) has contributed to a deeper understanding of how individuals make decisions regarding participation in sports, leisure, and recreational activities (16, 17). From an applied perspective, research on leisure constraints provides valuable insights for practitioners, enabling the development of strategies and policies aimed at reducing barriers and promoting greater engagement in sports and physical activity (13, 16, 18).

Upon introducing the leisure negotiation proposition, Jackson (19) proposed that several intrinsic and extrinsic factors for an individual may interact with perceptions of constraints to determine their successful negotiation. Factors that have been proposed and tested include motivation (8, 20), attitudes (3, 7, 8), and personality (21, 22). One of the factors that has been proposed to positively influence individuals' decisions to start taking part in sports and get committed to sport participation (7, 19) but has not been empirically tested in relation to the perception of leisure constraints, is social support (7, 19). Some evidence for this positive relationship was provided in the study by Chen et al. (23), who, however, examined the role of social support in relation to the seniors' travel constraints, negotiation strategy, and travel intentions.

Research has indicated that support from family and friends, commonly referred to as “significant others”, could help individuals to negotiate leisure constraints and overcome them, leading to positive behavioral outcomes (24–27). As previously noted, the role of social support as a factor that might interact with leisure constraints and determine their individual successful negotiation has not been empirically examined so far. Filling this research gap in the current study, we examined if and how social support interacts with the perception of leisure constraints, as defined by the hierarchical model of leisure constraints, which was used as the theoretical framework of the study. Jackson et al. (19) proposed that various factors, including attitudes, perceptions, and motivation, may serve as moderating variables in the relationship between leisure preferences, constraints, and participation. Effective negotiation, facilitated by one or more of these factors, can lead to either full or modified participation in recreational activities. Conversely, when negotiation efforts are unsuccessful, constraints may act as barriers, blocking participation. In the present study, we argue that social support may play an important role in mitigating perceived constraints, ultimately influencing an individual's intentions to engage in recreational sports.

We used the term “recreational sports” to describe sports and exercise activities undertaken by individuals during their leisure time, aligning with definitions provided in previous research (28–30). This term offers a more specific focus compared to the broader concept of “physical activity”, as defined by the WHO (1). Physical activity encompasses all forms of movement, including those performed during leisure time, for transportation purposes, or as part of occupational and domestic responsibilities.



2 Theoretical background


2.1 Leisure constraints

Jackson (19) defined constraints as “factors that researchers assume, and individuals perceive or experience, as limitations that restrict the development of leisure preferences and hinder or entirely prevent participation in leisure activities” (p. 279). Crawford and Godbey (31) categorized these constraints into three distinct types: structural, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. Structural constraints encompass external factors such as time limitations, lack of resources, and deficiencies in facilities or services. Interpersonal constraints pertain to the absence of partners with whom to engage in sport or exercise (32). Finally, intrapersonal constraints are internal and include psychological barriers such as low self-esteem, perceived lack of ability, and societal values (9, 33). These three categories of constraints were integrated into a hierarchical model of leisure decision-making by Crawford et al. (12), based on their influence on leisure preferences and actual participation. Among these, intrapersonal constraints represent the most significant barriers to exercise participation, blocking it, while structural constraints exert a lesser impact, primarily leading to modifications rather than complete avoidance of participation. Interpersonal constraints, however, have the potential to both block and modify participation (12, 32). One of the developments of the leisure constraint theory has been the introduction of the negotiation and balance propositions (23). Jackson et al. (13) proposed that the successful negotiation of leisure constraints determines the influence of constraints on leisure participation. In this line, for some individuals, constraints act as blocking factors (no participation), while for some others, they act as limiting factors. In the second case, the outcome of the influence of leisure constraints can be reduced participation or participation in alternative activities. This means that some individuals might successfully negotiate and overcome constraints, while others do not. This successful negotiation is determined by the strength of constraints in relation to factors that facilitate participation. Examples of these factors that have been proposed in the literature are motivation, personality, and social interaction (8, 20, 25, 34). While there is empirical evidence on the interaction between constraints with motivation, and personality, the influence of social support on the successful negotiation of leisure constraints has not yet been empirically tested.



2.2 Social support

A variety of terms and classifications have been employed to define social support and its related constructs (35–39). Heaney and Israel (40, p. 191) defined it as “aid and assistance exchanged through social relationships and interpersonal transactions”. Social support embodies the idea that supportive social actions or the perception of their availability can be used by individuals when needed. Therefore, a distinction exists between the actual support that an individual might receive and the perceived one. Many scholars do not clearly differentiate between perceived and actual support. However, perceived support is often more consistently associated with positive health outcomes and sport participation (38, 39).

Social support can be classified into various types and sources. The primary types of support include instrumental support (e.g., tangible financial or material assistance), appraisal support (e.g., companionship and social comparison), informational support (e.g., provision of advice or resources), and emotional support (e.g., expressions of empathy, concern, encouragement, or nurturance) (39, 40). Schaefer et al. (41) proposed a more detailed structure with five distinct types: (a) emotional support, (b) esteem support, (c) network support, (d) informational support, and (e) tangible or instrumental support.

Emotional support refers to the assistance provided to meet an individual's emotional needs and is the most referenced type of social support in the literature. Esteem support involves actions aimed at enhancing an individual's self-confidence and reinforcing their belief in their ability to cope with challenges or achieve their personal goals. Network support pertains to an individual's perception of the availability of a supportive social network, indicating whether there are significant others who can offer various forms of assistance. Informational support relates to the availability and provision of relevant information from significant others, enabling individuals to make informed decisions on personal matters, such as selecting appropriate facilities for physical activity, identifying high-quality fitness centers, or finding parks that offer outdoor exercise opportunities. Finally, tangible or instrumental support refers to practical assistance provided to an individual to help manage daily responsibilities, such as childcare or transportation (35, 42, 43).

The key sources of support are primarily identified as family, friends/peers, and significant others (39, 40), with these relationships collectively forming social support networks (44). The characteristics of such networks can influence both the quantity and quality of social support available. Social support networks differ based on attributes such as size, frequency of interactions, depth of relationships, and the level of homogeneity among social connections (45, 46).



2.3 Social support, physical activity, and leisure constraints

Social support has been linked to various behavioral outcomes, including dietary habits and engagement in Physical Activity (PA) (47, 48). Specifically, Tamers et al. found that higher perceived social support in the workplace is related to increased levels of PA as well as greater consumption of fruits and vegetables. Furthermore, studies have shown a positive relationship between social support and PA participation, particularly among women (49, 50–53). Ayotte et al. (49) showed the impact of perceived social support from family members, specifically companionship, informational, and esteem support, on PA engagement. Similarly, Bauman et al. (50) investigated the social determinants and correlations of PA participation, concluding that family and parental support were positively associated with PA engagement, particularly in high-income households.

In conclusion, social support for physical activity encompasses encouragement, role modeling, or other facilitative actions provided by an individual's social network (54, 55). Social support has been directly associated with increased physical activity levels across various populations (56), including different racial and ethnic groups (47–59).

Given the significance of social support in the decision-making process regarding sports participation, we argue that, from a theoretical and applied perspective, it is important to test the influence of social support on the perceptions of leisure constraints, using the hierarchical model of leisure constraints (19) as a theoretical framework. The model proposes that intrapersonal constraints are the most powerful determinants of sport participation, as they influence preferences that are difficult to overcome. On the other hand, structural constraints, like external ones, are the least powerful and the easiest to overcome. Finally, interpersonal constraints influence both preferences and actual behavior (participation). As previously noted, it has been proposed that some individuals are capable of overcoming leisure constraints and engaging in sport participation. This is a result of a successful negotiation of leisure constraints (7, 8, 15). We propose that social support can be one of the factors that interact with the perception of leisure constraints and act as facilitators of overcoming them. Either propositions are based on the definition of negotiation strategies as either cognitive or behavioral. Jackson and Rucks (60) proposed, by combining qualitative and quantitative methods, that cognitive strategies often involved reframing constraints (e.g., rationalizing limited access), while behavioral strategies included tangible adjustments such as rearranging time commitments, developing necessary skills, altering social networks, or recalibrating leisure goals. We argue that instrumental and informational support can serve as behavioral negotiation strategies, while emotional support can function as cognitive strategies. Jackson and Rucks (60) reported that behavioral strategies were more effective in overcoming leisure constraints. Considering that social support can positively influence individuals' motivation to engage in sports, which is a strong indicator of the successful negotiation of leisure constraints (7–9), the current study aimed to test if individuals with different levels and nature of leisure constraints report different social support levels. In this line, the research objectives of the paper were set as clearly as possible:


	•To cluster individuals based on their scores on interpersonal, intrapersonal, and structural constraints.

	•To compare these constraint cluster groups' scores in terms of their social support scores and discuss the results with reference to the hierarchical model of leisure constraints (12) and the leisure negotiation proposition (19).






3 Methodology

The data was collected with an online questionnaire, which was posted on the social media of the research team, inviting people to fill out the questionnaire. The goal was to draw a sample of the adult general population, large enough to run the statistical analysis required in order to test the theoretical model. It has to be noted that our goal was not to have a representative sample of the general population of the country. With this process, we achieved a sample of three hundred and eighty two (N = 382) adult individuals. Informed consent was obtained from all participants before completing the questionnaire. Certain limitations associated with the sampling method must be acknowledged. The study utilized a convenient sampling method. A convenient sample is always subject to sampling error; subsequently, the findings cannot be generalized. However, this sample was judged satisfactory to statistically test the theoretical model of the study. The questionnaire included self-reported measures of recreational sport participation, constraints on participation, and social support. Recreational sports were defined as sports and exercise activities performed during leisure time (7, 20). To ensure clarity, a list of sport activities—including walking for exercise—was provided, based on previous research [e.g. (20, 61)].

Concerning gender, the sample comprises 45.8% male and 54.2% female participants. Regarding the age of the participants, the data indicated that 35.8% of the sample fell within the 31–45 age group, 29.2% were between 46 and 55 years of age, 18.7% were between 18 and 30 years of age, and 16.3% were 55 years of age or older. In terms of educational attainment, the majority of respondents attended secondary school (35.3%), followed by university graduates (25.5%). A smaller percentage of the population has completed primary education (9.5%), some of them attended a Technological Educational Institute (11.3%), and some have earned a Master's degree (11.3%), or have had Vocational Training (7.1%). A comparatively small percentage of the participants (19.9%) reported engagement in sports during the previous four weeks, while a substantial majority (80.1%) reported non-participation. Of the participants, 16.2% indicated that they engaged in recreational sports daily, while 41.9% stated that they participated three to five times per week. It was reported by a smaller proportion of the sample that they engaged in sporting activities one to two times per week (32.4%) or less than once per week (9.5%). The demographic and behavioral profile of the sample is presented in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Demographic characteristics of gender, age, educational level, participation in sports, and frequency of participation.



	Gender
	Frequency
	Percent





	Men
	174
	45.8



	Women
	206
	54.2



	Total
	380
	100



	Age
	Frequency
	Percent


	18–30
	71
	18.7



	31–45
	136
	35.8



	46–55
	111
	29.2



	>55
	61
	16.3



	Total
	379
	100



	Education
	Frequency
	Percent


	Primary education
	36
	9.5



	Secondary education
	134
	35.3



	Public institute of vocational training
	27
	7.1



	Technological educational institute
	43
	11.3



	University
	97
	25.5



	Master
	43
	11.3



	Total
	380
	100



	Sport participation
	Frequency
	Percent


	Yes
	76
	19.9



	No
	306
	80.1



	Total
	382
	100.0



	Frequency of sport participation
	Frequency
	Percent


	Almost every day
	12
	16.2



	3–5 times per week
	31
	41.9



	1–2 times per week
	25
	32.4



	Less than one time per week
	8
	9.5



	Total
	76
	100







Leisure constraints were assessed using the scale developed by Alexandris and Carroll (28), which has been successfully validated in Greek populations and extensively documented in the literature (e.g., 7–8). This scale includes sixteen items categorized into three dimensions: structural constraints (six items), interpersonal constraints (three items), and intrapersonal constraints (seven items). Responses were measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “very important” to “not important”.

Social support was evaluated using a unidimensional ten-item scale. This was developed by Sallis et al. (52), as adapted from the original scale by Sallis et al. (62). A five-point Likert scale, ranging from “never” to “very often”, was used.

As noted, the measurement of these sub-dimensions was conducted using validated Likert-scale items. For each sub-dimension, mean scores of the relevant items were calculated to represent the composite score for each respondent, in line with prior research utilizing these scales. This approach enabled straightforward comparisons across dimensions, as higher mean values indicate greater perceived constraints (e.g., higher time scores reflect more significant time-related barriers). No cut-off criteria were applied; rather, the scores were interpreted on a continuum, with relative comparisons made between sub-dimensions and clusters



4 Statistical analysis

Initially, descriptive statistics were utilized in order to present frequencies for structural constraints (time, facilities, cost), intrapersonal constraints (psychological, lack of interest, previous experience), interpersonal constraints (lack of partners, lack of knowledge), and social support. The mean, standard deviation, mode, variance, skewness, kurtosis, minimum, and maximum are also displayed. K-Means cluster analysis was also employed to investigate groupings among individuals based on three constraint dimensions and their sub-dimensions: (a) structural constraints (sub-dimensions of time, facilities, cost), (b) intrapersonal constraints (sub-dimensions of psychological, knowledge, lack of interest, previous experience), and (c) interpersonal constraints (sub-dimensions of lack of partners, lack of knowledge). The measurement of these sub-dimensions was conducted using validated Likert-scale items, with the mean score of these items to represent each sub-dimension as a composite score per respondent. The optimal number of clusters (k) was identified through cluster centroids, within-cluster sum of squares, and Analysis of variance. The point of inflection was determined, and a k value of 3 groups was selected. The K-Means algorithm then partitioned the dataset into distinct clusters, with each cluster representing individuals with similar profiles of perceived constraints. An investigation was conducted into the cluster centroids to interpret the relative levels of structural, intrapersonal, and interpersonal constraints that characterized each group. The analysis of variance (one-way ANOVA) was employed to ascertain which variables contributed most significantly to the formation of clusters. Subsequent to the implementation of K-Means Cluster analysis, an analysis of variance (one-way Anova) was conducted with the objective of investigating whether the three clusters are differentiated in relation to social support. The Bonferroni correction was also employed to identify the differences among the three groups, as the data met the criterion of homogeneity of variances.



5 Results

Descriptive statistics were used for structural, intrapersonal, and interpersonal constraints and their sub-dimensions. Table 2 demonstrates that the constraint sub-dimensions reveal notable differences in the perceived intensity among the participants. In consideration of the structural constraints, it was found that Time (M = 4.3, sd = 1.50), Facilities (M = 3.8, sd = 1.54), and Cost (M = 4, sd = 1.73) all scored relatively highly. This finding indicates that these are commonly perceived barriers. Within the confines of intrapersonal constraints, Psychological Factors (M = 3.80, sd = 1.52) and Lack of Interest (M = 3.61, sd = 1.52) emerged as the most salient factors. Previous Experience exhibited the lowest means (M = 2.69, sd = 1.39), suggesting that it is less of a constraint for most individuals. Regarding interpersonal constraints, Lack of Partners (M = 3.24, sd = 1.68) was found to present moderate values and so does Lack of Knowledge (M = 3.13, sd = 1.65). Finally, the mean value of the Social Support variable was found to be low (M = 2.47, sd = .98).



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics for structural constraints, intrapersonal constraints, interpersonal constraints, and social support.



	Descriptive statistics
	Structural constraints
	Intrapersonal constraints
	Interpersonal constraints
	Social support



	Time
	Facilities
	Cost
	Psychological
	Lack of interest
	Previous experience
	Lack of partners
	Lack of knowledge





	Mean
	4.3
	3.80
	4
	3.80
	3.61
	2.69
	3.24
	3.13
	2.47



	Std. deviation
	1.50
	1.54
	1.73
	1.52
	1.52
	1.39
	1.68
	1.65
	.98



	Mode
	4.67
	4
	6
	3.14
	4
	1
	1
	1
	2.80



	Variance
	2.25
	2.37
	3.01
	2.31
	2.30
	1.93
	2.81
	2.72
	.96



	Skewness
	−.30
	−.06
	−.11
	−.047
	−.09
	.41
	.19
	.20
	.51



	Kurtosis
	−.54
	−.76
	−.88
	−.86
	−.38
	−.73
	−1.14
	−1.16
	−.01







A K-means cluster analysis was conducted to identify underlying groupings among participants based on eight sub-dimensions: Time, Facilities, Cost (Structural Constraints), Psychological, Lack of Interest, Previous Experience (Intrapersonal Constraints), Lack of Partners, and Lack of Knowledge (Interpersonal Constraints). The analysis specified a three-cluster solution, which was achieved after six iterations. This was determined to be the optimal solution based on cluster centroids, within-cluster sum of squares, and Analysis of variance. Convergence was reached with a maximum absolute change of 0.00 in the cluster centers, indicating a stable solution. The minimum initial distance between cluster centers was 9.05, suggesting sufficient separation among initial centroids.

As illustrated in Table 3, the qualitative characteristics of the final clusters are presented in terms of their mean scores in the sub-dimensions that constitute the structural, intrapersonal, and interpersonal constraints. The final cluster centers revealed distinct patterns across the three groups.


	•Cluster 1 (N = 170) “Medium structural-intrapersonal and high interpersonal constraints” exhibited medium mean scores across most of the dimensions, particularly in Structural Constraints (mean scores in the dimensions of Time, Facilities, Cost), and in Intrapersonal Constraints (mean scores in the dimensions of Psychological, Lack of Interest, Previous Experience). Finally, in terms of the Interpersonal Constraints, the mean scores of Lack of Partners (M = 4.72) and Lack of Knowledge (M = 4.02) presented a high score.

	•Cluster 2 (N = 124) “Low structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints” showed low scores across most of the sub-dimensions, particularly in Structural Constraints (sub-dimensions of Time, Facilities, Cost) and in Intrapersonal Constraints (sub-dimensions of Psychological, Lack of Interest, Previous Experience). Concerning Interpersonal Constraints, Lack of Partners presented a medium score (M = 2.05) and Lack of Knowledge presented a low score (M = 1.56).

	•Cluster 3 (N = 88) “High structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints” presented high scores across most of the variables, particularly in Structural Constraints (sub-dimensions of Time, Facilities, Cost), and in Intrapersonal Constraints (sub-dimensions of Psychological, Lack of Interest, Previous Experience). Regarding Interpersonal Constraints, the sub-dimensions of Lack of Partners presented a low score (M = 2.03), and Lack of Knowledge presented a medium score (M = 3.63). The quantitative characteristics are presented in Figure 1.





TABLE 3 Qualitative characteristics of structural, intrapersonal, and interpersonal constraints for the three clusters.



	Constraints dimensions
	
	Cluster 1Medium structural-intrapersonal and high interpersonal constraints
	Cluster 2Low structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints
	Cluster 3High structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints



	Cluster size
	N = 170
	N = 124
	N = 88





	Structural constraints
	Time
	Medium
	Low
	High



	Facilities
	Medium
	Low
	High



	Cost
	Medium
	Low
	High



	Intrapersonal constraints
	Psychological
	Medium
	Low
	High



	Lack of interest
	Medium
	Low
	High



	Previous experience
	Medium
	Low
	High



	Interpersonal constraints
	Lack of PARTNERS
	High
	Medium
	Low



	Lack of knowledge
	High
	Low
	Medium








[image: Density plot with three clusters, represented by colors pink, green, and blue, comparing factors like Lack of Partners, Previous Experience, Lack of Interest, Lack of Knowledge, Psychological, Cost, Facilities, and Time across values from negative three to three.]
FIGURE 1
The differentiation of the clusters is based on the structural, intrapersonal, and interpersonal constraints.


In order to provide a more detailed description of the cluster differences, one-way ANOVA tests were conducted for each variable. A significant difference was observed among the eight sub-dimensions across the three clusters (p < .001). Specifically, the highest F-values were observed for Lack of Partner, F (2, 379) = 324.42, p < .001, Lack of Knowledge, F (2, 379) = 153.52, p < .001, and Psychological Factors, F (2, 379) = 141.97, p < .001, indicating that these variables contributed most strongly to cluster differentiation. Cost, F (2, 379) = 116.63, p < .001, Lack of Interest, F (2, 379) = 118.70, p < .001, and Previous Experience, F (2, 379) = 115.44, p < .001, indicated that these variables contributed a lot to cluster differentiation. Time and Facilities contributed less to cluster differentiation, with F (2, 379) = 21.981, p < .001 and F (2, 379) = 73.725, p < .001, respectively.

An analysis of variance (one-way Anova) was conducted in order to identify whether there are differences among the three clusters and social support, revealing a statistically significant effect, F (2, 379) = 16.05, p < .001, η2 = .08. Bonferroni correction was used as the criterion that the variance was met. Statistically significant differences are identified between Cluster 1, “Medium structural-intrapersonal and high interpersonal constraints”, and Cluster 2, “Low structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints” [p < .001, d = -.52, CI (-.81, -.23)]. Cluster 2 “Low structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints” (M = 2.85, sd = 1.05) presented higher social support than Cluster 1 “Medium structural-intrapersonal and high interpersonal constraints” (M = 2.36, sd = .88). Statistically significant differences are also highlighted between Cluster 2 and Cluster 3 “High structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints” [p < .001, d = .73, CI (.39, 1.08)]. Cluster 2 “Low structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints” (M = 2.85, sd = 1.05) presented higher social support than Cluster 3 “High structural-intrapersonal and moderate interpersonal constraints” (M = 2.16, sd = .90). Figure 2 represented the information mentioned above.


[image: Bar chart titled \"Social Support\" displaying three clusters with mean and standard deviation values. Each cluster's bar, marked in blue for mean and red for standard deviation, ranges from zero to four.]
FIGURE 2
Differences in social support in the three clusters.




6 Discussion

On conceptualizing the hierarchical model of leisure constraints, Jackson et al. (13) proposed that all individuals face constraints; however, some of them can negotiate and overcome them, and get involved in sports. This model proposed that there are several factors that can act as mediators, interact with constraints, and determine this successful negotiation. Studies so far have proposed and empirically shown that motivation (8, 20), attitudes (3, 9, 21), and personality (63) are among the factors that might interact with constraints and help individuals overcome them. Our study further extends the hierarchical model of leisure constraints, since it proposes that social support can be one of the important factors that determine the successful negotiation of leisure constraints. The results of the current study showed that individuals who had higher social support in their lives were more likely to successfully negotiate leisure constraints and engage in active recreation.

As previously noted, different forms of social support—including instrumental, emotional, and informational support—can facilitate physical activity engagement (34, 35, 41). These three dimensions of social support are particularly applicable in our study to interpret the results. Individuals who receive emotional support are more likely to overcome intrapersonal constraints, since research has shown that intrapersonal constraints are internal ones and they are related to negative self-perceptions about personal abilities, body image, self-esteem, but also a lack of intrinsic motivation (32). This emotional support can come from significant others who can reinforce positive self-perceptions, promote positive feelings, provide empathy, and strengthen their attitudes towards sports. Research, for example, has shown that families who have a strong sport culture are more likely to have their members follow an active lifestyle, due to the creation of an environment that promotes emotional support to their members (25–27). This argument can also be supported based on the social cognitive theory (64), according to which social support can enhance self-efficacy. Increased self-efficacy can lead to overcoming intrapersonal constraints related to low self-perceptions. This emotional support also fits with the definition of the cognitive negotiation strategies, as reported in the study of Jackson and Rucks (60).

In the same way, individuals who receive informational support are more likely to increase their knowledge about opportunities for recreational participation and overcome the “lack of knowledge” related constraints. Previous research has shown that these interpersonal constraints can influence both the preferences for participation but also the selection of individual activities and frequency of participation. Subsequently, they can be either blocking or limiting constraints. This informational support can be informal from the social environment, such as friends, colleagues, etc., but also formal from traditional or new/social media communication channels that sports organizations use today. Considering the increased influence of social media on individuals' behavior (55, 56), it can be argued that social networks and blogs can today have the role of information support agencies for individuals in order to engage in physical activity programs.

The third form of support – instrumental – is also applicable in the current study and can be used to interpret the results. As noted, it is a practical form of assistance, offering tangible solutions to life's challenges (34, 40, 43). This instrumental support can be important for all three types of constraints, but especially for the structural constraints. Friends and the social environment can offer solutions to individuals who want to engage in sports in terms of the selection of the actual activities, advice about sport equipment, cost-related issues, etc. This instrumental element of social support fits with the definition of the behavioral negotiation strategies, as defined by Jackson and Rucks (60).

As previously noted, previous studies had neglected to specifically address the value of social support. In the present study, we investigated in detail the interaction between constraints and social support by examining how the different types of leisure constraints (intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural) are influenced by social support. We did this by creating profiles of individuals based on the different types of leisure constraints and examining the social support that they receive in their lives. The result of the cluster analysis revealed three distinct groups of individuals, based on their perception of leisure constraints. The first group, which had the highest constraint scores, is particularly influenced by interpersonal constraints. It has been proposed that interpersonal constraints interact with both leisure preferences and actual participation. This cluster includes non-participants or individuals with low sport participation rates. Lack of social networking is therefore the main reason for their low sport participation.

The second cluster is the least constrained one. It had low scores in almost all the constraint dimensions. This group includes individuals who have successfully negotiated constraints and are the most frequent participants. They are probably the most motivated to participate. Previous research has shown that intrinsic motivation can facilitate the successful negotiation of leisure constraints (7, 8).

Finally, the third cluster includes individuals who had low scores in interpersonal constraints and medium to high scores in the rest of the dimensions. The relatively high scores of intrapersonal constraints should be noted. As previously noted, intrapersonal constraints have been proposed to be the most blocking ones in sport participation. The relatively high scores of structural constraints are a noted factor. These constraints can be real or perceived, as Ntovoli et al. (7) discussed.

Comparing the three clusters' scores in social support can lead to some interesting interpretations. The second cluster had the highest scores in social support. This is the cluster with the individuals who reported the lowest level of constraints as well. It can be argued that social support can be one of the reasons for the low constraint scores, extending the hierarchical model of leisure constraint (19) and the negotiation proposition (13). Social support helped these individuals to successfully negotiate and overcome constraints. All three dimensions of social support can play an important role in this successful negotiation. It would, however, be interesting for future research to examine which of the three social support dimensions (instrumental, emotional, and informational) is the most influential in their interaction with leisure constraints. This is an issue for further research. These results propose that sport development officers and policy makers should consider the social aspect of sport and recreation participation when they are developing a promotional plan. Promoting sports within local communities can facilitate social interaction, support, and the overcoming of leisure constraints. The value of community sports has also been emphasized in previous studies (55).

On the other hand, scores in social support were similar in the other two groups. However, the first cluster that reported high scores in interpersonal constraints was the one with the lowest social support scores. As previously noted, interpersonal constraints interact with both preferences and behavior (7–9). They relate to social isolation and the inability of an individual to find partners to participate with. With a lack of social support, it is difficult for individuals to overcome these constraints. The social nature of sport participation should also be noted here (65). Previous studies have shown that group sport participation is an important motivational factor (32). Group participation brings social support in all its forms, but especially in terms of emotional support.

These results have practical implications. They propose that if sport participation is to be increased, the social environment and significant others should play an important supporting positive role. All three elements of social support - instrumental, emotional, and informational – should be targeted and promoted. Communities, families, peers, and colleagues can contribute firstly to emotional support and secondly to instrumental support. It is therefore important from a sport policy perspective to develop educational programs to promote the physical, psychological, and social benefits of sport participation through social groups. Family sport programs, sport programs in corporate/work environments, and community programs can help in this direction. Community leaders can contribute informational support by disseminating information about opportunities to participate in sports and creating social networks. Social media can also play an important role today in informational support. Blogs and social media groups can act as promoters of group exercise and information delivery. This is particularly effective for younger generations (e.g., millennials and Gen Z). All the above strategies can help individuals to overcome certain types of leisure constraints, but especially the intrapersonal ones, which were shown to be the blocking ones. Finally, it must be emphasized that the experience of sport participation is an important factor as well. A positive experience will motivate participants to develop loyalty and foster social support, which will help individuals to overcome constraints. As a closing remark, it should be noted that the promotion of the social aspect of sport participation should be a basic element of the sport policy. Sports have a strong social aspect, and opportunities for socializing should be provided.



7 Conclusion

In conclusion, this is the first study that examined the role of social support in overcoming the perception of leisure constraints, using the hierarchical model of leisure constraints and the negotiation proposition. The results showed that social support is one of the factors that interact with leisure constraints. Individuals with high constraint scores, and especially the interpersonal ones, had the lowest social support scores. It can therefore be proposed that social support is one of the factors that determine the successful negotiation of leisure constraints and helps individuals to overcome them. Our study further extends the hierarchical model of leisure constraints and the negotiation proposition by emphasizing the role of the social environment and local communities in motivating individuals to overcome constraints.



8 Study limitations and suggestions for future research

As previously noted, the study used a convenient sample of the adult Greek population. Subsequently, the results cannot be generalized. Furthermore, no comparisons between the different demographic groups' scores in constraint and social support scales were made. It is useful in future studies to test, for example, if social support plays a more important role among females, more elderly individuals, or those with a lower educational level. Data from other countries can also help us to understand if culture plays a role in the influence of social support on the perception of constraints.

A final note should be made about the measurement of social support. As previously noted, a one-dimensional scale was used to measure it. As a result, the influence of the different types of social support (e.g., instrumental, emotional, and informational) on leisure constraints was not tested. Finally, it should be noted that the study followed a cross-sectional and not a longitudinal research design. Subsequently, the results do not reveal causal relationships among the variables.



Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/Supplementary Material, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.



Ethics statement

Informed consent was obtained from all participants before completing the questionnaire.



Author contributions

AN: Conceptualization, Validation, Methodology, Funding acquisition, Writing – original draft. GS: Software, Formal analysis, Writing – original draft. TK: Visualization, Writing – review & editing, Data curation. YL: Writing – review & editing, Resources. GA: Writing – original draft, Investigation. EP: Writing – review & editing, Validation. KA: Project administration, Conceptualization, Supervision, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declare that no Generative AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References


	1. World Health Organization. Global status Report on Physical Activity 2022: Country Profiles. Geneva: World Health Organization (2022).


	2. Ntovoli A, Mitropoulos A, Anifanti M, Koukouvou G, Kouidi E, Alexandris K. Can online exercise using wearable devices improve perceived well-being? A study among patients with coronary artery disease. Sensors. (2025) 25(3):698. doi: 10.3390/s25030698


	3. Ntovoli A, Anifanti M, Koukouvou G, Mitropoulos A, Kouidi E, Alexandris K. The attitudes of patients with cardiovascular diseases towards online exercise with the mobile monitoring of their health-related vital signs. Sports. (2024) 12(2):47. doi: 10.3390/sports12020047


	4. Mitropoulos A, Anifanti M, Koukouvou G, Ntovoli A, Alexandris K, Kouidi E. Exploring the effects of real-time online cardiac telerehabilitation using wearable devices compared to gym-based cardiac exercise in people with a recent myocardial infarction: a randomised controlled trial. Front Cardiovasc Med. (2024) 11:1410616. doi: 10.3389/fcvm.2024.1410616


	5. Mitropoulos A, Anifanti M, Koukouvou G, Ntovoli A, Alexandris K, Kouidi E. Exploring the feasibility, acceptability, and safety of a real-time cardiac telerehabilitation and tele coaching programme using wearable devices in people with a recent myocardial infarction. BMC Sports Sci Med Rehabil. (2024) 16(1):207. doi: 10.1186/s13102-024-00992-5


	6. Kouidi E, Mitropoulos A, Anifanti M, Koukouvou G, Ntovoli A, Alexandris K. Exploring the effects of a real-time cardiac telerehabilitation using wearable devices in people with coronary artery disease following a recent myocardial infarction: a randomised controlled trial. Eur Heart J. (2024) 45(Suppl_1):ehae666–2985. doi: 10.1093/eurheartj/ehae666.3377


	7. Ntovoli A, Shiyi L, Polyakova O, Karagiorgos T, Alexandris K. Leisure constraints and subjective well-being: the case of recreational sport participants. Leis Sci. (2025) 47(3):1–22. doi: 10.1080/01490400.2025.2534362


	8. Ntovoli A, Karagiorgos T, Myrovali G, Anoyrkati E, Papadopoulou S, Tamiakis I, et al. Motives and constraints to bike tourism in Greece: “the go-bike” project. Front Sports Act Living. (2024) 6:1475533. doi: 10.3389/fspor.2024.1475533


	9. Alexandris K, Karagiorgos T, Ntovoli A, Zourladani S. Using the theories of planned behaviour and leisure constraints to study fitness club members’ behaviour after COVID-19 lockdown. Leis Stud. (2022) 41(2):247–62. doi: 10.1080/02614367.2021.1975802


	10. Dale NF, Ritchie BW. Understanding travel behavior: a study of school excursion motivations, constraints, and behavior. J Hosp Tour Manag. (2020) 43:11–22. doi: 10.1016/j.jhtm.2020.01.008


	11. Godbey G, Crawford DW, Shen XS. Assessing hierarchical leisure constraints. J Leis Res. (2010) 42(1):111–34. doi: 10.1080/00222216.2010.11950197


	12. Crawford DW, Jackson EL, Godbey G. A hierarchical model of leisure constraints. Leis Sci. (1991) 13(4):309–20. doi: 10.1080/01490409109513147


	13. Jackson EL, Crawford DW, Godbey G. Negotiation of leisure constraints. Leis Sci. (1993) 15(1):1–11. doi: 10.1080/01490409309513182


	14. Bizen Y, Ninomiya H. Understanding the relationships between motivation, constraints, and constraint negotiation in volunteer participation in a marathon event. J Leis Res. (2022) 53(5):728–47. doi: 10.1080/00222216.2022.2072181


	15. Kono S, Ito E, Loucks-Atkinson A. The measurement model of leisure constraint negotiation in leisure-time physical activity context: reflective or formative? J Leis Res. (2021) 52(1):120–7. doi: 10.1080/00222216.2020.1745720


	16. Alexandris K, Karagiorgos T, Ntovoli A, Helsen K, Hover P, van Eldert P, et al. Participation in running events and promotion of health-enhancing physical activity: a cross-cultural study in Greece, Belgium, Holland and Lithuania’, in connecting sport practice & science. Proceedings of the 27th European Association for Sport Management Conference; 3–6 September; Andalucía, Spain. Sevilla: Pablo de Olavide University/Faculty of Sport Sciences (2019). p. 139–41.


	17. Theodorou S, Alexandris K, Ntovoli A. The relationship between sport event experience and psychological well-being: the case of a “sailing marathon”. Retos. (2024) 57:484–93. doi: 10.47197/retos.v57.105983


	18. Alexandris K, Kouthouris C, Girgolas G. Investigating the relationships among motivation, negotiation, and alpine skiing participation. J Leis Res. (2007) 39(4):648–67. doi: 10.1080/00222216.2007.11950126


	19. Jackson EL. Leisure constraints/constrained leisure: special issue introduction. J Leis Res. (1991) 23(4):279–85. doi: 10.1080/00222216.1991.11969860


	20. Ntovoli A, Shiyi L, Polyakova O, Karagiorgos T, Alexandris K. Examining motivation patterns among recreational sport participants with different PERMA levels. Manag Sport Leis. (2025) 30(1):1–17. doi: 10.1080/23750472.2025.2494544


	21. Funk DC, Alexandris K, McDonald H. Sport Consumer Behaviour. London: Routledge (n.d.).


	22. Karagiorgos T, Ntovoli A, Alexandris K. Developing a brand personality framework in the context of outdoor small-scale sport events. J Conv Event Tour. (2023) 24(3):246–68. doi: 10.1080/15470148.2022.2158153


	23. Chen F, Dai S, Xu H, Abliz A, Huang Y, Lin L. Senior’s travel constraint, negotiation strategy and travel intention: examining the role of social support. Int J Tour Res. (2021) 23(3):363–77. doi: 10.1002/jtr.2410


	24. Kim ES, Kubzansky LD, Soo J, Boehm JK. Maintaining healthy behavior: a prospective study of psychological well-being and physical activity. Ann Behav Med. (2017) 51(3):337–47. doi: 10.1007/s12160-016-9856-y


	25. Courneya KS, Plotnikoff RC, Hotz SB, Birkett NJ. Social support and the theory of planned behavior in the exercise domain. Am J Health Behav. (2000) 24:300–8. doi: 10.5993/AJHB.24.4.5


	26. Spanier PA, Allison KR. General social support and physical activity: an analysis of the Ontario health survey. Can J Public Health. (2001) 92:210–3. doi: 10.1007/BF03404120


	27. Orsega-Smith EM, Payne LL, Mowen AJ, Ho C, Godbey GC. The role of social support and self-efficacy in shaping the leisure time physical activity of older adults. J Leis Res. (2007) 39(4):705–27. doi: 10.1080/00222216.2007.11950129


	28. Alexandris K, Carroll B. An analysis of leisure constraints based on different recreational sport participation levels: results from a study in Greece. Leis Sci. (1997) 19(1):1–15. doi: 10.1080/01490409709512236


	29. Alexandris K, Carroll B. Demographic differences in the perception of constraints on recreational sport participation: results from a study in Greece. Leis Stud. (1997) 16(2):107–25. doi: 10.1080/026143697375449


	30. Polyakova O, Karagiorgos T, Konstantinidis K, Ntovoli A, Alexandris K. Can event service quality predict memorable tourism experience in the context of a participatory recurring sport event? The case of oceanman international. Event Manag. (2025) 29(2):185–202. doi: 10.3727/152599524X17229013810266


	31. Crawford DW, Godbey G. Reconceptualizing barriers to family leisure. Leis Sci. (1987) 9(2):119–27. doi: 10.1080/01490408709512151


	32. Zou S, Scott D. Constraints to pickup basketball participation among Chinese American women. Leis Sci. (2018) 40(5):307–25. doi: 10.1080/01490400.2016.1274247


	33. Alexandris K, Funk DC, Pritchard M. The impact of constraints on motivation, activity attachment, and skier intentions to continue. J Leis Res. (2011) 43(1):56–79. doi: 10.1080/00222216.2011.11950226


	34. Tay L, Tan KH, Diener E, Gonzalez O. The role of social support in the relationship between personality and subjective well-being. Pers Individ Dif. (2013) 54(6):738–43. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2013.02.028


	35. Lakey B, Orehek E. Relational regulation theory: a new approach to explain the link between perceived social support and mental health. Psychol Rev. (2011) 118(3):482–95. doi: 10.1037/a0026750


	36. Sarason IG, Sarason BR. Social support: mapping the construct. J Soc Pers Relat. (2009) 26(1):113–20. doi: 10.1177/0265407509105525


	37. Thoits PA. Perceived social support and the voluntary, mixed, or pressured use of mental health services. Soc Ment Health. (2011) 1(1):3–22. doi: 10.1177/2156869310394141


	38. Uchino BN. Understanding the links between social support and physical health: a life-span perspective with emphasis on the separability of perceived and received support. Perspect Psychol Sci. (2009) 4(3):236–55. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-6924.2009.01122.x


	39. Wills TA, Shinar O. Measuring perceived and received social support. In: Cohen S, Underwood LG, Gottlieb BH, editors. Social Support Measurement and Intervention: A Guide for Health and Social Scientists. Oxford: Oxford University Press (2000). p. 86–135.


	40. Heaney CA, Israel BA. Social networks and social support. In: Glanz K, Rimer BK, Viswanath K, editors. Health Behavior and Health Education: Theory, Research, and Practice.4th ed. San Francisco: Wiley (2008). p. 189–210.


	41. Schaefer C, Coyne JC, Lazarus RS. The health-related functions of social support. J Behav Med. (1981) 4(4):381–406. doi: 10.1007/BF00846149


	42. Krokavcova M, van Dijk JP, Nagyova I, Rosenberger J, Gavelova M, Middel B, et al. Social support and health: a review. J Soc Clin Psychol. (2008) 27(4):383–409. doi: 10.1521/jscp.2008.27.4.383


	43. Sanderson B. Social support and health: a review. J Soc Clin Psychol. (2013) 27(4):383–409.


	44. Cohen S. Psychosocial models of the role of social support in the etiology of physical disease. Health Psychol. (1988) 7(3):269–97. doi: 10.1037/0278-6133.7.3.269


	45. Cauce AM, Domenech-Rodriguez M, Paradise M, Cochran BN, Shea JM, Srebnik D. Social support networks and health: a review. J Soc Clin Psychol. (1994) 27(4):383–409.


	46. House JS, Landis K, Umberson D. Measures and concepts of social support. In: Cohen S, Syme SL, editors. Social Support and Health. Orlando, FL: Academic Press (1985). p. 83–108.


	47. Yamashita R, Hallmann K. Interdependencies of structural constraints, attachment and behavioural intentions of sport spectators. Manag Sport Leis. (2021) 26(4):287–300. doi: 10.1080/23750472.2020.1765845


	48. Tamers SL, Beresford SAA, Cheadle AD, Zheng Y, Blanck HM, Brownson RC. The association between worksite social support, diet, physical activity and body mass index. Prev Med. (2011) 53(1–2):53–6. doi: 10.1016/j.ypmed.2011.04.012


	49. Ayotte BJ, Margrett JA, Hicks-Patrick J. Physical activity in middle-aged and young-old adults: the roles of self-efficacy, barriers, outcome expectancies, self-regulatory behaviors and social support. J Health Psychol. (2011) 15(2):173–85. doi: 10.1177/1359105309342283


	50. Bauman AE, Reis RS, Sallis JF, Wells JC, Loos RJ, Martin BW, et al. Correlates of physical activity: why are some people physically active and others not? Lancet. (2012) 380(9838):258–71. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(12)60735-1


	51. Carron AV, Hausenblas HA, Mack D. Social influence and exercise: a meta-analysis. J Sport Exerc Psychol. (1996) 18(1):1–16. doi: 10.1123/jsep.18.1.1


	52. Sallis JF, Calfas KJ, Alcaraz JE, Gehrman C, Johnson MF. Potential mediators of change in a physical activity promotion course for university students: project GRAD. Ann Behav Med. (1999) 21(2):149–58. doi: 10.1007/BF02908298


	53. Trost SG, Owen N, Bauman AE, Sallis JF, Brown W. Correlates of adults’ participation in physical activity: review and update. Med Sci Sports Exerc. (2002) 34(12):1996–2001. doi: 10.1249/01.MSS.0000038974.76900.92


	54. Anderson ES, Wojcik JR, Winett RA, Williams DM. Social-cognitive determinants of physical activity in older adults: a prospective structural equation analysis. Prevent Psychol. (2006) 12(2):1–10.


	55. Sarkar S, Dean A, Parks AC, King AC. Social support for physical activity: comparison of family, friends, and coworkers. Work. (2016) 54(3):617–30. doi: 10.3233/WOR-152202


	56. Scarapicchia TMF, Amireault S, Faulkner G, Sabiston CM. Social support and physical activity participation among healthy adults: a systematic review of prospective studies. Int Rev Sport Exerc Psychol. (2017) 10(1):50–83. doi: 10.1080/1750984X.2016.1183222


	57. Eyler AA, Brownson RC, Donatelle RJ, King AC, Brown D, Sallis JF. Physical activity social support and middle- and older-aged minority women: results from a US survey. Soc Sci Med. (1999) 49(6):781–9. doi: 10.1016/S0277-9536(99)00137-9


	58. Heredia NI, Ranjit N, Warren JL, Evans AE. Association of parental social support with energy balance-related behaviors in low-income and ethnically diverse children: a cross-sectional study. BMC Public Health. (2016) 16:1182. doi: 10.1186/s12889-016-3829-8


	59. Parks SE, Housemann RA, Brownson RC. Differential correlates of physical activity in urban and rural adults of various socioeconomic backgrounds in the United States. J Epidemiol Community Health. (2003) 57(1):29–35. doi: 10.1136/jech.57.1.29


	60. Jackson EL, Rucks VC. Negotiation of leisure constraints by junior-high and high-school students: an exploratory study. J Leis Res. (1995) 27(1):85–105. doi: 10.1080/00222216.1995.11969978


	61. Alexandris K, Tsorbatzoudis C, Grouios G. Perceived constraints on recreational sport participation: investigating their relationship with intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation and amotivation. J Leis Res. (2002) 34(3):233–52. doi: 10.1080/00222216.2002.11949970


	62. Sallis JF, Grossman RM, Pinski RB, Patterson TL, Nader PR. The development of scales to measure social support for diet and exercise behaviors. Prev Med. (1987) 16(6):825–36. doi: 10.1016/0091-7435(87)90022-3


	63. Sato M, Jordan JS, Funk DC, Sachs ML. Running involvement and life satisfaction: the role of personality. J Leis Res. (2018) 49(1):28–45. doi: 10.1080/00222216.2018.1425051


	64. Bandura A. Social cognitive theory: an agentic perspective. Asian J Soc Psychol. (1999) 2(1):21–41. doi: 10.1111/1467-839X.00024


	65. Eime RM, Young JA, Harvey JT, Charity MJ, Payne WR. A systematic review of the psychological and social benefits of participation in sport for children and adolescents: informing development of a conceptual model of health through sport. In J Behav Nutr Phys Act. (2013) 10:98. doi: 10.1186/1479-5868-10-98






OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		The role of social support in overcoming leisure constraints in recreational sport participation

		1 Introduction



		2 Theoretical background



		2.1 Leisure constraints



		2.2 Social support



		2.3 Social support, physical activity, and leisure constraints











		3 Methodology



		4 Statistical analysis



		5 Results



		6 Discussion



		7 Conclusion



		8 Study limitations and suggestions for future research



		Data availability statement



		Ethics statement



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Conflict of interest



		Generative AI statement



		Publisher's note



		References



















OPS/images/fspor-07-1646511-g002.jpg
Social Support

0 0,5 2 5 1,5 2 2,5 3 35 4

® Mean EmSD






OPS/images/cover.jpg
’ frontiers | Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

The role of social support in overcoming leisure
constraints in recreational sport participation





OPS/images/fspor-07-1646511-g001.jpg
Cluster

e [___] 1

LackofPartners

Lackofinterest

LackofKnowledge

Psychological

Cost

Foclities  —d———

Time eeesemeSeS









OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
(®) Check for updates.





OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers ‘ Frontiers in Sports and Active Living





