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Abstract 

The lack of scientific evidence about specific mechanisms and influences as projectors of active living in 
impoverished sub-Saharan communities informed the premise of this research. This research aimed to identify 
the factors influencing active participation in structured physical activity (PA) (including sport) from a 
longitudinal retrospective perspective. A multi-dimensional model emerged, underpinned by a comprehensive 
and layered conceptual framework to capture and explain in a quantified way the influences that may inhibit or 
enable active participation in institutionalised PA over time. An exploratory research design and purposive 
match-pair inter-generational sampling allowed the integration of qualitative and quantitative data for 
triangulated deductive (verification) and inductive theme generation. Participants: Representing the youngest 
age cohort, school-going research participants (N=246) completed questionnaires, and 50 of these participants 
took part in focus group discussions at three schools. A comparative case study analysis for in-depth qualitative 
data was obtained through interviews with 12 men and 12 women from various age cohorts (16–74 years of age) 
in three communities in the Gauteng Province of South Africa. Results: The results and main outcome of this 
study led to the development of a longitudinal framework. The proposed framework shows causality of social 
realities, individual choices, and opportunities for continuing to participate in structured PA within comparable 
contexts of poverty. Conclusions: The proposed framework provides a numerical account to triangulate 
qualitative expression over time (lifetime continuum). The proposed framework constitutes a novel way to 
integrate quantitative and qualitative data and reflect on processes within the context of chronic poverty. 
Key words: institutional sport; influential factors; socialisation; longitudinal; poverty 

 
Introduction 

Across the lifespan, people are exposed to various types of physical activity (PA) that they may choose 
or have access to for active participation in various formal and informal settings. Availability of PA 
opportunities and multiple ideological, cultural, and people-driven influences may contribute to the quality of 
life of individuals. Healthy living finds expression in specific behaviours, such as being physically active, having 
adequate rest, maintaining a nutritional diet, displaying low levels of alcohol consumption, avoiding smoking 
and maintaining an optimal weight (Muros et al., 2017). These healthy lifestyle behaviours are proven to 
increase an individual’s quality of life throughout their lives (Joseph-Shehu & Ncama, 2017). Children learn 
healthy lifestyle behaviours through the process of socialisation as they engage in social learning by internalising 
the norms and behaviours of their significant others (Frate et al., 2019; Militello et al., 2016).  

Physical inactivity has become a global concern as reported by a global comparative study that shows 
81% of adolescents 11–17 years, and 27.5% of adults do not meet the recommended levels of PA as prescribed 
by the World Health Organization (WHO) (Trigueros et al., 2019; 2015). In sub-Saharan Africa, women and 
children are most vulnerable and are at risk of obesity and potentially suffering from other chronic diseases 
related to physical inactivity (Haggblade et al., 2016). A sedentary lifestyle also finds expression in unhealthy 
nutritional habits, poor sleep patterns, and excessive amounts of screen time (Jezewska-Zychowicz et al., 2018). 
A child’s overall health habits may carry over into adulthood and have a ripple effect within various social 
environments. Inter-generational physical inactivity has increased in contemporary society (and during COVID-
19) due to technological advances, changing working environments, and restricted living (Kluge et al., 2020; 
Patterson et al., 2021; WHO, 2018). Since the COVID-19 pandemic, there is increased inactivity as a result of 
the lockdown restrictions relating to the closing of schools, parks, sport clubs, and limitations placed on events 
(mass gatherings) that may contribute to a spike in the prevalence of obesity (Dor-Haim et al., 2021; Swinburn et 
al., 2019). Around 75% of schoolchildren globally are affected, while impoverished households may face 
multiple layers of marginalisation  (Gichu et al., 2018; Muzigaba et al., 2016; Patterson et al., 2021). 

Poverty is a multi-dimensional phenomenon and has detrimental effects on people living in poverty who 
have a severe lack of access to resources, education, free time, and opportunities to access structured PA 
(Sumption & Burnett, 2021). Such populations experience various influences that either contribute to or impede 
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their choice to participate in institutionalised PA and sport. These factors present differently in various settings 
and affect men and women (genders) of different ages and classes in unique ways across their lives (Burnett, 
2018).  

Informed by influential environmental, socio-political, and socio-cultural factors, the study explored 
factors that influence continued structured PA participation in institutionalised settings in selected impoverished 
communities in Gauteng across an individual’s lifespan. Subsidiary questions were: How do contextual realities 
impact lifelong active living? What are the key factors influencing active living as per age cohort and across the 
lifespan in the context of poverty? In this paper, the factors that influence lifelong active participation are 
reported and discussed to contribute to the body of knowledge that speaks to life-long participation in structured 
PA settings.   
 

Theoretical framework 

The complexity of this research could not be explained by a single theory as multiple layers of 
influences play a direct and indirect role as individual construct social meanings and negotiate life transitions.  
Human development articulates with value systems within and across social spheres as a dynamic phenomenon 
across time. Studies on institutionalised life-long participation in PA within the context of poverty is under-
researched and thus constitutes a gap in the existing body of knowledge (Draper et al., 2018; Fourie et al., 2011; 
Lennox et al., 2008).  Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) bio-ecological model draws on insights from the socialisation 
process (Coakley & Burnett, 2014), and Richard Bailey’s Human Capital Model (HCM) provides relevant 
explanatory concepts  (Bailey et al., 2012). These theoretical frameworks found integration and synthesis in the 
holistic physical participation framework (HPPF) for capturing real-life dynamics as they emerge through 
individual choices, interaction, and engagement in various social settings. The integration of these perspectives 
presents a holistic approach (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Theoretical integration for a conceptual framework for the study 

The HPPF thus presents a conceptual framework and model of inter-related components and reflects an 
individual’s choices relevant to active participation in structured PA and sport-related activities at micro and 
meso-level manifestations.  

The inter-spherical linkages of the various life environments and identification of individuals in their 
social associations and relations are expressed within the spheres of the HPPF illustrated in Figure 1.  The 
dashed lines of the socialisation process and the HCM present certain characteristics of the conceptual 
framework as it represents a reciprocal process of social influence and personal choice. Influences are pitched to 
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have reciprocal effects as individuals interact with others, develop their social identities, and make choices 
against the background of ideological, political, cultural, and socio-economic realities.   
 

Materials and methods 
The study used a descriptive and exploratory research design that resulted in the development of a 

longitudinal framework. A concurrent mixed-method research (MMR) approach ‘combines qualitative and 
quantitative methods within the research’ (Dawadi et al., 2021). This research study uses questionnaires, focus 
groups, and semi-structured interviews as research instruments. Questionnaires are an important research tool 
that obtain basic research information from the participants and allow them to start thinking about the research 
topic. The research study design is cross-sectional and consists of a hybrid longitudinal study.  

The hybrid longitudinal study consists of data collected across four settings, classified by age, to 
develop a hybrid timeline over the lifespan of individuals who participate in PA within institutionalised settings. 
The cross-sectional research design consists of four age cohorts segmented into four intervals, namely ages 16–
18; 19–35; 36–60, and older than 61 years. All research participants resided in impoverished communities and 
ensured that the data reflected the authentic experiences and realities through the cross-sectional design and 
projected a longitudinal perspective. The study used a non-probability purposive key sample (Langer, 2017). 

Data was collected from one secondary school in each of the three urban settings, in addition to other 
institutionalised community settings represented by sport clubs, gymnasiums, or training centres. The principal 
of the target schools provided permission for data collection from all Grade 10 and 11 learners. Community 
mapping and the snowball technique for sampling identified multiple sport clubs or settings in the same 
communities. The school-going respondents (246) provided quantitative data by completing a questionnaire that 
captured various categorical variables such as age, ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status. The quantitative 
data was used to find cross-sectional data that illustrated experiences from various community-based institutions. 
Contextual qualitative data captured in-depth information obtained through semi-structured interviews and five 
focus group discussions with ten research participants per discussion. There were 24 case studies undertaken 
from a match-pair sampling across various age cohorts (16–18 years, 19–35 years, 36–60 years, 61–74 years) 
with an equal number of male and female research participants.  

Another selection criterion for inclusion in this study outlined that the participants reside or have 
resided in impoverished townships in Gauteng and participate or have participated in structured PA in formal 
settings in the townships where on-site data collection took place.   
 

Data analysis  

The information derived from the questionnaires was collated into manageable quantitative data. 
Transcripts from the focus groups and interviews were categorised into variables organised according to key 
themes.  In the questionnaires, participants had a limited number of options to choose from, and some questions 
had a judgmental value attached to them using the Likert scale. The answers were converted into categorical 
variables and inputted into IBM SPSS Statistics (SPSS), a statistical package for the social sciences. The 
quantitative data was analysed and processed through STATKON at the University of Johannesburg by a 
statistician. This study uses descriptive statistics to express quantitative data. The quantitative data was reported 
through frequency tables and graphs. 

 
The ATLAS.ti edition 8 software programme was used for qualitative data analysis. The researcher 

identified semantic units and developed codes that were refined through several rounds. Steps were followed 
proposed by Nowell et al. (2017) that build on the grounded theoretical approach from Strauss and Corbin 
(1990). The following steps of thematic analysis were used, namely: i) familiarisation with data; ii) coding the 
data; iii) searching for and generating the initial themes; iv) reviewing the emerging themes; v) defining and 
naming themes and finally, vi) writing up the themes as they relate to the context of this study (Creswell, 2013).  

This research design allowed for a deductive-inductive process for theme-generation where some codes 
emanated from the literature and some codes from the narratives. The coding process made data analysis easier 
and the data more useable.  

This study received ethical clearance from the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Health 
Sciences at a public university in South Africa (REC-01-164-2018), and the researcher adhered to strict ethical 
conduct throughout the research by obtaining written informed consent and assent for all questionnaires, 
interviews, and focus groups, ensured voluntary participation and anonymity, and stored data digitally in a 
password-protected programme. 
 

Results  

 This research study resulted in the development of a longitudinal model that quantifies qualitative data 
expressed across time. The model was developed by synthesising theoretical and conceptual frameworks (HPPF) 
informed by the researcher’s observations. Some themes were identified deductively, and the findings of this 
research led to some themes being identified inductively (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Themes prevalent across the lifespan 

 

Themes prevalent across the lifespan  Factors associated with themes 

Emotional or affective domain Having fun, sense of enjoyment 
Physical domain Health 
Individual or personal domain Learning new sport skills, talent development, and winning 
Social domain Sense of belonging, feeling included, friendships 
Socialisation: Role of significant others Support or lack of support from grandparents, parents, children, 

siblings, friends, coaches, or other significant others 
Social environment Addressing social ills, unsafe facilities 
Cultural influences Patriarchal ideology and gender norms 
Access to resources Lack of access to physical, human, financial and time resources 
 

In order to identify the influence that various factors have on continued structured PA participation in 
institutionalised settings, both the qualitative and quantitative datasets were analysed. The results brought to light 
the development of the longitudinal model (LM) by outlining the scale rating and formula and presenting the 
interpreted key themes as calculated in accordance with the equation.   
 

Longitudinal model (LM) 

The complexity of the findings from this research resulted in the development of a longitudinal model 
(LM) that quantifies qualitative data for presenting as a value formulated by a mathematical equation. The 
longitudinal model (LM) presents data that identify key themes as contributory and inhibitory factors that 
influence active participation across an individual’s life. Each key theme ‘value’ for each age cohort was 
formulated in accordance with the mathematical equation applicable to the rating scale for each age cohort. Both 
quantitative and qualitative data was used in the development of the LM.  
 

Scale rating criteria and equation   

The LM is developed on a scale rating of 1–10, with 1 (one) being of least influence and 10 (ten) being 
highly influential. The scale rating is presented on the y-axis of the graph. The age cohorts and key themes are 
presented on the x-axis of the graph.  
Each age cohort has its own scale rating and criteria for incorporating the selection of data collected for this 
research study. Each age cohort has a gender split presented in the respective scale rating.  
The results of the focus groups were aggregated to represent each gender from each focus group as one case. 
Therefore, the score obtained from the focus groups ( ) were averaged across all the participants ( ) of the same 
gender in the focus group.  
where 

  
  

  
 
Each focus group’s average scoring per gender then contributed as a single case to each sub-theme’s scorings per 
age category.  
 
The overall scale rating per sub-theme was then calculated as: 

 
where 

  
  

   
These scale ratings for the sub-themes were then aggregated to obtain the scale rating for each key theme per age 
category. 
The overall scale rating per key theme is calculated as: 

 
where 
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The themes presented in Table 1 were used to further develop the framework using the scale rating and equation 
to express each key theme as it influences PA participation in either a contributory or inhibitory way across the 
lifespan (see Table 2). 
 
 Table 2. Contributory and inhibitory key themes prevalent across the lifespan 

 

Key themes (contributory) 16–18 19–35 36–60 61 and older 

Significant others 7,3 2,8 2,9 2,4 
Personal domain   8,25 1,25 0 0 
Social domain 5,3 0 3,4 0 
Emotional or affective domain 8,3 6,25 6,8 8,5 
Physical domain 8,5 7,5 8,4 10 
Social environment 7 7,5 8,4 6.8 
Key themes (inhibitory) 16–18 19–35 36–60 61 and older 
Cultural influences 7,2 5 3,4 5,1 
Significant others 3,4 1,7 2,8 0 
Access to resources 4,8 6,6 6,4 5,5 
Social environment  5,4 5 1,7 1,7 
 

The key themes presented in Table 2 were plotted within a framework to depict visually how various factors 
influence active participation in PA or sport across the lifespan.  
 

Discussion 

The LM was used to develop graphs that present key themes as contributory and inhibitory factors that 
influence active participation across an individual’s lifespan represented by match-pair cases. This discussion 
reports on two graphs that present contributory and inhibitory factors for individuals living within the context of 
poverty and choosing to participate in active living throughout life transitions. The graphs show the development 
of the framework. The first graph shows contributory factors influencing participation across an individual’s 
lifespan, and the second graph shows inhibitory factors influencing participation across the lifespan.  
 

Contributory factors influencing participation at a community level 

Figure 2 presents contributory factors influencing participation in structured PA and sport-related 
activities in impoverished communities across an individual’s lifespan for both males and females. Each factor’s 
level of influence (that is perceived as influential) changes across an individual’s lifespan (see Table 2 for Figure 
2 data). 

 

 
Figure 2: Contributory factors influencing participation at a community level across the lifespan 

Inhibitory factors influencing participation at a community level 

 
Figure 3 presents inhibitory factors influencing participation in structured PA and sport-related 

activities in impoverished communities across an individual’s lifespan for both males and females. Factors 
presented are perceived as inhibiting limit lifelong active participation levels in structured PA and sport-related 
activities in club settings (see Table 2 for Figure 3 data). 
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Figure 3: Inhibitory factors influencing participation at a community level across the lifespan 

The LM presents the key themes that either inhibit or contribute to an individual’s choice to participate in 
structured PA actively and sport-related activities over time. The themes depicted in this framework present as a 
continuum across each age-related transition that represents various phases of an individual’s life. However, the 
semantics change in each age-related transition across time. The social changes occur as the social interactions 
differ based on the social settings where an individual engages. Developmental domains are also influenced by 
various direct and indirect influences that have a bearing on individual choices.  
 

Conclusion 
This research study provided a proposed framework for understanding how and why individuals who 

live in the context of poverty make the choices that they do regarding active participation in structured PA and 
sport-related activities. This research demonstrated how various inhibitory and contributory factors influence 
active participation. The factors present as a continuum across age-related related transitions. 
Across the lifespan, cross-cutting themes present in each age-related transition as either inhibitory or 
contributory influences for active participation in structured PA and sport-related activities. The influence of 
these cross-cutting integrated themes varies between age-related transitions, as the individual prioritises choices 
linked to their identities, and roles in domestic and social settings. Key themes that present at a micro-level are 
socialisation for each age transition and the social settings.  

One element of socialisation that remains prevalent across the lifespan is peer-to-peer relations that 
serve as a valuable coping mechanism and a protective factor against social ills. Meaningful social relationships 
contribute to individuals’ resilience and finding a sense of belonging among peers in institutional settings. These 
influencing factors broaden from a micro to meso level and transfer from the individual to a meso level. Across 
the lifespan, these factors relate to the type of support and encouragement individuals receive from significant 
others (secondary educators or peers). Physical development in the form of overall health presents as a key 
influential factor to active participation across the lifespan. During adolescence, physicality and aesthetics are 
driving factors for individuals to participate in structured PA and sport-related activities. However, as individuals 
age, the physical and aesthetic nature of health imperatives change to functionality and remaining independent. 
Active participation provides individuals with a sense of empowerment that may translate into self-efficacy and 
agency. Institutional settings create an environment where individuals act collectively and develop a social 
consciousness that transfers into taking care of others in the spirit of ubuntu. Active participation in 
institutionalised settings serves as a glue that holds people and communities together and counters the 
fragmentation of households isolation of social institutions (Burnett, 2018).  

Embedded societal norms and values dictate the gender roles prevalent in each age transition across the 
lifespan in alignment with the specific societal roles related to gender. Across the lifespan, age-associated culture 
has associated norms, values, and expectations that are directly and specifically related to gender. Gender roles 
play out in public and private spaces across the lifespan. Leadership and authoritative roles are identified for 
males in public spaces, whereas submissive and caretaking roles are identified for females in private spaces.  
Limited choices and limited availability of resources are key predictors of continued active living. In addition, 
significant others (parents, coaches, and peers) construct influential social factors that are relatively more 
dominant in decision-making that represented the filtering of ideological, cultural, and personal influences. Such 
insights have a bearing on policies, educational practices, and resource provision that ensures enabling 
environments and targeted influences for continued engagement in PA in formal settings.  

This research study allowed for the development of the HPPF, which provides a conceptual lens that 
entails a multi-level and multi-dimensional perspective of how individuals and groups construct their social 
realities around active participation in physical activity. This research study led to the development of the LM, 
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which provides a practical application for analysis and provides a numerical account for triangulating qualitative 
narrative data with the quantification thereof. Results expressed on the LM constitute a novel way of 
understanding the social realities of individuals living in impoverished communities. The LM l is important as it 
allows one to make sense of how individuals are viewed or valued in society and how this affects their choices to 
participate in active PA depending on their role and function within society. There is always a trade-off or 
motivations of exchange that an individual will negotiate to either take part in institutional physical activities, 
prefer to do so informally or live a sedentary life.  
Conflicts of interest – The authors declare no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, 
authorship, and publication of this article. 
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