
Journal of Physical Education and Sport ® (JPES), 14 (1), Art 2,  pp.12 -15, 2014 
online ISSN: 2247 - 806X; p-ISSN: 2247 – 8051; ISSN - L = 2247 - 8051 © JPES 
 

12 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Corresponding Author PATRÍCIA ALMEIDA, E-mail: patrialmeida88@hotmail.com  

Original Article 
 

 

Physical activity - the attitude of the institutionalised elderly 
 

ALMEIDA PATRÍCIA 1; NEVES, RUI. 2 
1 Independent Section of Health Sciences, University of Aveiro, PORTUGAL 
2 Department of Education, University of Aveiro, PORTUGAL 
 

Published online: March 25, 2014   

(Accepted for publication February 15,  2014)  

 

DOI:10.7752/jpes.2014.01002;   
          
Abstract: 

Objective: To explore the participation and attitude of institutionalised elderly towards Physical Activity. 
Method: This study is cross-sectional in time with a quantitative paradigm approach. The sample consists of 113 
institutionalised elderly people (mean 82.96 ± 7.03 years of age). A questionnaire was used to collect data which 
was statistically analysed. This questionnaire was constructed by the researcher who used tests also validated by 
other authors. 
Results: The participation of the elderly was higher than inactivity. The general attitude towards physical activity 
was found to be positive. The frequency of participation influenced the attitude towards physical activity 
(Kruskal-Wallis; p ≥ 0.01).  
Conclusion: The elderly people in this study were found sedentary lifestyle, however they had a generally 
positive attitude towards Physical Exercise. The frequency of participation seems to influence the attitude 
towards Physical Activity. 
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Introduction 

Physical Activity (PA) is generally defined as any bodily movement produced as a result of muscle 
contraction which results in caloric expenditure. Physical Exercise (PE) is defined as a subcategory of PA that is 
planned, structured and repetitive, resulting in improvement or maintenance of one or more physical components 
(Matsudo, et al., 2001). 

Attitudes have been a subject of study marked by social psychology, since the knowledge of a person’s 
attitude allows for inferences about their behaviour. Rodrigues (1992) developed a definition by analysing the 
various conceptualizations of different authors between 1928 and 1983. According to this author, attitude is then 
defined as an enduring organisation of beliefs and cognitions in general, endowed with emotional charge or 
against a defined social objective, which predisposes to a coherent action with cognitions and affects related to 
this subject. There is a strong relationship between PA and attitudes, because if the attitudes are manifested by 
behaviours, more positive beliefs about PA tend to become more evident with more active behaviour and 
adherence to PE practice. The inverse, negative attitudes tend to block adherence to practicing PE, since they 
alsoblock older people from appreciating the benefits of exercising for health (Couto, 2003). Several authors of 
studies focusing on the topic of the attitude of the elderly towards PA reveal that they, in general, tend to have a 
positive attitude towards PA (Caetano & Raposo, 2005; Oliveira & Duarte 1999; Tavares, 2010). However, this 
positive attitude does not reflect the number of regular participants in Physical Activity Programmes (PAP) 
(Tavares, 2010). Attesting to this fact there are a number of factors that are perceived by the elderly as barriers 
that may prevent the practice of PA. 

The main reason for the elderly practicing PA, as studies have come to report, is the pursuit of 
improving and maintaining physical health (Crombie, et al., 2004; Freitas, et al., 2007). The existence of several 
beneficial reasons for the elderly to start PA and its recognition are insufficient as the majority of elderly people 
continue to be sedentary (Gobbi et al., 2008). The barrier of PA, which is apparent across the vast majority of 
studies, is related to health problems or physical injuries (Gobbi et al., 2008; Nascimento, et al., 2008). 

Having exposed the problems between physical activity and attitudes a population that is more 
vulnerable, namely the institutionalised elderly, the objective of this study was to explore their participation and 
attitude in relation to PE.  Specifically, the study aimed to identify the main reasons and barriers of elderly 
people in adhering to PA; the assessment of attitudes towards PE and the frequency of participation in PA. 
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Method 

Participants 

 The sample consisted of 113 elderly people. It was formed according to the following selection criteria: 
65 years old and older; living in a Long-term care institution; participating in a physical activity programs (PAP) 
and having given voluntarily and informed consent to participate in the study. Of the 113 elderly people, 81 
people are female. The maximum age of the total sample is 97 years old and the minimum age is 65 years old 
(mean age 82.96 ± 7.03 years). With regard to marital status, 72.6% of all individuals in the sample are 
widowed. The educational level of the sample proved to be very low; most participants either did not attend 
school (46.0%) or did not complete primary education (36.3%). The data collection sites were long-term 
institutions that developed a PAP available to the population intended for the study. Were contacted 13 Long-
term care institutions (public and private) in the district of Guarda, Portugal. Of the 13 institutions contacted, 
four institutions have not given consent and two did not meet one of the criterions established, develop a PAP.  
Instruments  

The main instrument used for data collection was the questionnaire with closed and open questions. 
This questionnaire was administrates in a face-to-face interview and addressed to institutionalised elderly people. 
The questionnaire was organized into six different thematic categories; however for this particular study only the 
following three categories are of interest: “Socio-demographic identification”; “Perception of physical activity” 
and “Attitude towards exercise”. With the exception of the last category, all of the others were created by the 
researcher. In the category for the understanding of the attitude towards PE the OPAPAEQ (Older Person 
Attitudes Toward Physical Activity and Physical Activity Questionnaire) was used. It is an instrument designed 
and validated by Terry et al (1997) and adapted for the Portuguese population by Oliveira & Duarte (1999). The 
OPAPAEQ has a total of 14 items of 4 different subcategories: tension relief (3, 6, 10, 12); promotion of health 
(2, 7, 11, 13); vigorous exercise: (5, 9, 14) and social benefits (1, 4, 8) (Terry, et al., 1997). The responses are 
scales according to the five-point Likert scale format, varying from “totally disagree” to “totally agree”. This 
questionnaire was subject to a pilot test that consisted of surveying 4 individuals, with the same characteristics 
desired in the sample in order to test their understanding and logical reasoning. 

The decision to willingly participate in the study was formalised through the completion of a consent form 
by each participant. The anonymity of participants and institutions was achieved by substituting names for codes. 
The data were handled only by the researcher and were used strictly for research purposes, thus ensuring 
confidentiality. 
Statistical analysis  

The analysis of the data gathered was carried out with the support of the programme Statistical Package 
for Social Sciences, SPSS version 13.0. We used descriptive statistics (frequency, mean and standard deviation) 
for the overall analysis of data. The mean difference between the dependent variable "overall result of the Scale 
of Attitudes towards PE" and the independent variable "participation in PA” were studied. For independent 
samples with a maximum of two categories (fall), we proceeded to the analysis of the difference of means and 
medians using parametric and non parametric tests, T Test and Mann-Whitney U Test, respectively. For samples 
with more than two categories (participation in PA) the parametric test used was ANOVA and the non-
parametric test used was the Kruskal-Wallis Test. The parametric tests were used only on the samples which met 
three requirements: numeric variables, normal distribution of data and homogeneity of variance. The Tukey Test 
was used when wanting to compare all of the paired means and when a null hypothesis was rejected for a 
minimum significance level of p ≤ 0.05. 

 

Results 

Participation in Physical Activity Programmes 

In the data summarised in Fig. 1, the regular participation (Always) exceeded the non-participation 
(Never). However, its variation was tenuous, with a percentage difference of 3.5. The regular attendance, i.e. 
those who attend the PA "almost always", "sometimes" or "rarely" show lower values and percentages closer 
together. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Percentages of frequency of participation in Physical Activity. 

Motivations and Barriers to participating in physical activity 
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“Maintaining overall health” was the main reason marked for participating in PA by all of the 
individuals in the sample except for those who stated to never participating in PA (45.2%). “Physician’s 
recommendation” was not marked by any of the participants in the sample; however the influence of others 
represented 30.6 % of the participants in their motives for participating in PA. For those who marked the 
influence of others as the main reason for participating in PA, 82.4% were influenced by the instructor or 
promoter of the PA. The primary barrier to participating in PA marked by those who did not regularly participate 
was “physical disability” (64.6%) followed by “lack of interest” (27.7%). Other barriers such as the “need to 
rest” and “fear of falling” were less marked by the sample, at 4.6% and 3.1%, respectively. 
Attitude towards physical exercise 

The total average assessment of the "Attitudes towards exercise" on a scale of 1 to 5 was 3.81 ± 0.75, 
which is very close to the value of 4 indicating that the sample in general agree with all statements on attitudes 
towards exercise. Items with the highest score, were the items "a" (exercising with others is good for socialising) 
and "h" (practicing physical activity is a good way to spend free time) with an average score of 3.90± 0.7 . These 
two items are related to the category of Social Benefits, (Table 1). 
Table 1. Attitude towards physical exercise – mean and standard deviation. 

Attitude towards exercise 
Categories M ± SD 
Promoting Health  3.82 ± 0-68 
Releasing Tension 3.72 ± 0.73 
Vigorous Exercise  3.85 ± 0.68 
Social Benefits  3.90 ± 0.71 
Total result 3.81 ± 0.75 

“Physical activity is in some regards an excellent remedy for someone who is tense, irritable and 
anxious” (item “j”) was the item which on average received the lowest score, 3.62 ± 0.87, and is the answer least 
agreed upon by individuals in the entire sample. This item belongs to the category of Tension Release which 
received the lowest scores in comparison with the remaining categories, 3.72 ± 0.73. 
Attitude towards physical exercise vs. Frequency of participation 

The purpose is to verify the existence of differences in means or medians between the dependent 
variable "Attitudes towards physical exercise" and the independent variables "Gender" and "Participation in PA." 
The average results from the "Attitudes towards exercise" showed no significant differences (p ≥ 0.05) between 
the variable "Gender" (Table 2).  

Kruskal-Wallis, the non-parametric test, verified that there is at least one frequency of participation that 
leads to a different attitude than the others. The multiple comparisons by the Tukey method resulted in the 
identification of two frequencies different from the others. Respondents who participate "sometimes" and 
"rarely" positively and negatively influence the attitude towards PE, respectively. 
Table 2. Attitude towards physical exercise – mean difference. 

Attitude towards exercise 

- Overall result 

  

 

N M ± SD Test P 

Statistical Test 

Gender  

Male 
 

32 
 

53,72 ± 6,65 

Female 81 53,25 ± 9,50 

 
t(df)= 0.69 Mann-Whitney U 

Participation in PA 

Always 
 

46 
 

56.35 ± 6.26 

Almost always 9 54.67 ± 6.87 

Sometimes 10 58.10 ± 7.34 

Rarely 6 47.17 ± 11.46 

Never 42 49.62 ± 9.68 

 
F(df1, df2)= 

0.01* 
Kruskal - Wallis 

* Level of significance p ≤ 0.01 
Discussion 

The results about the frequency in PA showed that institutionalized elderly were highly inactive.   
Despite the inactive behaviour, it was not reflected in the general attitude towards PE, in fact the sample showed 
to have a positive attitude towards it. The positive attitude in all three categories assessed was not uniform; the 
category most valued was social benefits. The value attributed to social benefits, i.e. valuing socialising and 
having a good time, reinforces the results found on institutionalised elderly that “time” is hardly perceived as a 
barrier to participating in PA, as the elderly who live in long term institutions are lacking in activities (Gobbi et 
al., 2008). The main reason for participating in physical activities is to maintain overall health. This motive 
deviates from the social category which was most valued and approaches the category of health promotion which 
was the second most valued. However, it is the value attributed to social benefits that more easily explains such a 
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significant difference between the “attitude towards PE” and the “participation in PA”. This study found that 
those attending PA "sometimes" have a more positive attitude than those who attend "always." According to 
Santos (2006), it is those who participate in PA who had the most positive attitude, as the greater the frequency 
the more positive the attitude (Santos, 2006). The valuing of social benefits can be enjoyed by both those who 
actively participate in PA and by those who participate more passively, as the latter can benefit from socialising 
and the dynamics of PA without direct interaction. This finding helps explain the more positive attitude of those 
who do not always participate in PA. According to the results, the more negative attitudes fit the group of 
participants who attend PAP "rarely" and not the group that "never" attends, as expected by inverse comparison 
of the same study by Santos (2006). The barrier most noted by participants in our sample who attend PAP 
"sometimes" is physical disability, compared to the remaining participants with other levels of participation. 
Physical disability may be the primary reason for which they may not be able to participate in PA more 
frequently, despite valuing it. Caetano and Raposo (2005) refute Santos (2006), in other words, they contest that 
participation influences the overall attitude towards PA criticising that both participants and non-participants of 
PA can equally have a positive attitude towards it (Caetano & Raposo, 2005).  

This study acknowledges some limitations from the choices and options chosen. The questionnaire is a 
method of data collection that does not allow deepening of responses. The quantitative study based on the 
mathematics analysis that does not allow establishing relationships. The method of sample collection, for 
convenience, is a type of non-probability sample that does not allow a reliable generalization of results for the 
institutionalized elderly. 

Conclusions 

The elderly people in this study were found sedentary lifestyle, however they have a generally positive 
attitude towards PE. In addition to valuing the socialisation and excitement generated around PA, they also value 
the maintenance of general health, which is a major reason for their participation. What seems to hinder people 
to practice more PA is the physical disability. The frequency of participation seems to influence the attitude 
towards PE. 
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