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Abstract
Background  There is a wealth of evidence surrounding the positive impacts of exercise on health and wellbeing, 
however, sedentary behaviour is still prevalent, particularly in the workplace. This has led to the development and 
popularity of workplace programmes intended to increase activity levels. An example is Step Count Challenge (SCC) 
available to all workplaces nationwide across Scotland. In SCC, teams of five colleagues attempt to complete as many 
steps as possible during either a four- or eight-week period in Autumn and Spring. The purpose of this qualitative 
study was to explore SCC participants’ experiences and the impact of participation on exercise behaviours, using the 
COM-B model.

Methods  Previous SCC participants (n = 15) took part in one-to-one semi-structured interviews via Microsoft Teams 
or phone call, with conversation particularly centred around activity behaviours, both during the SCC and beyond the 
challenge. The interview schedule was structured such that each element of the COM-B model was addressed, and 
responses were analysed using a hybrid deductive-inductive analytic approach to reflexive thematic analysis.

Results  Five salient themes (and subthemes) were generated to represent the data, each mapped to an element 
of the COM-B Model. These overarching themes were: (1) Beliefs about capability impacted by experiences and 
performance, both personal and those of others, (2) SCC presents the opportunity for a Physical Activity behaviour change, 
(3) General physical activity barriers, (4) SCC impacting Physical Activity Motivation, and (5) Why do we do it?

Conclusions  Participants believed that they benefitted from the SCC, and that their physical activity levels were 
positively impacted as a result of their participation. This positive impact seemed to be largely affected by the notions 
of competition and team driving motivation to exercise, and therefore these should be considered when designing 
future programmes. As well as the positive influence of the Motivational aspects of SCC, Capability and Opportunity 
were also impactful, but these were also labelled as being prone to uncontrollable barriers to activity. Flexible 
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Introduction
Around 27.5% of adults worldwide are insufficiently 
active [1] and this figure increases to 37% in high-income 
countries. The benefits of physical activity and risks asso-
ciated with sedentary behaviours on physical, mental, 
and cognitive health are well-known [2–5], which led 
the World Health Organization to recommend adults to 
do a minimum of 150 min of moderate intensity aerobic 
physical activity throughout week to achieve these ben-
efits [5].

One potential factor impacting the prevalence of inac-
tivity is that adults spend an average of 60% of their wak-
ing hours in the workplace [6], with many jobs being 
predominantly desk-based, particularly in many West-
ern workplaces [7]. It has been estimated that in the UK, 
84% of working hours are spent sedentarily [8]. Sedentary 
working conditions were further exacerbated when work-
ing from home [9–11] – which is particularly concerning 
given that working from home represented 40% of the 
UK workplace practices at the end of 2024 [12].

This high level of sedentary behaviour is a cause for 
concern within the workplace environment, making this 
a context of particular interest, and potentially contrib-
uting to the rise in the popularity of workplace physi-
cal activity interventions [13]. The effectiveness of these 
interventions at increasing physical activity levels var-
ies, with each intervention having several components, 
including activity, intensity, duration and frequency [14, 
15]. Additionally, with a number of different ways to 
measure activity levels, there is an extra level of poten-
tial confound [16]. For instance, a systematic review into 
an exercise programme for working women highlighted 
increased metabolic equivalence (METs), but no signifi-
cant increase in minutes per week of moderate-vigorous 
intensity activity [17].

It has been highlighted that the easiest way for adults 
to engage in moderate intensity activity is by increased 
walking [18, 19]. Policymakers and stakeholders have 
called for increased numbers of interventions to incor-
porate walking, labelling it a ‘Best Buy for Public and 
Planetary Health’ [20]. Research has suggested that an 
added 75 min of brisk walking each week may be enough 
activity to elicit an extra 1.8 years of life – with 450 min 
garnering a further 4.5 years [21]. Not only is walking 
beneficial to health, but it provides an accessible way for 
most people to achieve activity targets, without requir-
ing a high level of fitness, resource or free-time [22]. 
Additionally, a meta-analysis found that interventions 
that primarily promote walking rather than other forms 

of activity are significantly more effective [23] and they 
require little to no instruction to participants, specifically 
advocating for future support for walking or step count 
workplace interventions, and their fitness benefits.

One such workplace physical activity programme is 
the Step Count Challenge (SCC) which runs nation-
ally across Scotland twice a year organised by third-
sector organisation Paths for All (now called ‘Walking 
Scotland’ following rebranding; ​h​t​t​p​​s​:​/​​/​w​w​w​​.​s​​t​e​p​c​o​u​n​t​
.​o​r​g​.​u​k​/), frequently attracting participation from over 
4000 employees nationwide. The challenge requires a 
self-determined team of five colleagues to complete the 
highest amount of physical activity possible, for either 
8-weeks in Spring or 4-weeks in Autumn in competi-
tion with other teams across Scotland. The online system 
shows each participant their personal progression and 
how they are faring in comparison to their teammates, 
as well as how their team cumulatively compare amongst 
their workplace and nationwide against other teams. 
These leaderboards use step counts as homogenous units, 
however, participants can also record running, cycling, 
swimming and yoga, which is automatically converted 
to a walking step count equivalent. Participants can also 
convert additional activities to steps based on their meta-
bolic equivalents, providing examples such as garden-
ing, aerobic exercise classes and dancing. Activity can be 
added manually on the website or via linking wearable 
technologies for automatic synchronisation. Based on 
these reported activity levels, each week a daily step goal 
is set for each individual which can be amended by the 
individual to suit their goals. Additionally, on two occa-
sions each week participants receive update emails from 
Paths for All that feature mini-competitions and tips for 
how to be active, as well as signposting to other help-
ful resources (i.e., blog posts and podcasts). The flexible 
nature of the challenge means that each workplace may 
promote and adopt the Step Count Challenge differently, 
with varying levels of engagement and collaboration from 
employers and within teams.

A review of behaviour change techniques used in work-
places interventions highlighted that the three most 
commonly incorporated behaviour change techniques 
in effective interventions are ‘Goal-setting’, ‘Providing 
instruction of how to perform a behaviour’ and ‘Prompt-
ing self-monitoring of the behaviour’ [24]. A further 
review added to this, finding that self-monitoring of the 
behaviour through the use of a wearable pedometer, in 
conjunction with goal-setting, are present in the most 
consistently effective interventions in terms of improving 

workplace physical activity programmes like SCC have the potential to be effective at changing behaviours and 
increasing physical activity levels.
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cardiorespiratory fitness [25]. This combination has fre-
quently been found effective in improving a variety of 
outcome measures, including physical activity levels 
[26, 27]. Not only are these techniques present, but they 
essentially form the basis of the Step Count Challenge as 
a whole.

Our previous work showed that SCC is associated 
with increased physical fitness and mental wellbeing at 
a large-scale national level, with a further significant dif-
ference seen in the physical fitness levels of those who 
participated in a bespoke version of the SCC, compared 
to non-participants [28]. As part of the project, a qualita-
tive study was also designed to explore the experiences 
of the participants in more detail using a theory-driven 
approach. Previous explorative qualitative interviews 
investigated the patient-reported health benefits of SCC 
participation, noting the abundant positive responses for 
areas of both physical and mental health impacts [29]. 
Further understanding these participant experiences 
can help to gain potential insight as to whether the SCC 
benefits them, especially when behaviour change theory 
is applied. For instance, the COM-B Model of Behaviour 
Change [30] states that no behaviour will happen unless 
the individual believes that they have the capability to 
perform it, the opportunity to do so, and feels motivated 
to carry it out. These 3 aspects represent the ‘C’, ‘O’, and 
‘M’, which when present in synchronicity increase the 
likelihood of the B (Behaviour) occurring. Each of the 
‘COM’ components can additionally be broken down fur-
ther, acknowledging the vast array of potential influences 
on behaviour; Capability: Physical and Psychological; 
Opportunity: Social and Physical; Motivation: Automatic 
and Reflective. The application of the COM-B Model in 
a physical activity context has previously been shown to 
be effective and implementable in research by Willmott 
et al., who examined the model’s use against other behav-
ioural theory as a framework for assessing both activity 
and eating behaviours [31].

In the present context, in terms of Capability, the SCC 
is centred around walking and wheeling, which have been 
acknowledged by researchers and policy makers as the 
most accessible forms of physical activity [19, 20]. Given 
the persistence of findings in the literature that so many 
people attribute their physical inactivity to a lack of time 
[32–35], it is clear that the ‘Opportunity’ element of the 
model is of critical importance, especially when put in 
the context of workplaces, where individuals often sit at 
a desk for around half of their waking hours. Therefore, 
when workplaces sign up to participate in the challenge, 
the social norms and culture are potentially altered, the 
social opportunities for physical activity are increased, 
and in some workplaces new physical opportunities are 
created within the working day, in an attempt to maxi-
mise a team/workplace’s chances at doing well in the 

competition. Additionally, given the unstructured nature 
of the SCC, which does not have set times for walking, 
or set activities that must be achieved on certain days 
or intensities, it provides participants with flexibility to 
complete the physical activities that they actually want 
to do, at a time that suits them. By centring the chal-
lenge around walking, this potentially makes it easier for 
participants to incorporate activity into their daily lives, 
rather than having to commit time out of their days to 
attend a specific exercise class. Finally, the idea of com-
petition is likely to stimulate many individuals’ auto-
matic motivations, due to humans’ innate desire to win 
and perform well. With each participant being able to see 
their position within their own team, their team’s posi-
tion within the wider-workplace and the team’s national 
leaderboard position, some may consider there to be 
three competitions going on at once, depending on the 
mindset of the individual. Therefore, within the context, 
COM-B model has relevance to understand SCC further 
but has not been previously applied.

The aim of this study was to explore participants’ 
experiences of the SCC, and how participation affected 
their physical activity behaviours in comparison to pre-
challenge habits guided by the COM-B model. However, 
given that the Challenge may have had lasting impacts 
and physical activity could take place outside the work 
hours or workplace, influencing their daily routine and 
lifestyle, we were also keen to find out about their general 
activity habits. The specific research questions were:

1.	 Does participation in the SCC impact physical 
activity behaviour?

2.	 What factors help or hinder physical activity during 
SCC participation?

3.	 What are the main motivations for physical activity 
and for participation in the SCC?

Materials & methods
Design & analysis
This qualitative study utilised semi-structured interviews 
with past participants of the SCC. Guided by the COM-B 
Model [30], we addressed elements of capability, oppor-
tunity, motivation, and behaviour with regard to physical 
activity and walking, and designed our questions in the 
context of the SCC (Supplementary File 1). While SCC 
is largely promoted as a workplace challenge, it clearly 
also impacts activity beyond the workplace, and so our 
questions addressed both work and non-work activity. 
Examples of how each element and sub-construct were 
addressed within the interviews can be seen in Table 1.

Transcripts were analysed using reflexive thematic 
analysis [36], which enabled searching for meaning 
within the data, examining explicit semantics, but also 
interpreting the more implicit, latent ideas. In line with 
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Braun and Clarke’s [37] notion of a qualitative ‘Big Q’, the 
research was designed to focus on fewer participants, to 
enable generation of a deeper understanding of experi-
ences and motivations of SCC participation. By adopting 

a reflexive thematic analysis approach, we accept an 
inherent subjectivity to our conclusions, however, we 
limited these through collaborative theme development 
(SW & GO) to achieve more nuanced understanding of 
the data.

We used a hybrid deductive-inductive analytic 
approach, first operating a bottom-up, inductive 
approach, based on both semantic and latent layers, with-
out theoretical ties to COM-B model. We then addition-
ally conducted a second level of analysis, coding with a 
top-down, deductive approach, looking solely for our 
theoretically-derived codes, which in this case were 
each element of the COM-B model (i.e., Social Oppor-
tunity). Using this hybrid approach, the process of cod-
ing needed to be organic and openly-iterative, with the 
six stages of thematic analysis proving to be a recursive 
procedure [38]. The reflexive nature of our approach 
enabled us to complete both levels of coding, before a 
repetitive process of grouping these into themes that 
best represented our data, corroborating and legitimat-
ing these themes to provide accurate representation of 
the true underlying meaning of the data. In terms of the 
theoretical perspectives adopted for this research study, 
given our desire to bolster our understanding of partici-
pant experience rather than describe a social reality [39], 
the work was conducted with a critical realist ontology, 
alongside an interpretivist epistemology. This allowed us 
to acknowledge the individual differences in everyone’s 
circumstances, and that each individual interprets real-
ity differently, influenced by their own experiences and 
socio-cultural norms.

Participants
15 participants (13 female, 2 male) were recruited 
between May - December 2022 having responded to 
advertisements shared via University staff newsletters, 
physical campus posters, and on Twitter/X (shared by the 
research team and Paths for All) with interviews taking 
place between July 2022 and January 2023. The inclusion 
criteria were being aged 18 and over and having previ-
ously participated in at least one SCC. One additional 
registered participant was omitted by mutual consent 
before participation due to an occupational conflict of 
interest (being a member of staff at Paths for All). The 
only demographic information formally collected for this 
study was gender, however, there was a range of ages and 
job types present in the sample (e.g. NHS staff, third-sec-
tor and council staff, university employees, etc.).

Procedure
Participants took part in a one-to-one semi-structured 
interview with the researcher (SW). Fourteen partici-
pants opted for this via Microsoft Teams video call, with 
one choosing to be interviewed by phone call. Video calls 

Table 1  Examples of how each component and Micro-
Construct of the COM-B model were addressed within the 
interview schedule
COM-B 
Element

COM-B Element 
Micro-Construct

Example Related Question

CAPABILITY PSYCHOLOGICAL • Are you aware of any na-
tional physical activity guide-
lines/recommendations, or 
any programmes other than 
the Step Count Challenge 
that target physical activity?
• Do you tend to monitor 
your physical activity levels?

PHYSICAL • Is this type of physical activ-
ity something that you find 
comes naturally to you, that 
you feel comfortable and 
capable doing?

OPPORTUNITY SOCIAL • Did you incorporate walk-
ing into your daily life during 
the challenge (i.e. Active 
travel)?
  o Is this something that is 
easy to do, perhaps encour-
aged by your workplace, or 
something that you have 
to go out of your way to 
achieve?

PHYSICAL • Do you feel there are any 
barriers to physical activity? 
These can be physical or 
perceived
  o Are there any that effect 
you personally more than 
others?
• Is there anything you wish 
you could do to increase 
your physical activity levels 
that isn’t already in place/
accessible?

MOTIVATION REFLECTIVE • On the whole, what do you 
think the benefits of physical 
activity are to you?
• How did you find the team 
element of the challenge?

AUTOMATIC • Do you feel as though you 
get rewarded for exercising?
• Do you enjoy physical 
activity?

BEHAVIOUR • How do you think that 
participating in the SCC im-
pacted your physical activity 
levels during the event?
  o Do you think this was 
long-lasting impact, or 
mainly for the duration of 
the challenge?
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are now frequently used for qualitative interviews, pro-
viding researchers the opportunity to talk face-to-face 
with participants when in-person methods are not pos-
sible [40]. This naturally suited the present study, as the 
SCC is a nationwide event, enabling participants from 
across Scotland to be interviewed despite the distance 
and COVID-19 safety concerns at the time of concep-
tualisation. One participant was unable to complete the 
interview on two occasions due to work emergencies, 
and so instead requested to be sent a digital version of the 
interview schedule and provided written responses. The 
interviews lasted between 19:34 and 43:17 (M = 28:07, 
Mdn = 27:07), and were recorded through both Microsoft 
Teams auto-recording (where relevant and possible) and 
Dictaphone, before being transcribed verbatim by SW.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the 
University’s School of Psychology & Neuroscience Ethics 
Committee (Approval Code: PS16058). All participants 
were informed that they had 7 days from the interview 
date to withdraw their data, after which all data was 
pseudonymised.

Results
After conducting iterative hybrid deductive-inductive 
reflexive thematic analysis, we generated five salient 
themes to represent a coherent grounded interpreta-
tion of our data, which we then retrospectively named in 
accordance with elements of the COM-B model that we 
felt it most naturally represented, whilst not shoehorning 
the data. These themes were: (1) Beliefs about capability 
impacted by experiences and performance, both personal 
and those of others, (2) Step Count Challenge presents 
the opportunity for a Physical Activity behaviour change, 
(3) General physical activity barriers, (4) SCC impacting 
Physical Activity Motivation, and (5) Why do we do it?

Theme 1: Beliefs about capability impacted by experiences 
and performance, both personal and those of others
This theme describes how a participant’s perceived capa-
bility may have been affected by their present personal 
circumstances, and the subsequent influence that this 

had on their activity behaviours. This reflects how not 
only is it our actual physical capabilities and knowledge 
that can help or hinder the likelihood of a behaviour, 
but also how this can be impacted by our psychological 
beliefs and confidence levels.

Theme 1 was split into four sub-themes (See Fig. 1): 
Self-Belief in Ability; Comparison to Others; Injury, Fit-
ness, Weight & COVID-19 Influence; and Knowledge 
and Awareness of Guidelines.

Self-Belief in ability
When discussing physical activity, it became clear that 
for the behaviour to happen, the individual needed to be 
confident that they had the ability to do it. Where self-
belief, self-efficacy and confidence were not present, a 
participant’s motivation to do the subsequent activity 
dwindled and they were less likely to do it. ’Ability’ was 
largely focussed around having an adequate skillset to 
successfully complete the task (activity behaviour), and 
was apparent when discussing all physical activity, not 
just specific to the context of SCC.

“I want to feel fit and healthy when I go and do stuff. 
Like, the more you do, the more you feel comfort-
able in doing it, sometime I go hill walking and you 
know… I can do it. And sometimes I’m with friends 
who are younger than me and who can’t do it … I’ve 
got a friend who’s 15 years younger than me and he 
is panting and out of breath when we go-… he hardly 
ever goes on the walks unless I sort of drag him. So 
like I never apologize for the walks, because I’m the 
older one, but I’m the fitter one, and I’m kind of glad 
about that” – P14, M.
“It was nice to go for longer walks and feel better and 
really understand, ‘Actually, no, you’re alright. You 
can do these things’” – P13, F.
“But walking’s the best thing, you know? It’s not a 
run, or it’s not a jog and you know, just like, anyone 
can walk” – P15, F.

Fig. 1  Thematic Map of Theme 1
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Comparison to others
This subtheme was SCC specific. It seems that the 
leaderboard aspect often led to individuals compar-
ing themselves and their step counts with that of their 
team members. Although a motivating factor for some, 
the judging of step counts against that of others also dis-
couraged others. This negative phenomenon was mostly 
reported by those who found themselves trailing in the 
team standings, which led to feelings of inadequacy and 
on some occasions resulted in participants looking to jus-
tify their comparatively low levels. Whilst many reported 
the comparison, whether this was used as motivation or 
deterrent for engagement was participant dependent.

“I think the team that came first had done millions 
of steps in the first week and I thought ‘Ohh God, I 
can’t match that’ … You kind of tend to think ‘Well, 
I’m never gonna achieve that’. So, it’s just making the 
best of what I can do. You almost feel like giving up. 
Not in total, but just not actually pushing yourself 
quite as hard. You almost take a step back and think 
‘ugh can’t be bothered’. If someone’s too far ahead of 
you, it’s a bit kind of demotivating” – P2, F.
“There’s some people that have got dogs here so 
they’re out walking their dogs every day and I dinnae 
have a dog, so like I cannae compete with that like. 
And we had some wee runners and we did it while 
they were running, that was the same. Ya kin? I’m a 
normal person me” – P15, F.

Injury, fitness levels, weight, & COVID influence
Injury, fitness levels, weight, and COVID were also com-
mon points of discussion, where a participant explicitly 
mentioned how their physical activity behaviours were 
impacted by one or more of these factors. Ranging from 
physical injuries which prevented any physical activity, 
through to more psychological factors such as fears and 
doubts, references to barriers were again present when 
discussing activity habits. Interestingly, multiple partici-
pants did make a reference to the ‘catch-22’, whereby they 
were aware that the best way to tackle their issues was 
through physical activity, but these barriers were tough 
to overcome to get to that stage whereby improvements 
would be seen.

“I broke my ankle in March, like smashed my ankle, 
I broke my tib and my fib in my heel and had some 
fairly major reconstructive surgery. So didn’t par-
ticipate in the spring one, did the autumn one, you 
know sort of hobbling … Walking caused a lot of 
pain but I suppose psychologically, it made me do 
something, try something” – P5, F.

“I need to do more but you can’t do more because 
of your weight and what have you. So, the walking 
is-, it would be a brilliant thing if I did more of it 
because that would maybe bring my weight down 
and then following that you can do more. But at the 
moment I just, it’s about the only thing I can man-
age. I’ve got dodgy knees, so I mean I struggle to do 
any other sort of exercise apart from swimming, but 
I won’t put my swimming costume on so…” – P8, F.

Knowledge & awareness of guidelines
This sub-theme is inherently linked with motivational 
elements, such that increased knowledge and awareness 
of physical activity guidelines and one’s own behaviours 
led to a tangible increase in motivation for several par-
ticipants, as exemplified by the mediating relationship 
between Capability and Motivation within the COM-B 
model. It was noteworthy the ways in which participants 
reacted to awareness of their step counts with responses 
ranging from knowing their activity levels and the guide-
lines but not acting on it, all the way through to people 
who believed they were becoming almost obsessive about 
achieving their targets. This variation in response to the 
same knowledge further demonstrates how although 
knowledge and awareness are important, these do not 
automatically lead to a behaviour change, but may influ-
ence an individual’s motivation. There were also instances 
where during the SCC participants realised they had the 
means to monitor their activity levels, and used this as 
motivation during the challenge, but did not keep this up 
when there was no external pressure to do so.

“It was very, very good because I had no idea how 
many steps I took in a day, because before the Step 
Count Challenge, I wasn’t so intensely aware of the 
need to walk. So, it was a very good awareness rais-
ing thing. … I assumed I got enough exercise, but 
actually on many a day you wouldn’t go anywhere 
near 10,000 on that … I would say I’ve become 
obsessive” – P7, F.
“After the challenge I carried on using my phone, still 
looking to see-, the steps had come down but I was 
still checking on what I was doing, seeing how far I 
was dropping, and now I can’t remember the last 
time I actually picked it up” – P8, F.

Theme 2: step count challenge presents the opportunity 
for a physical activity behaviour change
The notion of opportunity, or a lack thereof, is often 
seen as one of the biggest perceived barriers to physical 
activity [35, 41], impacted by both physical and social 
elements. When thinking about the physical aspects of 
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opportunity, these refer primarily to one’s objective envi-
ronment, whilst social opportunities denote the culture 
one finds themselves in, and the norms about the behav-
iour [30, 31].

Within the context of this study, the discussion around 
how the SCC provided an opportunity to change one’s 
usual habits or workplace culture was plentiful. The 
theme has been split into the two sub-themes (See Fig. 2), 
to capture the importance of individual mindset adjusted 
to see opportunity for physical activity where they per-
haps did not previously, but also how a workplace partici-
pating was able to change the environment the employees 
found themselves in to be one far more conducive to 
physical activity.

Mindset shift to overcome barriers
When participating in SCC, many participants began to 
overcome obstacles that previously prevented physical 
activity. In this sense, SCC provided participants with an 
opportunity to look at their physical opportunities with a 
different lens. However, its impact was at times limited to 
the SCC duration.

“I’m a fair-weather gardener, you know. But when 
the Step Count Challenge is on, you go out. You go 
out. Whether it’s wind or rain or hail or you know, 
you dress for the weather, you take that whole Billy 
Connolly attitude: There’s no such thing as bad 
weather, only bad clothing, you know? It forces you 
out… And you feel great afterwards” – P5, F.
“Just like finding the time, you know … Like the chal-
lenge is finished, so I haven’t been doing as much 
steps I did when I was doing it. Because it’s not there 
and it’s one of those like to get motivated” – P3, F.

The impact and evolution of workplace dynamic & norms
This subtheme encapsulates where behavioural norms 
or standard practices in the workplace changed, both 
in terms of physical activity habits and social elements 
where the workplace dynamic, practices, and norms 
changed due to SCC participation. It was particularly 
noteworthy that there were differences noted between 
those participants reintegrated into a physical work-
place having worked from home, and those where there 
was one team from a workplace, and the impact that this 
had on their physical and social opportunity to engage in 
physical activity.

“Our manager, he encourages us on like our lunch, 
to go and get out the office. Like go walk, have a look 
round. We’re quite near [LOCATION] which is a 
really nice park in summer as well, it’s really nice. 
… if we have any events on at work, you know, he’ll 
book somewhere that’s like the other side of the park. 
So we have to walk like a 20 minute walk through, 
you know, but he’s quite good at encouraging active 
breaks as well” – P11, F.
“We did the group stuff at lunchtime, and then in the 
evening that’s when the mini challenge [within the 
Team of 5] kinda really stepped up. During the pan-
demic, so much of our working time that meant that 
we weren’t even walking from one room into the next 
to have a meeting, you know, walking to sit down 
again, everything was done on Teams, so you would 
sit on your computer for one meeting after another 
meeting after another meeting and… Just didn’t even 
have that ability just… to move to another room to 
sit back down again” – P6, F.
“Maybe because we only took part in one team. 
Maybe it was that it would be a different experi-
ence if it was like… more colleagues were taking 
part then, then maybe would’ve been more interac-
tions. So, obviously we didn’t obviously know any of 

Fig. 2  Thematic Map of Theme 2
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the other teams and things like that, so, you know, 
maybe it’s a different experience when, where, if we, 
you know, if we had joined and we had more than 
one team as an organisation there’s some more sort 
of banter or there’s more internal competition or 
something, maybe that makes it more interesting” – 
P3, F.

Theme 3: General physical activity barriers
The element of Opportunity was a popular discussion 
point throughout the interviews. Whilst SCC specifi-
cally warranted its own theme around barriers given the 
context, there was an additional need to acknowledge 
general barriers. Theme 3 covers those non-SCC specific 
barriers, that irrespectively occur all-year round. In this 
case, these included the impact of life responsibilities 
making physical activity a low priority task. Additionally, 
as expected, weather, safety, and access were also com-
mon responses (See Fig. 3).

Balancing responsibilities in the context of life
Many participants mentioned how low physical activ-
ity levels were attributed to having responsibilities of a 
higher priority. The participants reported lack of time for 
physical activity, due to work schedules and family com-
mitments. However, there were also several participants 
who alluded to these barriers, but made it clear that over-
coming these was achievable.

“I think office environments aren’t really conducive 
to physical activity” [In reference to the expectations 
and responsibilities of the job] – P5, F.
“It’s quite heavy workload and restrictions, time 
scales and pressure as well. So sometimes you have 
to be logged on for like eight o’clock just to try and 
get through the day. And then obviously me and 
my wife, we’ll juggle dropping off the kids, picking 
them up after school, clubs, activities. So yeah, there 
is barriers, but I’ve found now I can still set myself 

aside an hour to do an activity if I can … We’ve 
always got that need to take the dog out” – P10, M.

Access to resources
This subtheme relates to people’s accessibility to physical 
activity resources. Participants referred to this in posi-
tive and negative ways, with some reflecting why it poses 
a barrier to physical activity and others acknowledging 
their ease of accessibility and acknowledging that this 
was a privilege that not everyone had.

“For me to go climbing or go swimming or go play 
badminton or anything it’s quite a trek, so not hav-
ing any facilities nearby is a bit of a barrier to me 
doing slightly more organised exercise” – P1, F.
“I live in the countryside so that’s handy. You can 
just go for a walk … I’ve probably got about three, 
maybe four different places I could go first thing in 
the morning from where I am” – P6, F.

Environmental factors
The environmental barriers to physical activity included 
poor weather conditions, darkness, and seasonal varia-
tion. It was important to capture these as the SCC occurs 
at two very different times of the year, with very differing 
environmental conditions. This distinction is especially 
the case in Scotland where daylight hours can vary con-
siderably: for much of the Spring Challenge one could 
expect over 17 h of daylight, whereas by the end of the 
Autumn challenge, there are less than 8 h of daylight 
anticipated [42]. The lack of daylight can be a particu-
lar issue given that around 70% of SCC participants are 
female, and as reported by our participants, this can elicit 
safety concerns. Almost every participant commented on 
the impact that environmental factors had on their activ-
ity habits.

 “I would say obviously in Scotland, the weather is 
the biggest thing because you could have all the will 

Fig. 3  Thematic Map of Theme 3
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in the world to want to go out for you know, a big 
hour long walk. But if it’s absolutely lashing down, 
it’s probably the last thing you want to do. I would 
say that I would say the weather was a bigger barrier 
than work” – P9, F.
 “The spring one when days are longer, you tend to be 
out more anyways because the weather is better and 
just, you know, we tend to go for longer walks on the 
weekend. Whereas in October, it’s not really fun. In 
the wintertime it just feels like it’s constantly night-
time, which is quite depressing” – P12, F.
 “Darkness is a wee bit different, you know for a 
woman, it’s a wee bit scarier when it’s getting dark” 
- P15, F.

Theme 4: Step Sount Challenge impacts motivation to be 
physically active
The impact of SCC on motivation to be physically active 
was reflective of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, 
including elements of enjoyment and self-improvement, 
as well as the outcomes and external factors associ-
ated with completing the challenge. As shown in Fig. 4, 
there were three sub-themes derived here, correspond-
ing to the influences of Competition, Sense of Purpose, 
Achievement and Enjoyment, and finally Team.

Competition
As SCC is a competition, it is unsurprising that this 
impacted motivation. This appeared to be a multi-level 
dynamic, whereby responses showed differing competi-
tions of interest. Some only wanted the internal compe-
tition, for their own improvement and achieving their 
personal goals, thus operating on an intrinsic motivation 
level. However, many viewed their team of five as its own 
mini-competition, adding an extrinsic layer. There was 
also a desire to make sure that one’s team was the work-
place winner - an element evidently lacking for those 
whose workplace only entered one team, and it became 
apparent that this impacted motivation. Interestingly, 
the nationwide leaderboard garnered little interest, with 
participants citing the lack of personal connection as 

the reason. Also noteworthy is the negative impact that 
some participants felt the competition had, reporting the 
obsession it instils, leading to them constantly checking 
the leaderboard to see if they were beating their per-
ceived ‘opponents’.

“I would say I’m quite a competitive person, but 
actually for this one, I was more focused on my own 
goals, you know, if I was sitting like maybe second or 
third, I was okay. I was okay with not being first. I 
was kind of more focused on my own goals. A couple 
of people got really into it, and they were like going 
out, doing like 15,000 steps every day” – P9, F.
“The competition between members in the team [was 
most important], I didn’t really care about the other 
teams particularly. It was more our own team mem-
bers, so you keep an eye on it. The first thing I did 
when I come in was like, look at it, and go ‘ahhhh 
((gasp)) how did they manage to do that? Oh my 
God. I need to do more’. So it was quite stressful, but 
in a positive way, I suppose” – P2, F.
“There’s inevitably some degree of competition 
within your team, as well as against the other teams. 
The problem is with the other teams, you don’t nec-
essarily really know who they are. So, you know, if 
they’re just from some random organization that’s 
not really connected to you … you might see the 
leaderboard, you’re number 132 or whatever it is 
but you don’t really know who these other people 
are” – P14, M.

Sense of purpose, achievement & enjoyment
It was clear that for some participants, SCC gave them 
a reason to be physically active, providing a sense of 
achievement, and the feeling of being part of something 
bigger. The enjoyment that people got from their partici-
pation, and the positive reinforcement that came from it 
was clearly rewarding for some participants. This seemed 
to be motivation to continue and to increase their activity 
levels throughout the challenge.

Fig. 4  Thematic Map of Theme 4
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“I really liked having it graphed up being able to put 
in ‘today I did nine-thousand steps’ and being able 
to see my little number go up and see the fact that I 
was doing well and making my team do well” – P1, F.
“I think I probably hadn’t appreciated how huge it 
was until then, when it was actually on the website, 
and seeing how many teams there were, it was like 
‘ohh, we’re a teeny, tiny little cog in there’ … Then 
there was just a whole n’other dimension and I’m 
thinking, ‘oh, I’m a part of something even bigger… 
that’s really good’” – P6, F.
“It was brilliant, I thoroughly enjoyed it… I mean 
we’ve still kept the good habit of going out every 
lunchtime” – P2, F.

Team
The Team aspect had a pivotal role on participant motiva-
tion. Although there was motivation from trying to beat 
teammates as already discussed, many noted how being 
part of a team provided accountability and responsibil-
ity, or perhaps a social pressure to perform. Aside from 
this, participants reported how the team camaraderie 
and support positively motivated them to increase their 
activity levels. However, not every team experience was 
positive, with frustrations evident where it was perceived 
a teammate did not equally commit to the challenge.

“I do like the team aspect… Because I think if you do 
it alone it wouldn’t have the same impact. You know, 
with a bit of friendly banter and friendly competi-
tion” – P12, F.
“It was a great experience to complete this challenge 
with colleagues. We all worked together, encouraging 
each other and congratulating each individual on 
their achievement … because I didn’t want to let my 
team down, I wanted to do my best for everyone” – 
P4, F.

“It just irritated me that they wouldn’t get their steps 
in … I just thought ‘come on, I can’t double my step 
count just to compensate for you guys who can’t be 
bothered to walk’” – P7, F.

Theme 5: Why do we do it?
As depicted in Fig. 5 below, Theme 5 represents the rea-
sons for participation, including elements of health or 
curiosity. The former were largely extrinsic factors, such 
that the motivation was the perceived reward of health 
benefits, whereas the latter were those intrinsic motiva-
tions such as previous enjoyment and interest.

Health
A common response when asked about their main moti-
vations for doing physical activity was the mention of 
expected health benefits, both physical and mental. In 
terms of physical health, responses covered motiva-
tion for activity to achieve weight loss, through to injury 
recovery and disease prevention. It was clear that every-
one was aware of the positive health benefits of physical 
activity, and for many this was why they participate. In 
terms of mental health, many participants reported feel-
ing happier after physical activity, and how they used it 
to relax or improve their wellbeing. Additionally, there 
were numerous references to the feelings of being pres-
ent, more focused and engaged with one’s environment, 
giving participants the chance to get away from screens 
and into nature and green spaces.

“In general, it’s more of a health thing, just trying not 
to turn into a sack of lard and getting heart disease 
and dying at fifty” – P1, F.
“You don’t wanna be a burden on health service. 
Obviously there’ll be times when you will be, but if 
you can avoid that, why not? You know, with some-
thing as simple as going out for a walk…” – P6, F.

Fig. 5  Thematic Map of Theme 5
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“It’s good to like, connect with the outside world and 
see what’s going on, be more engaged with the sur-
roundings and the people near me … Just detach 
myself from work, detach myself from my phone” – 
P11, F.

What’s all the fuss about?
This subtheme was SCC specific, encapsulating where 
participants had seen others in the workplace do it 
before, or heard about other workplaces participating, 
and wanted to have a go themselves. There were also 
some participants whose workplaces had not participated 
before, and so their main reason for participating was 
because they were doing a pilot run for their organisa-
tions - wishing to understand the SCC, and its possible 
impact, investigating whether it was worthwhile imple-
menting in their workplaces.

“I know they’ve done it before and I didn’t do it the 
last time, so I just thought, “yeah, I’ll give it a go this 
time” and I’m really pleased I did. I knew that before 
when they’ve done it, there’d been a little bit of chat 
and encouragement of different teams, and I just 
wasn’t part of it. I think it definitely probably gave 
me the nudge to sign up” – P6, F.
“I think the charity that I work for, [WORKPLACE 
NAME], they’ve previously done it, or some of the 
staff members have done it, but we’ve never done it 
as like a sort of organisation. So it was my idea, to 
kinda do it for fun, in the office” – P11, F.

Discussion
In order to holistically understand the impact that SCC 
participation has on participants’ wellbeing and physical 
activity, it is important to explore their experiences, in 
conjunction with health-based outcome measures [28]. 
By conducting interviews, we obtained rich data and 
novel insights into the influence that the SCC has on par-
ticipant physical activity behaviour, generating five salient 
themes from analysis, each subsequently mapped to the 
COM-B Model for additional theoretical underpinning. 
This enabled us to theorise a potential understanding of 
how behaviour is affected by participation, with regards 
to elements of capability, opportunity, and motivation.

The study had three aims, the first of which was 
whether participation in the SCC impacted physical 
activity behaviour. It was evident from the responses 
of the participants that this was the case, and that their 
physical activity behaviour was positively affected, such 
that they were being physically active and reporting that 
SCC was either the cause or facilitator for this. It was 
also apparent that when discussing their physical activity 

behaviour that this was not limited to the workplace 
setting, suggesting that participation had an impact on 
physical activity in a more general way.

The second of the study’s aims was to identify the fac-
tors that helped and/or hindered activity during the SCC 
period, which was clear and evident throughout the find-
ings. At each point throughout analysis, consideration 
was given to whether the factor being discussed was a 
facilitator, a barrier, or whether it came down to the indi-
vidual’s own experience and circumstances, and both 
sides of each argument have been reflected throughout 
the results of this study.

Finally, the study aimed to gain an understanding as to 
the main motivations of participants, both in terms of the 
SCC participation, and also general physical activity. This 
was most demonstrably evident across Themes 4 and 
5. With respect to the COM-B Model, it appeared that 
Motivation was actually the element most impacted by 
participation, with competition and team aspects proving 
particularly prominent rationales.

Capability
The nature of the COM-B Model suggests that without 
the presence of the perceptions of Capability, a behav-
iour is unlikely to occur. Within this study, Capability 
was reflected by Theme 1, which encapsulated the pop-
ular discussion surrounding individuals’ belief in their 
ability; comparison to others; their physical ability; and 
their knowledge and awareness of the guidelines, and 
themselves.

Our ‘Beliefs about Capability’ theme not only captured 
the direct influence that Capability has on behaviour, 
but also through its interplay with motivation. Theme 1 
unequivocally demonstrates the direct route of capability 
to behaviour, through its subtheme ‘Injury, Fitness Lev-
els, Weight & COVID Influence’, in which responses were 
quite clear (i.e., “I need to do more but you can’t do more 
because of your weight” [P8]). However, encompassed 
within the sub-themes ‘Self-belief in Ability’, ‘Knowledge 
and Awareness’ and ‘Comparison to Others’, the relation-
ship between capability and motivation was also evident. 
For instance, in ‘Knowledge and Awareness’, it became 
apparent that some assumed they did enough activity, but 
until monitoring it for the SCC made them realise oth-
erwise, they had not had the incentive to do more. This 
supports previous work exploring the SCC, which also 
highlighted that participants were attributing their par-
ticipation in the challenge with helping them to realise 
their capabilities [29]. Furthermore, in terms of one’s self-
belief in their ability, this was not confined to SCC peri-
ods. Discussing general habits, it was apparent that a lack 
of self-confidence and self-esteem limited motivation and 
prevented physical activity engagement. Alternatively, 
when discussing SCC specifically, the accessibility of 
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walking enabled participants to successfully push them-
selves to do more than they thought they could, or nor-
mally would, subsequently enhancing self-belief, leading 
to greater motivation.

Arguably the most prevalent of Theme 1’s subthemes 
was ‘Comparison to Others’, though each participant 
reacted differently to these capability comparisons. For 
example, some participants acknowledged that others do 
more than them, believing these step counts were unat-
tainable, and therefore did not try to, instead accepting 
feelings of an inability to compete. Conversely, several 
participants shared how this actually provided motiva-
tion - and providing further support for the bidirec-
tional interrelationships of the COM-B Model aspects. 
In this context, participation in the challenge sometimes 
provided the motivation to try a behaviour, which then 
enhanced sense of capability.

Opportunity
Two themes were attributed to Opportunity – ‘Step 
Count Challenge presents the opportunity for physical 
activity behaviour change’ and ‘General Physical Activ-
ity Barriers’. Generally speaking, our sample’s responses 
reflected existing literature; highlighting a lack of time 
[35, 43], workload [6], weather [44], darkness-related 
safety concerns [45], resource issues [46]and family 
responsibilities [47]. Suitably for the present context, par-
ticipants were frequently highlighting work-related issues 
as prominent barriers to physical activity – precisely 
what the SCC targets.

When qualitatively investigating workplace physical 
activity interventions, Ojo et al. concluded that work-
place environments need to become more conducive to 
activity, such that employees are afforded more oppor-
tunities to be less sedentary [48]. They further identified 
the desire from their sample for the social opportunity to 
facilitate increased activity on a team basis. The impor-
tance of this is that the present study identified a simi-
lar notion, in the context of a real-world, team-based 
programme, as Ojo et al.’s participants wished for. It is 
therefore interesting to see how their suggestions for 
improving workplace physical activity work in practice. 
The subtheme ‘SCC presents the opportunity for physi-
cal activity behaviour change’ highlighted how there was 
a positive environment shift in the workplaces, whether 
that be increasingly walking around the office whenever 
possible; lunchtime group walks; or getting pressure/
permission from management. However, the workplace 
environment did not change for everyone. Remote 
working impacted the SCC’s ability to create an active-
minded work environment, perhaps through the absence 
of immediate external pressures. Additionally, where a 
workplace only entered one team, there was a paucity of 

support from their social environment, and participation 
was perceived to be less engaging.

Workload, time, and workplace environment were also 
previously identified as being barriers to the reduction 
of workplace sitting [49]. However, the flexible nature of 
SCC may enhance its chances of success, given that par-
ticipants can be active at a time that suits them. There-
fore, they have an opportunity to exercise irrespective of 
their workload, as well as having a potentially more sup-
portive workplace environment.

Of course, environmental factors (such as weather) 
were also greatly important, and of particular importance 
in the context of Scotland. In fact, only one participant 
did not mention environmental factors as being detri-
mental to exercise habits. Besides the weather, safety con-
cerns around darkness were also mentioned by multiple 
participants. To contextualise this, Scotland’s northern 
latitude makes its climate particularly prone to extremes 
in terms of temperature, daylight, and precipitation, vary-
ing significantly across the year, providing many potential 
barriers to exercise [50]. This is especially important to 
consider given that for much of the Spring Challenge one 
could expect over 17 h of daylight each day, whereas by 
the end of the Autumn challenge, there are less than 8 
h of daylight expected [42], which are likely to coincide 
with the working hours of many.

Whilst Scotland’s climate brings potential barriers, 
many participants were also commenting on the impact 
that its landscape has on their access to resources. For 
instance, participants mentioned how living in the coun-
tryside or near water provided opportunity to access free 
resources for exercise. However, those in urban areas 
noted the difficulty accessing resources, and that even 
those manufactured resources (e.g., parks and gyms) 
required extra time and effort, therefore having a nega-
tive influence on the individuals’ motivation. One par-
ticipant acknowledged the idea that despite having access 
to a local gym, going from artificial light in the office to 
more artificial light in the gym in the evening was not 
desirable. Whilst this is necessary within winter months 
in Scotland to provide adequate brightness for both lei-
sure and work activities, it clearly is not preferential, and 
the benefits of exposure to natural light are known to be 
profound [51, 52].

Alongside the workplace dynamic, many participants 
also commented on their own personal mindset shifts, 
and how participation in the challenge led them to over-
come barriers that might normally prevent them exer-
cising. The most obvious account of this was provided 
by Participant 5 who was very definitive in their mind-
set shift - “when the Step Count Challenge is on, you go 
out. It forces you out, and you feel great afterwards”. This 
was possibly the most direct, but responses of this nature 
were common, noting how they either grin-and-bear the 
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Scottish weather, or plan ahead for when the weather is 
forecasted to be the ‘nicest’. Of course, the weather was 
not the only example of a barrier that participants were 
finding ways to overcome because of SCC. For instance, 
some participants decided to do work meetings outside 
as walking meetings, and others were opting to take 
work-based video calls on exercise equipment.

Collectively, these responses are extremely positive and 
supportive of SCC, providing a strong sense that SCC 
presented the opportunity for increased physical activity 
levels.

Motivation
Motivation is crucial within the COM-B Model, offering 
a direct and mediating route to behaviour. Within this 
study, Motivation was the most prominent discussion 
point. Whilst not every participant expressed the same 
motivation, everyone had a reason to participate, and 
without that it was unlikely for any amount of Capability 
or Opportunity to make the final behaviour occur.

Willmott et al., found Motivation had a significantly 
positive relationship with physical activity behaviour lev-
els [31]. Interestingly, the individual indicators of motiva-
tion that they found to be significantly related included 
‘Self-Efficacy’, ‘Identity’, ‘Positive Affect’, and ‘Intentions’, 
which can also correspond to our own themes and sub-
themes. The inclusion of self-efficacy here is another 
demonstration of the link determined between Capability 
and Motivation, such that those with the belief that they 
can adequately perform a behaviour are also more likely 
to want to do it.

Identity was present within the SCC primarily through 
the ‘Team’ aspect, providing some participants with the 
motivation needed. It has been suggested that a sense 
of team identity can promote engagement with physical 
activity behaviour [53], possibly through introjected reg-
ulation, whereby an individual does a behaviour to avoid 
the feeling of guilt or shame [54]. However, this clearly 
was non-homogenous, as it was noted that some team 
members gave up or were not taking it seriously. This can 
subsequently impact on their teammates’ motivation. For 
instance, Participant 7 refused to maintain doing addi-
tional activity “just to compensate for you guys who can’t 
be bothered” in order to keep their team competitive. 
Regrettably they continued to explain that this perceived 
lack of commitment from their teammates to contrib-
ute to the competition led the participant to choose not 
to participate in future SCCs. However, the individual 
attributed SCC with providing long-term activity level 
awareness and motivation to exercise, despite their lack 
of future participation.

‘Positive Affect’ was also present within our data, con-
textualised across multiple subthemes, that is, ‘Sense of 
Achievement, Purpose & Enjoyment’, and ‘Health’. Whilst 

semantically many labelled their SCC experience ‘fun’, it 
was also clear that some were lacking this sense of enjoy-
ment with general activity. Multiple participants dis-
cussed how although they feel better about themselves 
after exercising, they do not actively enjoy it, expressing 
their resultant lack of motivation to be a large barrier. In 
contrast, some participants found being outside in nature 
whilst exercising in green and blue spaces was enjoyable 
enough to do it frequently, which would also be beneficial 
for their mental health and productivity too [55].

Warranting a subtheme of its own, ‘Competition’ is a 
large aspect of SCC, operating on a multi-level dynamic. 
At one level, several participants noted their primary 
motivation was self-improvement, and so their only com-
petition was against themselves. Sedikides and Hepper 
[56] suggest that those who receive internal improve-
ment-orientated feedback and are successful at self-
improvement subsequently experience an increase in 
positive affect – which as previously stated, leads to fur-
ther increased motivation. Although, this can also work 
in reverse, such that those who do not succeed to achieve 
their goals can also become less motivated.

Competition as a motivator was also seen more con-
ventionally, whereby participants were trying to beat 
others, including colleagues, other teams in their work-
place, and the other teams nationwide. The idea of com-
petition as being motivational for physical activity is not 
novel [57], but is potentially underutilised in workplace 
programmes. Many programmes incorporate social sup-
port through group activity which can be beneficial for 
the encouragement of exercise behaviour changes [58], 
however the importance of social comparison and com-
petition has frequently been reported [59, 60]. A previous 
study investigating the influence of social support and 
social comparison on activity levels found in conditions 
where participants had a competitive element, physical 
activity levels were significantly higher than a control 
group [61]. SCC can achieve both, through the support-
iveness of the ‘Team’, social comparison, and competition.

However, forming the social community element may 
prove difficult to achieve in an online-based programme 
like SCC. Multiple participants referenced the lack of 
care about teams they did not know, suggesting a lack of 
community in this sense. Furthermore, and especially for 
those who were falling behind in their respective compe-
titions, the comparison with others occasionally proved 
negative, possibly stemming from the perceived undesir-
able feeling of losing, in instances quitting seemed more 
desirable.

 Strengths & limitations
This qualitative study is the first to explore the experi-
ences of SCC participants, from a behaviour change 
theory perspective. The ontological and epistemological 
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positions taken allowed the researchers to be open-
minded about the participant responses and under-
stand that we all have differing take-aways from our 
experiences, enabling both semantic and latent analy-
ses, to deduce barriers and facilitators to gain a deeper 
understanding of the participants’ journey. Additionally, 
though being grounded in theory was a definite strength 
of the research, it was not the epitome of the analyti-
cal process, such that we were able to conduct a hybrid 
approach, with both inductive and deductive coding. 
The strength of these codes, and the derived themes, 
was further validated by the co-produced nature of them 
between multiple researchers, each of whom had their 
own personal experiences and biases.

We recruited a sample of 15 participants and whilst 
acknowledging everyone has their own experiences, we 
are confident that few new codes are likely to be created 
from the latter interviews. The repetitive recurrence of 
our key themes provides reassurance that our partici-
pants were representative.

It is possible that anyone willing to discuss their experi-
ence likely had positive ones, especially given that some 
mentioned how those who did not enjoy the challenge 
were prone to dropping out early, and were thus unlikely 
to acknowledge post-challenge advertisements. However, 
there were participants who were not stereotypically 
eager participants or particularly active, who willingly 
shared negative aspects of their SCC experience.

Additionally, other than gender, we did not collect any 
extra demographic information or information about 
their SCC performance, which may have been useful in 
providing us the opportunity to compare the responses 
of those who were particularly active or not, rather than 
deducing this from their responses.

 Conclusions
This study aimed to explore participant’s experiences 
of SCC, and how participation affected physical activ-
ity habits. On the whole, participants reported that their 
physical activity levels improved during SCC. Seemingly 
the main reason for this was the added motivation given 
by the competitive element, which was supported by the 
team aspect. Whilst there were several Capability and 
Opportunity influences, Motivation having the greatest 
impact was apparent. However, looking at longer-term 
effects, these were not homogenous. Some highlighted 
a change of habits due to participation, and some shared 
that their motivation ended with the SCC - further evi-
dence that human behaviour cannot be considered gen-
eralisable or homogenous, and nor should practitioners 
try to assume it is when creating programmes.

This study adds support to the previous literature 
around physical activity programmes, and shows that 
the participants themselves largely welcome competitive 

and team elements, finding this beneficial to their moti-
vation. Addressing this in a workplace setting, using a 
flexible programme allowed participants the opportu-
nity to make a change in physical activity behaviour that 
is not limited to the workplace itself. However, barriers 
remain regardless, many of which are uncontrollable (i.e., 
Scottish weather). Nevertheless, participant responses 
provided support for the implementation of a flexible 
physical activity programme, where environment and 
social norms become positively charged towards exercise. 
It is imperative that policymakers and employers con-
sider the implementation of such programmes, enabling 
employees the opportunity to engage in physical activity, 
preferably with one’s colleagues.
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