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Abstract

 
Understanding why women over the age of 60 continue to engage in a particular physically 
based leisure activity is important in developing recreational and leisure programs aimed at this 
population. This research employed means-end theory and the laddering interview technique to 
better understand the meanings underlying older women’s motivations for engaging in sports- 
versus exercise-based leisure activities. Seventy-nine women (>60 years), engaged in bowling, 
golfing, swimming, or walking, were interviewed about their reasons for engaging in their ac-
tivity. Analysis revealed themes of socialization and competition as key values underlying par-
ticipation. Further, for women who participate in sports-based activities for reasons other than 
health, the benefits and personal values obtained were similar to women engaging in exercise-
based activities for health reasons.
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The benefits of regular physical activity are well documented (i.e., Health and Human Ser-
vices [HHS], 2008). For the growing older population, physical activity provides an antidote 
for reducing or preventing chronic disease, reducing frailty, and improving quality of life. It is 
estimated that half of the physical declines associated with aging could be prevented with proper 
amounts of physical activity (O’Brien Cousins, 2003), yet less than 13% of Americans over the 
age of 60 continue to meet the recommended guidelines (American College of Sports Medicine 
[ACSM], 2006; HHS 2000). Reasons for inactivity are well known (O’Brien Cousins, 2001) and 
include such barriers as lack of interest, time, facilities, or knowledge, along with barriers such as 
pain, self-consciousness, fear of falling, poor health, and weather-related barriers (Cerin, Leslie, 
Sugiyama, & Owen, 2010; Crombie et al., 2004; Mathews et al., 2010; Moschny, Platen, KlaaBen-
Mielke, Trampisch, & Hinrichs, 2011).

While barriers to activity have been closely examined, few studies have been conducted 
on older adults who are physically active and their reasons for continued participation (Kolt, 
Driver, & Giles, 2004). Individuals who continue to be active may share similar characteristics 
that prompt continued participation, just as nonparticipants often share similar characteristics 
(Raymore, 2002). In addition, other research suggest that one’s motivation to engage in an activ-
ity (e.g., enjoyment of the activity, being outdoors, enjoying the feel of water when swimming) 
may be a more important predictor of continued engagement than the health benefits of the 
activity itself (Ainsworth et al., 2007; Frederick & Ryan, 1993; Salguero, González-Boto, & Mar-
quez, 2006).

Activity choice is especially important since people make decisions regarding leisure 
time activities that could be problematic as well as beneficial (Ainsworth, Mannell, Behrens, 
& Caldwell, 2007). In other words, people can choose to be slightly active, moderately active, 
vigorously active, or go the opposite way and choose a sedentary activity. Since older individuals 
gain more leisure time through retirement or reduced working hours, choosing a leisure activity 
that is physically based may provide the opportunity to fulfill physical needs as well as fulfilling 
psychological needs of the individual (Tinsley & Eldredge, 1995).

When considering physical activity within leisure, it is important to differentiate between 
exercise and activity. Exercise is defined as a form of activity that is “planned, structured, repeti-
tive, and purposeful in the sense that the improvement or maintenance of one or more compo-
nents of physical fitness is the objective” (World Health Organization [WHO], 2010, pp. 52). This 
term often includes fitness classes, yoga, Pilates, resistance training, and aerobic exercises such as 
walking, jogging, swimming, and bicycling. Aerobic exercises typically move large muscles for a 
sustained period and are synonymous with endurance activities (HHS, 2008; WHO 2010). On 
the other hand, physical activity is defined as any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscle 
contraction that increases or requires energy expenditure (HHS, 2008; WHO, 2010). This defi-
nition may involve a range of behaviors including housework, gardening, climbing stairs, and 
leisure activities such as golf, fishing, and camping.

According to the Physical Activity guidelines (HHS, 2008), older adults should aim for at 
least two hours and 30 minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity per week or an equivalent 
of one hour and 15 minutes of vigorous-intensity activity per week. Older adults can achieve 
these recommended levels of physical activity either through structured exercise activities or 
through leisure-time activities (including sport) that require both movement and some level of 
physical effort. Since individuals have a choice, and since sport and exercise provide the founda-
tion for all activity recommendations (Kilpatrick, Hebert, & Jacoben, 2002), this research ex-
amines older women (>60 years of age) who have chosen to engage in either sports-based or 
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exercise-based leisure-time physical activities. The key question addressed was, what is it that 
attracted these women to the particular leisure activity they have chosen?

Using means-end theory and the interview technique known as laddering, the present 
study explores the meanings underlying older women’s reasons for engaging in specific sport-
based and exercise-based physical activities. The specific focus will be to identify the range of 
meanings, and the interconnections among these meanings, that derive from continued par-
ticipation in these activities. Based on this deeper level of understanding, recreation and health 
professionals will be better positioned to design health and recreation programs likely to attract 
participants and achieve program objectives (and success) than those focusing on health benefits 
alone.

Prior Research Examining Activity Motivation

Reasons for exercise or activity adherence vary among individuals, especially when consid-
ering the mode of physical activity. Mode refers to the type of physical activity, which could be 
any form of movement within recreational activities, purposeful exercise, sport, resistance train-
ing, and fitness classes. In a review of the determinants of exercise adherence, White, Randsdell, 
Vener, and Flohr (2005) examined different activity modes and found that, for both men and 
women, the mode of activity was inconsistent in predicting adherence. Instead, the review sug-
gested that adherence to exercise and leisure-based activities tends to be associated with different 
types of motivation, which might then influence activity choice.

Two of the motivations associated with engaging in exercise-based activities (e.g., lifting 
weights, running, fitness classes) are the desire to improve health and fitness and to lose or main-
tain body weight (Biddle & Bailey, 1985; Frederick & Ryan, 1993; Gill and Overdorf, 1994; Karp 
et al., 2006; Markland & Hardy, 1993). Cohen-Mansfield, Marx, and Guralnik (2003) elaborated 
on the former stating that the motivation to exercise paralleled barriers expressed by partici-
pants. For instance, individuals who want to improve health or fitness often cite poor health as a 
barrier to participation. In addition to motivators and barriers running parallel, research also in-
dicates that motivators for exercise-based activities can co-occur.  For example, those individuals 
who wish to lose or maintain weight often want to improve health and fitness and simultaneously 
choose an exercise-based activity in order to engage socially with others (Gill & Overdorf, 1994; 
Kolt et al., 2004; Stephens & Craig, 1990). 

Trujillo, Brougham, and Walsh (2004) compared exercise motivations to consequences of 
not exercising across four age groups (18 to 34; 35 to 51; 52 to 68; and 69 to 86 years of age) 
and found the importance of health, physical capacity and psychological health to be associated 
with increasing age. However, while health seems to play a dominant role in older individual’s 
motivation to exercise, Schutzer and Graves (2004) found that the majority of research points 
to self-efficacy as a critical factor in the decision to begin an exercise routine. Self-efficacy is the 
belief an individual has in his or her ability to succeed in certain situations (Bandura, 1977). Self-
efficacy would then influence which activity an individual chooses, how much effort to expend, 
and the degree of persistence an individual devotes to the activity when faced with barriers. 
Furthermore, Schutzer and Graves found that the feelings of pleasure associated with an exercise 
behavior, along with self-regulatory skills such as goal setting and monitoring of progress, were 
closely tied to exercise adherence.

When looking at motivations for engaging in sports-based activities (e.g., lawn bowling, 
badminton, cycling, bowling, golf, shuffleboard), Grant (2001) found that individuals participate 
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in sports-based leisure for reasons other than health: to give life purpose, as a distraction from 
body pain, to escape from problems, to engage socially, and to have fun. This focus on the social 
aspects of sport, particularly among women, has been confirmed by other researchers (Frederick 
& Ryan, 1993; Heuser, 2005; O’Brien Cousins, 2001) who found social engagement was the key 
ingredient enticing many to participate in sport.

The game-like atmosphere of sport is integral in developing these social networks (Broni-
kowska, Bronikowski, & Schott, 2011). Heuser (2005) elaborated on the precise mechanism of 
the role of games in social networking by stating women go through “career stages” in their 
involvement with a game. Women start out playing for various reasons; become involved in 
the game socially, competitively, or organizationally; and eventually retire from the game. The 
course of these game stages build a community or social network of friends that remain with the 
women throughout life. This social support is shown to help individuals cope with life (Coleman 
& Iso-Ahola, 1993) and can affect the health of individuals, depending on the support exchanged 
(Antonucci, Ajrouch, & Janevic, 2003).

Others have found that the focus, concentration, or competition required to improve skills 
or meet personal goals is a key underlying factor for sport participation (Brown, McGuire & 
Voelkl, 2008; Dionigi & O’Flynn, 2007; Siegenthaler & O’Dell, 2003). The perseverance and com-
petition required of many sports activities offers participants the opportunity for engagement 
and accomplishment as well as physical involvement. This focus on both fitness and competition 
allows individuals to adjust their degree of involvement depending on personal goals; those who 
valued winning or achieving personal bests expended more effort than those socially inclined. 
However, regardless of the expended effort, participants viewed the physical aspects of involve-
ment as a benefit of the activity (Dionigi & O’Flynn, 2007; Siegenthaler & O’Dell, 2003).

A variety of approaches, ranging from those that are primarily quantitative to those that 
are highly qualitative, have been used in prior studies to examine activity motivation. The quan-
titative approaches have examined motivation using health questionnaires assessing reasons or 
incentives for exercise (Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2003; Gill & Overdorf 1994), open-ended ques-
tionnaires (Markland & Hardy 1993), and physical activity motivation inventories (Biddle & 
Bailey, 1985; Kolt et al., 2004). At the other extreme, qualitative approaches have explored moti-
vation through guided interviews (O’Brien Cousins, 2001), semi-structured interviews (Heuser 
2005), and open-ended in-depth interviews (Dionigi & O’Flynn 2007; Grant 2001).

The means-end approach used in the present study was also semi-structured in nature but 
offers a systematic strategy for identifying the variety of meanings underlying the behavior in 
question; and revealing the patterns of interconnections among those meanings that help ex-
plain how and why that behavior is important or personally relevant to the individual.  The 
following section provides an overview of the theory and methods involved in conducting a 
means-end investigation.

Overview of Means-End Theory and Laddering

Means-End Theory
Means-end theory was originally developed by marketing researchers to provide a more 

complete understanding of how consumers think about the products and brands they purchase 
and consume (Gutman, 1982). The theory includes three types of meanings that differ in term 
of their level of abstraction: attributes, consequences, and values.  Attributes, which are the most 
concrete type of meaning in the model, refer to physical or observable characteristics of the 
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object or behavior in question. One of the activities to be examined in the present investigation 
is golfing; examples of attributes associated with golfing include “being outside,” “league play 
available,” “being around friends,” and “experiencing new surroundings.” Consequences, the sec-
ond type of meaning, refer to the physical or emotional outcomes associated with the activity in 
question. Positive consequences typically refer to benefits, while negative consequences typically 
relate to perceived risks or costs.  Some examples of positive consequences of golfing include 
“creates friendly competition,” or “keeps me active and moving;” while a negative consequence 
would be “causes old injuries to flare up” or “feel too tired after playing to cook dinner.” Values, 
the final type of meaning, refer to highly abstract beliefs about end-states of existence that are 
personally relevant and socially meaningful to the individual (Rokeach, 1968). Examples of val-
ues related to the golf example include “enriches my life,” “improves social network,” and “physi-
cally improves quality of life.”

The underlying assumption of means-end theory is that individuals choose products, ser-
vices, or behaviors possessing attributes that provide desired consequences (or benefits) and 
reinforce important personal values (Klenosky & Saunders, 2008). Thus the three types of mean-
ings are interrelated in the form of a continuum (Figure 1) ranging from relatively concrete 
attribute(s) of the product, service or behavior in question (the “means”), to the more-abstract 
consequences those attributes provide, and finally to the highly-abstract personal values (or 
“ends”) those consequences help to reinforce (Klenosky & Saunders, 2008). This continuum 
(Figure 1) linking the three meanings forms a chain of related meanings, referred to as a “means-
end chain” (Gutman, 1982; Klenosky, Gengler, & Mulvey, 1993).Running head: Let me play, not exercise! 
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Concrete Abstract
  

Highly Abstract 

Figure 1. Means-end chain 

Figure 2. Laddering interview example 

Q: I understand that you golf three to four times a week. Why do you play so much? 

A: Well, I’m retired and if I wasn’t out golfing, I’d be sitting at home watching TV. 

Q: And why is it important to you that you are not sitting at home? 

A: I’m not moving. Even if golf isn’t strenuous exercise or something like lifting 

weights, it gets me up and going. In and out of a cart. Picking up my ball, swinging a 

club. It seems to me there is a lot of activity in golf. 

Q: I see. And why is being active important to you? 

A: I’m old, I need to keep active! Kind of the “use it or lose it” thing. 

Q: And why is it important that you don’t “lose it?” 

A: Because then I would have to depend on my kids or other people to take care of 

me. I don’t want that. I like being on my own. 

Figure 1. Means-Ends Chain

Laddering
The laddering technique (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988) was derived from means-end theory 

and was originally developed to explore the thought process behind consumer decision-making 
(Phillips & Reynolds, 2009).  Laddering refers to an in-depth interviewing technique where the 
interviewer draws out the connections people make between product attributes, the physical or 
emotional consequences provided by those attributes, and the values people associate or link to 
those consequences (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988). The interview process is typically conducted 
using a series of open-ended questions or prompts such as “why is that important to you?” 
(Reynolds & Gutman, 1988).  Figure 2 illustrates an example of the questions and answers one 
might obtain through a laddering interview.
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The technique is called laddering because the interviewer proceeds through the inter-
view by “laddering” subsequent questions based on the responses to previous questions. This 
approach essentially forces the respondent up a ladder of abstraction, moving from concrete 
concepts at the attribute level to more abstract consequences, before finally linking to highly 
abstract personal values (Klenosky & Saunders, 2008). Means-end theory and laddering have 
been used to explore several leisure-related choice domains including: choosing a ski destination 
(Klenosky et al., 1993), using interpretive services at a state park (Klenosky, Frauman, Norman, 
& Gengler, 1998), completing a ropes course (Goldenberg, Klenosky, O’Leary, & Templin, 2000; 
Haras, Bunting, & Witt, 2006), selecting a tourist destination (Klenosky, 2002), and visiting a 
zoo (Klenosky & Saunders, 2008). Over the years, the theory has been applied to examine choice 
behavior in the context of broader social marketing issues including recycling behavior (Bagozzi 
& Dobholkar, 1994), health care policy (Roth 1994), weight loss (Pieters, Baumgartner, & Allen, 
1995), mothers’ infant feeding choices (Gengler, Mulvey, & Oglethorpe, 1999), and presidential 
elections (Bagozzi & Dabholkar, 2000).  To date, the means-end perspective has not been used 
to explore the reasons older women participate in either exercise or sports-based activities and 
how those choices relate to continued participation.

Methods

The leisure-time physical activities chosen for this study (bowling, golf, swimming, and 
walking) were based on (1) participation rankings (National Sporting Goods Association, 2007) 
among the top 10 activities in the United States and (2) whether the activity was sports-based or 
exercise-based. Walking and swimming, both exercise-based activities, were both chosen based 
on their number one and number three rankings, respectively, regardless of age; golf and bowl-
ing were chosen as the sports-based activities because they were also ranked highly (fourth and 
sixth respectively) in terms of older adult participation. Each of the activities can be conducted 
alone or with other participants, providing an opportunity to examine individual benefits as well 
as the psychosocial benefits of social interaction within a leisure environment.

Running head: Let me play, not exercise! 
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Participants for this study were recruited from a larger survey project, conducted from May 
to October 2011, examining the effects of leisure choice on successful aging. Initially, women 
over the age of 60 who were members of a walking, bowling, golf, or swim organization located 
in the Midwest region of the United States (Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Michigan, and 
Ohio) were recruited to participate in the survey project. Additional participants were recruited 
through a snowball sampling approach. A total of 256 women completed the survey, which col-
lected data on exercise habits, smoking patterns, alcohol consumption, and disease history; as 
well as each woman’s commitment to her chosen leisure activity, time spent engaging in the 
activity, and personal goals associated with that activity. At the end of the survey instrument, 
participants were asked if they were interested in participating in a follow-up one-on-one inter-
view focused on further exploring their reasons for engaging in their chosen activity.  A total of 
167 women offered to participate in these follow-up interviews; of these, only 17 were bowlers, 
all of whom were subsequently interviewed, and approximately 50 were in each of the remaining 
three activity groups.  The women in these other three groups were systematically selected (spe-
cifically, every third name on the activity list) and contacted to arrange a time and place for the 
interview. If the woman was unable to meet or changed her mind about participating, the next 
woman on the list was contacted. In all, a total of 79 women (17 bowlers, 21 golfers, 21 swim-
mers, and 20 walkers) participated in the laddering interviews.

The initial question asked in each interview, “Why do you bowl (golf, swim, walk)?” was 
used to identify the attributes the respondent associated with her chosen activity. The ladder-
ing technique described earlier was then used to move respondents from the concrete level of 
attributes to the more abstract level of consequences, and finally to the highly abstract level of 
values. The set of responses that linked an attribute with one or more consequences, and then 
to a value important to the respondent, is referred to as a “ladder” of related meanings. Because 
each of the activities offered a social component as well as an active participation component, 
two specific follow up questions were also asked of participants: (1) “How does bowling (golfing, 
swimming, walking) differ from other leisure-time physical activities (such as walking, jogging, 
tennis, golf, shuffle board)?” and (2) “How does the social aspect of bowling (golfing, swimming, 
walking) differ from other social activities such as visiting with friends, attending a social func-
tion, or playing cards?” 

One of the challenges encountered with this age group was that their response to laddering 
questions tended to vary based on the woman’s age. Women in the 60-year age range were more 
open and responsive to laddering compared to those over the age of 75. This required patience 
and a concentrated effort on the part of the interviewer to listen carefully and redirect these older 
participants back to the specific question at issue. 

Each of the 79 interviews required a minimum of 20 minutes, with many taking upwards 
of 60 minutes to complete. The average across all 79 interviews was 30 minutes. Each interview 
was recorded, with the participants consent, either via phone with a digital recorder attached or 
in person using an iPad digital voice recorder. Notes were also taken during each interview as a 
backup; each recording was then transcribed verbatim. The total number of ladders obtained for 
each activity ranged from between 40 to 50 ladders, or approximately 2.5 ladders from each re-
spondent. Table 1 summarizes the number of ladders obtained and the attributes (i.e., the initial 
element of each ladder) mentioned during the interviews.

   

Figure 2. Laddering Interview Example
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The full set of elements making up respondent’s ladders was analyzed using the LadderMap 
(Gengler & Reynolds, 1995) software package. The initial step required classifying each of the 
elements in a ladder as being either an attribute, consequence, or value (according to the earlier 
definition) followed by the development of content codes for the attributes, consequences, and 
values associated with each activity. A second researcher reviewed this coding and classification 
scheme, resulting in approximately 85% agreement between the two researchers. All disagree-
ments were resolved via joint discussion.

The next step was to construct an implication matrix, which summarizes the number of 
times each content code directly or indirectly leads to another code (Phillips & Reynolds, 2009; 
Reynolds & Gutman, 1988). The implication matrix was then used as the basis for construct-
ing a hierarchical value map (HVM)–a graphic summary of the linkages among the content 
codes underlying the ladders obtained. To determine which linkages in the implication matrix 
are significant for inclusion in the HVM, a cutoff level for the number of relationships is deter-
mined, with Reynolds and Gutman (1988) suggesting three to five relations for a sample of 50 to 
60 individuals. Since the present sample includes 79 women, with approximately 20 from each 
activity used to construct each activity HVM, the lower cutoff of three was selected (meaning 
the relation had to be mentioned by at least 15% of the sample used to construct the HVM). By 
choosing three as the cutoff, the researchers were able to follow recommended approaches and 
choose relationships offering both informative and solid connections (Baker, 2002; Reynolds & 
Gutman, 1988; Saaka, Sidon, & Blake, 2004). However, as Klenosky and Saunders (2008) point 
out, the information gleaned from a laddering study often depends more on the quality of the 
responses obtained than simply the total number of ladders and relations identified. In a couple 
of instances, the responses given by a participant were unique and provided valuable insight 
about motivations for participation and were selected for inclusion in an HVM. Given this ap-
proach, information on the number of times concepts were mentioned or linked is not depicted 
in the HVMs.

In an HVM, the elements are arranged in a hierarchical fashion, with the lower-level 
concrete elements serving as means to achieve the higher-level consequences and ultimately 
the higher-level values (Pieters et al., 1995). This is consistent with previous laddering studies 
(Gengler, Klensoky, & Mulvey, 1995; Klenosky & Saunders, 2008), in which the concrete factor 
serving as the initial attribute is positioned at the bottom of the HVM. Consequences are then 
positioned above the attributes, with the highly abstract values positioned near or at the top of 
the map. 

Running head: Let me play, not exercise! 
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Table 1 
Summary of ladders and attributes mentioned 
 Attributes mentioned 

 Total 
respondents 

Total 
ladders 

Stay 
active 

Meet 
people 

(socialize) 

Challenge or 
competition 

Be 
outdoors 

Other 
(pleasure, 

fun, 
enjoyment 
of water) 

Bowl 17 41 15 15 8 0 3 
Golf 21 48 7 14 11 8 8 
Swim 21 50 17 13 7 0 13 
Walk 20 49 21 15 1 8 4 

Table 1

Summary of Ladders and Attributes Mentioned
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Results

Respondent Profile
Table 2 shows the final number of interview participants by age group and leisure activity; 

and Table 3 summarizes the demographic characteristics for each activity group. Race is not 
provided, as the majority of respondents were white (95%). Chronological age is a continuous 
variable measured in years, with a range of 60 to 92. Height in inches and weight in pounds were 
collected from the participants in order to gauge body mass index (BMI), which is a measure 
of body composition and an indicator of overall health. BMI is defined as weight in kilograms 
divided by height in meters squared (Federal Interagency Forum, 2010). Participant’s height and 
weight were converted to centimeters and kilograms to mathematically determine BMI. A BMI 
less than 18 is considered underweight; 18 to 25 is defined as normal; a value between 25 and 
29 is considered overweight; and a BMI greater than 30 is defined as obese (Federal Interagency 
Forum, 2010).

Running head: Let me play, not exercise! 

 

42 

 
 

 

Table 2 
Number of respondents per age group per activity (n=79) 
 
 Bowlers 

(n = 17) 
Golfers 
(n = 21) 

Swimmers 
(n = 21) 

Walkers 
(n = 20) 

60-64 4 2 4 6 
65-74 6 15 13 6 
75-84 4 2 2 6 
85+ 3 2 2 2 
 

 

 

  

Table 2

Number of Respondents Per Age Group Per Activity (n = 79)

Education was measured in terms of three categories; high school, some college and col-
lege degree. Income was measured by respondents currently describing their household income 
beginning with “less than $24,900” and ending with “more than $100,000.” The range for income 
levels was based on anticipated income for retired individuals. Fidelity Investments (2011) re-
ports the average baby boomer will need after-tax income of $4,800 per month starting at age 
67, which equates to $57,600 annually. Because this is an older population, a starting point of 
$25,000 and an end cap of $100,000 were chosen to cover a continuum of income levels. Married 
is a binary variable, with those reporting they were married coded 1 and all others (divorced, 
widowed, living with partner) coded as a zero. Retired is a binary variable coded 1 for retired and 
coded 0 for any other employment status (full time or part time).

To determine perceived health status, participants were asked, “How would you describe 
your current health status?” Respondents chose one of five answers, 1 “very healthy,” 2 “somewhat 
healthy,” 3 “not sure,” 4 “somewhat unhealthy,” or 5 “very unhealthy.” Similar to BMI ratings, sub-
jective health status has been shown to be a valuable indicator of health, as it is based on an in-
dividual’s perception and evaluation of their own physical and mental health status (Hoeymans, 
Feskens, Kromhoup, & Van Den Bos, 1997).
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1 Binary variable 

* Health status: on a scale ranging from very healthy (1) to somewhat healthy (2). 
  

Table 3 
Overall respondent demographics per activity (n=79) 

 Sport Exercise 

Total (n=79) 
Bowler 
(n=17) 

Golfer 
(n=21) 

Swimmer 
(n=21) 

Walker 
(n=20) 

     
 mean (sd) mean (sd) mean (sd) mean (sd) 
Age, years  74.0(9.14) 71.2(6.95) 71.5(6.74) 72.7(7.99) 
Body Mass Index 27.4(3.99) 24.9(3.86) 25.4(6.16) 24.5(2.66) 
Education      
  High School Grad 0.41(0.50) 0.28(0.46) 0 0.25(0.44) 
  Some college 0.23(0.43) 0.19(0.40) 0.22(0.42) 0.25(0.44) 
  College 0.35(0.49) 0.52(0.51) 0.80(0.40) 0.50(0.51) 
     
Annual income     
  Less than 24,900 0.01(.039) 0.09(0.09) 0 0.15(0.36) 
  25 to 34,900 0.17(0.39) 0.19(0.40) 0 0.15(0.36) 
  35 to 49,900 0.29(0.46) 0.09(0.30) 0.23(0.43) 0.15(0.36) 
  50 to 74,900 0.05(0.24) 0.23(0.43) 0.09(0.30) 0.15(0.36) 
  75 to 100,000 0.11(0.33) 0.09(0.30) 0.14(0.35) 0.10(0.30) 
  more than 100,000 0 0.28(0.46) 0.47(0.51) 0.15(0.36) 
     
Married1 0.47 0.61 0.61 0.30 
Retired1 0.70 0.76 0.66 0.80 
     
Current health status* 1.7(0.58) 1.2(0.43) 1.2(0.43) 1.35(0.48) 
     
Devotion to activity (1 to 10) 6.9(1.8) 7.0(1.9) 7.3(2.2) 7.2(1.3) 
Days per week spent in 
activity 1.6(0.6) 2.8(1.1) 4.1(1.2) 3.3(1.3) 
Total years of participation 36.2(18.1) 25.7(10.7) 42.8(26.6) 25.2(12.2) 
     

Table 3

Overall Respondent Demographics Per Activity (n = 79)

Devotion to the specific leisure time physical activity is a continuous variable measured 
on a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 being “score not important” to 10 being “winning important.” 
The number of days a participant engages in her chosen activity is a continuous variable, with 
respondents entering the total number of days per week (for golfers, this is specific to spring, 
summer, and fall when weather in the Midwest is conducive for the activity).  Total years spent 
participating in the activity is a continuous variable, with respondents recording the total years 
they participated. Respondents were asked to include only those years where they participated 
in their chosen activity at least six times during the year.

As the table indicates, the women in the study are fairly homogeneous, with differences in 
education and income primarily between bowlers/walkers and golfers/swimmers. For this study, 
the mean BMI for golfers, swimmers and walkers is borderline between normal and overweight 
and overweight for bowlers. Romero-Corral and colleagues (2006) found individuals in the BMI 
range of 25 to 29.9 had the lowest risk of total mortality and cardiovascular mortality as com-
pared to those with underweight or normal BMI’s. This is an indicator of the overall good health 
of the respondents, which also corresponds with the subjective ratings given by respondents in 
which all but one of the participants rating their health as either “somewhat healthy” or “very 
healthy.”
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Table 3 also indicates that all respondents rated themselves moderately devoted to their lei-
sure choice, with devotion to activity having a mean greater than six on a scale from 1 to 10. On 
average, all indicated participating a minimum of 1.6 times per week, with bowlers citing league 
play as instrumental in keeping them actively engaged.

Laddering Findings
Responses to the general question, “Why do you bowl (golf, swim, walk)?” pointed to dis-

tinct similarities between the four groups but also yielded interesting differences. All four groups 
referred to two basic motivations prompting their activity choice: “to get exercise or be active” 
and “to be with/meet or socialize with other people.” For golfers and walkers, a unique attribute 
(although specific to the leisure activity itself), was “to be outside.” Although walking can also 
be a competitive endeavor, only one or two walkers mentioned competition whereas bowlers, 
golfers and swimmers cited the challenge of the activity itself or the competition the activity pro-
vided as key attribute choices. Many of the swimmers also spoke of the “enjoyment and pleasure 
of water” as a key motivator for their leisure choice.

Looking at the similar attributes between the four groups, Figure 3 presents HVMs for 
the sport groups and Figure 4 presents the exercise groups HVMs on the base attribute of “stay 
active.” Sports-based participants indirectly viewed the game as a means of being, keeping, or 
staying active and therefore improving their health which often evoked the ladder elements “be-
ing an easy activity,” “relieving stress,” and “having fun.”  Only two of the ladders in the sport 
group’s HVMs, “helps control weight” and “improved physical benefits,” were linked to specific 
health benefits. This contrasts with the ladders elicited from the exercise groups, in which six of 
the eight ladders were directly tied to health benefits.

The interview process revealed that many of the sports-based participants viewed their 
chosen activity as exercise even though it was not chosen for exercise. Frequent comments in-
cluded such statements as, “It is (exercise) the way I do it,” and “This is the only way I’m active 
so I consider it exercise,” and “I believe that bowling or golf is exercise.” To many of the women, 
the form of activity itself was not important. Instead, the women viewed being active and doing 
something as better than being sedentary, with the leisure activity ultimately contributing to 
a healthier lifestyle. Specific to the golfers, those who engaged in exercise besides golf (lifting 
weights, using a treadmill) did not view golf as exercise. However, golfers that did not engage 
in other forms of exercise considered golfing to be exercise and beneficial to her health. The 
exercise-based participants viewed their activity differently, with one of the first answers to “Why 
do you swim/walk?” being a health reason.

Figures 3 and 4 also show the resulting values associated with the initial base attributes. For 
all participants, quality of life, independence, not being a burden to their children, and feeling better 
about oneself were values associated with getting exercise and staying active, irrespective of the 
initial reason for choosing an activity.

Differences in two of these ladders, one in bowling and one in swimming are worth noting. 
Many of the bowlers (>12) mentioned that bowling was “easy,” that it “was not taxing,” it was 
“less intense,” or “better than going to a gym.” When prompted as to “Why is that important to 
you?” many of the women mentioned that they “did not like to sweat,” “did not enjoy gyms,” or 
“had never enjoyed exercise.” Because they had negative reactions to exercise, bowling was seen 
as a way to indulge in some type of exercise that was enjoyable and therefore something they 
would continue to do, which ultimately would improve their health.  
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Figure 3. Sport groups (bowlers & golfers) HVM’s for “stay active”  
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Figure 4. Exercise groups (swimmers & walkers) HVM’s for “stay active” 
Figure 4. Exercise Groups (Bowlers and Golfers) HVMs for "Stay Active"
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The second difference, cited by three swimmers, was that swimming “helped them feel 
healthy despite their weight.” Each of these women, weighing more than 280 pounds, talked 
about the role of swimming in “helping them feel good about themselves,” “excelling when com-
peting against slimmer women,” and “experience a sense of achievement that contributed to 
feelings of self-worth.” While many of the swimmers mentioned the role of swimming in losing 
weight, these women focused on the competition versus losing weight.

A second commonality between the four groups was the role of the activity in supporting 
social needs. As indicated in Figures 5 and 6, each of the activity participants mentioned differ-
ent base attributes related to the activity’s ability to lead to social consequences. For bowlers, the 
socialization came through “meeting people in leagues and tournaments;” golf participants men-
tioned “playing with others;” swim participants (stating that contrary to what people believed, 
swimming was very social) focused on “being with team or club members;” and walkers enjoyed 
“meeting people through club or organizational walks and hikes.”

Approximately 72% of all participants mentioned the activity in terms of providing an op-
portunity to meet people. As Table 3 indicates, almost three quarters of the participants are 
retired, reducing the social contacts often available through work. In addition, since all par-
ticipants are over 60 years of age, many women mentioned that they could no longer rely on 
children as a vehicle for meeting others. For the walkers, joining a walking club or hiking orga-
nization was key to meeting others sharing a common interest even though many of them stated 
they did not like to join organizations. This common interest, or shared value, was also cited by 
many in the other three activities, stating that the shared interest “helped promote conversation,” 
“made it easier to talk to people,” and “provided common grounds for a friendship.”

The ladders also show that participants enjoyed being with people because it “gave them 
someone to do things with,” it made them “feel emotionally better and more secure,” and “kept 
them from being alone and depressed.” These, and other similar consequences, reinforced values 
of a sense of belonging, not being a burden socially on children, staying mentally alert (through 
learning from others), and feeling the comfort and well-being of having a social network. The 
sports-based participants indicated the social aspect of the activity as the key motivator for par-
ticipating. Health was the second reason, simply because respondents equated being active with 
being healthy. Exercise-based participants, on the other hand, chose health reasons first with 
socialization running a close second. When asked how their chosen activity differed from other 
social activities (in which they could obtain the same values), the participants responded that the 
activity was a “two-fer” benefit, in that they could be active while participating in a social event.

Although not expressed by walkers, three of the activities provided respondents with an 
opportunity for a challenge and competition. As stated earlier, traditional stereotypes position 
older individuals as less able, less powerful, and less likely to engage in competitive endeavors 
(Dionigi & O’Flynn, 2007). However, many of these women cited competition as integral to her 
chosen activity and a driving force for continued participation. Figure 7 shows that enjoyment 
(“challenge is fun,” “like playing games,” “like to compete,” “enjoy the challenge”) was mentioned 
in four separate ladders across the three activities. This enjoyment was linked to “renewed feel-
ings of vigor and youthfulness” as well as “enjoyment of winning a contest.” In all, eight of the 
nine ladders elicited from the base attribute of “challenge/competing” were further linked to goal 
setting, satisfaction, and capability. Only one of the ladders, mentioned by over half of the bowl-
ers, referred to something different, “could not compete when young” referring to the unavail-
ability of competitive sports for women prior to the 1970s.
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Figure 6. Exercise groups (swimmers & walkers) HVM’s for “meet people/socialize 
Figure 6. Exercise Groups (Swimmers and Walkers) HVMs for "Meet People/Socialize"
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The abstract values expressed by the base attribute of “challenge/competing” were simi-
lar across all three activities. The women all valued the sense of achievement obtained through 
competing, which was linked to feeling young, enriching their life, and increasing feelings of self-
worth. During the interviews, many of the women (in all the activity groups) spoke of the loss 
associated with aging. This loss included “being less energetic,” “losing friends and/or husbands,” 
“retiring and losing one’s sense of identity,” “not being able to drive,” and “loss of everyday func-
tionality.” By competing, whether against others or themselves, the women spoke of “still being 
able to accomplish something, even though I can’t do other things” and “by beating someone, I 
am better at this one thing.” By continuing to compete, the women viewed winning as offsetting 
the inevitable loss associated with aging through accomplishments in other areas.

Unique to the golfers and walkers, one sports and one exercise-based, was the opportunity 
to be outside while participating in their chosen activity. Figure 8 shows that both groups of 
women equate sunshine with “acquiring health benefits,” a benefit mentioned during the inter-
views as occurring because of vitamin D absorption from the sun. However, walkers were more 
concerned with “avoiding boredom” and “being able to see things while walking” as a reason to 
be outdoors. Golfers, when asked why being outdoors was important to them, invariably men-
tioned “nature,” “the opportunity to see and experience many different golf courses,” “the avail-
ability of wildlife, plants and water on golf courses,” and the “quiet, relaxing, atmosphere of the 
course itself.” Because golfers choose the activity based on its social and fun attributes, it appears 
that the experience of being outdoors is also related to enjoyment versus exercise. Walkers, on 
the other hand view walking as exercise so when prompted, “why is being outside important 
to you?” tended to provide answers that indicate why it is “better to walk outside versus inside 
(where it’s boring).” Regardless of the reason, the values associated with being outdoors were 
similar in that it provided validation, renewal, energy and happiness.

One of the unique attributes elicited during the interviews was the swimmer’s mention of 
the “pleasure and enjoyment of water.” This attribute was mentioned by almost two thirds of 
the swimmers as a significant reason for choosing swimming. As Figure 9 indicates, there were 
three distinct ladders related to the enjoyment of water. The first one, “feeling good and not be-
ing stressed,” was related to mental and emotional consequences, which ultimately provided the 
respondents with a feeling of being able to do anything. A second ladder, mentioned by almost 
everyone, was the “benefit of a low impact type of exercise.” This was further linked to “obtaining 
health benefits without incurring injury,” which provided independence and good quality of life. 
A final ladder, mentioned by four of the respondents, was “tapping into your inner child,” which 
further emphasized playfulness, youthfulness, and vigor, all qualities that linked to the value of 
feeling young and being able to cope with life.

 Discussion

The laddering approach used in this study offered interesting comparisons between women 
involved in sports-based activities versus exercise-based activities. All participants ultimately 
value movement, or activity, for its contribution to independence, experiencing a good quality 
of life, and not being a burden to their children. However, exercise-based participants view their 
specific leisure choice as a means to improving one’s fitness and health. Sports-based partici-
pants, on the other hand, view the leisure choice as a means of relieving stress, having fun and 
playing games, with improved health and fitness an additional benefit of the activity.
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Figure 7. Group HVM’s (bowlers, golfers, & swimmers) for challenge/competition 
Figure 7. Group HVMs (Bowlers, Golfers, and Swimmers) for Challenge/Competition
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Figure 8. Group HVM’s (golfers & walkers) for being outside Figure 8. Group HVMs (Golfers and Walkers) for Being Outside
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Health related to physical activity is often measured in terms of improved cardiovascular 
fitness, increased muscular strength or endurance, and improved body composition (BMI). For 
these women, health and fitness was seen more as an indicator of functionality and ability to 
remain independent. When choosing a leisure activity, the goal was to be active in any way pos-
sible, which was believed to contribute to overall health and fitness. The concept of “unhealthy” 
was expressed as “being dependent on someone else,” “being in a nursing home,” or “losing 
functionality.” The activity choice was seen as a way to reduce, delay, or prevent the loss of func-
tion evidenced in aging.

At the same time, participants emphatically believed that socialization, or being around 
other people, was also a key ingredient to good health. Antonuci, Birditt, and Akiyama (2009) 
support this idea, saying that this “convoy” or cohort of people providing a social relationship 
to the individual assists in buffering individuals from negative experiences. The perceived sup-
port affects both psychological and physical health, regardless if the network actually provides 
support (Antonuci et al., 2009). Again, while the means of meeting people (league play, golf 
outings, swim team, or club walks) differed for each activity, the resulting values were strikingly 
similar across all leisure choices. The women valued her chosen activity for improving her social 
network, providing the comfort of friends, being mentally and emotionally strong, and avoid-
ing depression by being with others. Many of the participants specifically mentioned that they 
were “not social by nature and had to work at being with people.” One bowler stated, “Bowling 
leagues, by their very nature, provide the means for success by organizing a social context for an 
activity.” When asking participants how their chosen activity differed from other social activities, 
the “social context of the activity” was repeatedly cited, with respondents often saying being ac-
tive while social was a “two-fer” effect that offered great benefits.

Another finding from the analyses was the emphasis on challenge/competition by both 
sports-based participants and participants in one exercise-based (swimming) activity. While 
Dionigi and O’Flynn (2007) find that participating in physically demanding, competitive sports 
empowered older women, the study focused on athletes participating in the Australian Masters’ 
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Games. Unlike the master’s athletes, the women in this study were not competitive athletes, with 
the exception of some of the swimmers. Yet, similar to Dionigi and O’Flynn’s findings, the wom-
en in this study viewed competition as a means to define youthfulness, independence, and abil-
ity. The sense of achievement and feelings of increased self-worth helped to validate and assure 
these women that they “still had it,” that they were capable of keeping up with younger cohorts 
and not the frail and sickly individuals associated with aging. While there were not enough walk-
ers emphasizing competition to warrant a ladder, several of the walkers also mentioned distance 
walked (i.e., 11 miles) as an indicator of the same youthfulness, ability and power often equated 
to younger individuals.

Challenge or competition has previously been linked to increased activity levels. Specifi-
cally, Steinkamp and Kelly (1985) found that individuals seeking a challenge were significantly 
more active than those low on challenge seeking. By using the means-end approach, the HVMs 
from the women specifically indicate why challenge is important. Challenge is often linked to 
goal setting, with the achievement of those goals linked to “feeling good,” “requiring mental 
focus,” and “motivation.” These consequences provide further consequences of “measuring re-
sults,” “satisfaction in conquering a skill,” and “engaging the mind.” Further, the consequences 
of “shows me I am still capable” and “know I am better at something” validates Wearing’s (1995, 
pg. 272) statement that “leisure emphasizes what a person can do rather than what they are no 
longer physically capable of doing.” This focus on success and results lead to the highly abstract 
values of enrichment and the feelings of achievement.

The usefulness of means-end analysis and laddering was especially evident when looking 
at the basic motivation of “being outside” expressed by both sports-based (golfers) and exer-
cise-based (walkers) participants. The ladders obtained revealed that walkers focus more on the 
health benefits of being outdoors during her chosen activity while golfers are focused on aes-
thetic qualities and relaxation. All three of the walking ladders mentioned health in some fashion 
(e.g., “stimulates mind while keeping me healthy”), while only one golf ladder directly pointed 
to health, with respondents mentioning they were “more active outdoors,” which resulted in 
improved health.

Finally, numerous swimmers mentioned the “enjoyment of water” as a unique attribute 
among the four activities. Several walkers mentioned they “loved the feeling of walking” while a 
number of golfers mentioned “swinging the golf club” as a kinesthetic pleasure. However, these 
were mentioned only when prompted after giving attributes such as “being outside” or “being 
active.” Swimmers, on the other hand, specifically listed “enjoyment of water” as a base attribute 
or response to “Why do you swim?” Three women described water as sensual, saying, “There’s 
something sensual about gliding through the water,”  “The water hitting my body (diving in) 
is purely sensual,” and “Flying or floating through the water is sort of a sensual feeling.” Other 
women stated they were “born” for the water, one women further elaborated saying she was “a 
fish in another life.” These and numerous other comments on the intrinsic quality of water point 
to swimming as a means of enjoyment that is in contrast to swimming solely for fitness and 
health. 

Conclusion

The findings obtained through this means-end investigation were helpful in understanding 
the underlying motivations for continued activity in older women. While findings from qualita-
tive research are often questioned in light of methodological rigor, the laddering interview tech-
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nique offered a systematic and appropriate strategy for exploring activity motivation. Instead 
of searching for the correct question to ask, the laddering technique allowed the interviewer to 
pose questions that prompted the women to delve deeper and elaborate on their motivations for 
continued activity. This resulted in three basic motivations (keep active, be with others/social-
ize, and challenge/competition) that are consistent with prior research examining sport, leisure, 
and physical activity in the older population (Brown, McGuire & Voelkl, 2008; Dionigi, 2006; 
Dionigi & O’Flynn, 2007; Grant, 2001; Heo, Lee, McCormick & Pedersen, 2010; Siegenthaler & 
O’Dell, 2003). However, unlike previous research, this study provides additional insight into why 
those motivations are important and how they relate to higher order values that are described by 
Rokeach (1968) as personally relevant and socially meaningful to the individual.

As with all qualitative research, several limitations should be considered when interpreting 
the study findings.  One key limitation arose from applying the laddering technique to women in 
different age groups. Responding to prompts to articulate meaning, especially at higher levels of 
abstraction, was difficult or uncomfortable for some respondents. For instance, during the inter-
views, three of the older women (>82) “gave up” and did not want to continue.  Another limita-
tion is that content coding and interpretation of the data is subject to researcher bias. Further, 
data collection occurred only in the Midwest, involving mainly white, relatively well educated 
women.

In addition, while this research did explore motivations for continued participation, it did 
not consider how the women initially chose their activity. Future means-end research could 
examine motivations for beginning an exercise or sports-based activity and whether the age at 
starting an activity was significant for continued participation. For some women in this study, 
participation was “something they had always done” while others were excited to learn new skills 
at a later stage of her life. Finding motivations for initiating a sports or exercise-based activity 
might further help with recreational, leisure, and health promotion campaigns.

Based on feedback from this study, additional research also needs to be conducted on how 
women interpret the word “exercise” and their outcome expectations regarding participation in 
exercise. Many of the women in this study who did not participate in a structured exercise pro-
gram (i.e., going to a gym, taking a fitness class) viewed her chosen leisure activity as exercise. 
Others considered activities such as going up and down stairs, planting flowers, and houseclean-
ing as “exercise.” Still others did not see a need for exercise, as long as they remained active (tak-
ing care of the lawn, managing their own house). 

Baby boomers are a heterogeneous group of individuals. Yet, when it comes to health, the 
tendency is to suggest activities related to exercise to meet the recommended guidelines for 
activity. While lifting weights and logging treadmill time may appeal to some, for others it’s a 
deterrent to being active. This research shows that, for women who choose to participate in a 
sports-based activity for reasons other than health, the benefits derived and the personal val-
ues reinforced through participation are congruent with women who engage in exercise-based 
activities for health reasons. Differences in the motivations of the groups examined lie in the 
unique aspects of the setting and context in which the activities take place. Ultimately though, 
the highly abstract values of remaining independent, experiencing a sense of achievement, and 
improving quality of life were similar across the four activity groups. These findings reinforce 
the importance of promoting and encouraging participation in leisure-time physical activities, 
regardless of whether they are sport- or exercise-based, as a means to improve health and en-
hance life satisfaction.
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