Technology as a Mediator of Physical Activity Consumption Practices Among Disadvantaged Young Women

Summary:

Advancements in technology and increased mechanisation of everyday tasks, as well as increasing opportunities for sedentary forms of leisure have contributed to a ‘pandemic’ of physical inactivity. Thus, increasing levels of physical activity has become a global health priority for the World Health Organisation (WHO). Despite the increasing focus on promoting physical activity participation, statistics show that large portions of society are not sufficiently active, and this is more pronounced in certain groups including young women from disadvantaged areas, framed as the ‘double jeopardy’ (StreetGames, 2017). This paper outlines the empirical findings from a research study that examines this phenomenon through a practice theory lens. Specifically, it describes how a qualitative methodology uncovered the mediating role of technology in physical activity consumption among girls where technology was shown to be a significant anchor of practice.

Key Words: Physical activity; Practice theory; Technology; Girls.

Track: Marketing and Retail

Word Count: 6278

Authors: Dr Ellyse Olivia Hopkins1, Professor Nicola Bolton2, Professor David Brown1.

1 Cardiff School of Sport and Health Sciences.
2 Cardiff School of Management




















Introduction

In recent years there has been a significant and evolving focus on tackling physical inactivity in global policy owing to its risk factor in the rise of chronic non-communicable disease (World Health Organisation (WHO), N.D.; McTiernan et al., 2020). Chronic diseases, such as cancers, cardiovascular disease, diabetes and obesity are the leading cause of death worldwide (Anderson and Durstine, 2019; WHO, 2020), with diseases often co-existing to cause multimorbidity and disability (Boutayeb, Boutayeb and Boutayeb, 2013; Wekesah et al., 2018). This comes at great cost in terms of social and economic consequences through healthcare and absence from work, leading to an annual loss of £7.4 billion within the UK and £0.9 billion lost in the NHS alone (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022). 

Insufficient participation is reported to be the fourth leading risk factor for mortality (WHO, N.D.), while research has demonstrated that regular participation in physical activity is an effective prevention strategy (Ekblom-Bak et al., 2014; Sigal et al., 2018). Given the protective factor of physical activity against chronic disease (Lukacs, Sasvari and Kiss-Toth, 2018), in addition to the significant costs of treating such diseases in increasingly strained healthcare systems (Dolton, 2017), global policy and practice has increasingly turned to preventive forms of intervention, one of which being the combatting of sedentary behaviour and promotion of physical activity consumption for healthier lifestyles.

According to national recommendations, adults should be completing 150 minutes of moderate intensity activity or 75 minutes of vigorous activity across the week, while those aged 5-18 should aim for an average of at least 60 minutes of moderate or vigorous intensity activity per day (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022, NHS, N.D.). Evidence suggests that large portions of society are not reaching physical activity recommendations (Sport England, 2020; Sport Wales, 2019) and beyond this, particular demographic characteristics can at times intersect to heighten the risk of inactivity. This issue was recognised by StreetGames (2017) who identified that just 25% of girls residing in areas of social and economic disadvantage were reaching their target, coining it the double jeopardy for physical activity participation.

Efforts to increase participation are increasingly drawing upon digital technologies owing to their facilitative potential in supporting individuals to become active. King et al. (2008), Connelly et al. (2013) and Bond et al. (2014) all demonstrate the positive influence technology can have in increasing physical activity consumption. The development of technologies and increasing accessibility to them is therefore transforming the manner in which we partake in leisure (Bryce, 2001). This transformation, however, is not always positive. Increased digitalisation has also created new opportunities to undertake sedentary forms of leisure, such as gaming, watching television, browsing the internet and travelling as passive passengers. The rapid expansion of technology to all realms of life has resulted in competition with and in many cases, displacement, of physical activity in employment, domestic and leisure roles, contributing to increased levels of sedentary behaviour and physical inactivity (Woessner et al., 2021; Kumareswaran, 2023). It is thus crucial to understand the mediation between technology and physical activity in order to tailor both provision and social marketing efforts via technology in the most effective way to promote participation.

The concept of social marketing has been used to influence the modification of negative behaviours to the benefit of individuals and societies at large (Gruneklee et al., 2016). However, despite widespread research on the use of social marketing to combat lifestyle behaviours such as alcohol misuse (Rundle-Thiele et al., 2013), smoking (Diehr et al., 2011) and healthy eating (Brennan et al., 2020), Luca and Suggs (2013) highlight social marketing’s lack of engagement with theory as part of their strategies, particularly theory beyond psychological models such as the stages of change model (Prochaska et al., 2013) and the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) which focus on the psychological decisions of autonomous actors. Calls have thus been made for alternative theories to complement the body of work on using social marketing to address complex health issues (Luca et al., 2016; Tweneboah-Koduah, Adams and Acheampong, 2019). Theories more capable of moving beyond consumer-focused approaches and examine the socio-cultural architectures supporting the enactment of socially problematic behaviours’ (Spotswood et al., 2021, p.335). 

This research adopted practice theory and qualitative methods to explore physical activity engagement among adolescent girls residing in disadvantaged areas of the South Wales Valleys. The paper outlines the mediating role of technology in consumption among girls, and how individuals with varying commitment to physical activity demonstrated differing competencies and meanings with regards to using technology in active spaces. This ultimately determined the degree to which technology usage anchored their practice and allowed them to be sufficiently active (Swidler, 2001), identifying fruitful areas for intervention for community leaders, policymakers and social marketers.


Exploring Physical Activity: A Practice Perspective

Exploratory studies have sought to identify barriers to physical activity and have frequently been targeted towards specific populations. For example, Whitehead and Biddle (2008) identified a number of barriers to participation for adolescent females, including perceptions of femininity, changing priorities, self-presentational concerns, lack of motivation and desirable structures of physical activity. Studies to uncover barriers for disadvantaged groups meanwhile have identified self-esteem, support networks, income and time constraints as key factors (Collins and Kay, 2014; Craike et al., 2018). 

Intervention studies have been frequently based upon relieving these barriers, and rely on behaviour change theories such as the transtheoretical model and the ABC framework (Prochaska and DiClemente, 1983; Shove, 2010). However, the success of these interventions is at best partial (Camacho-Minano, LaVoi and Barr-Anderson, 2011), and they have been critiqued for poor implementation and failure to account for the complex factors which mediate physical activity participation (Romain et al., 2018; Adams and White, 2005; Hopkins et al., 2020). Additionally, they fail to account for value-action gaps (Blake, 1999), where people fail to ‘practice what they preach’ (Smith and Louis, 2008, p.647). The ABC framework is especially susceptible here since its main premise is that ‘social change is thought to depend upon values and attitudes (A), which are believed to drive the kinds of behaviour (B) that individuals choose (C) to adopt’ (Shove, 2010), p.1274). On the contrary, however, we frequently see inconsistencies between attitudes/beliefs and behaviour, such as individuals outwardly valuing the importance of fighting climate change whilst simultaneously engaging in environmentally harmful behaviours (Babutsidze and Chai, 2018). 

The value-action gap or attitude-behaviour split is well-documented in physical activity research with various studies relieving barriers to little avail (Keyserling et al., 2008; Bull et al., 2014). As Shove (2010) highlights, however, ‘the gap is only mystifying if we suppose that values do (or should) translate into action’ (p.1276). This research argues that these models perceive the agency-structure relationship too simplistically, as one ultimately controlled by rational, autonomous agents and failing to account for their dynamic interaction with the macro structures that surround them as well as the ‘social, material and interrelational features of human activity’ (Cohn, 2014, p.159) that occur between the ABC. Spotswood et al. (2019) also warn of the neoliberal and socially Darwinistic policymaking strategies which frame social issues and change as moral responsibilities, contributing to social stigma, symbolic violence and further enhancing social inequality (Cohn, 2014; Katz, Gravelin and O’Brien, 2018). To address these issues, the research adopted practice theory. A theory where the basic domain of enquiry is ‘neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of any social totality, but social practices ordered across space and time’ (Giddens, 1984, p.2).

Practice theory seeks to bridge the gap between structure and agency by understanding social order as embedded in collective symbolic, cognitive and practical structures incorporated by individuals (King, 2004; Hopkins et al., 2020). It is understood as a family of theories, joined in a fundamental principle; that practices exist as organised sets of activity, that practices link to form wider complexes and constellations – a nexus – and that this nexus forms the ‘basic domain of study of the social sciences’ (Giddens, 1984, p.2; Hui, Schatzki and Shove, 2017). Concepts like power, meaning, knowledge, language, human activity and social institutions occur within and are aspects of the field of practices, with the field of practices representing the total nexus of interconnected human practices. Furthermore, practices are understood as ‘embodied, materially mediated arrays of human activity centrally organised around shared practical understanding’ (Schatzki, 2001, p.11).

Reckwitz (2002, p.249) defines a practice as:

‘a routinised type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge.’

The existence of a practice depends on the co-existence of its multiple elements. To highlight this, Schatzki (2002) defines practices as bundles of activity. For example, Hopkins et al. (2020) describe the core elements of recreational swimming, including transport to the pool, acquiring the appropriate clothing (bather, goggles), payment for access, showering and changing practices and the act of moving through the water. Any disruptions to one element are likely to impact the others, thus influencing the practice as a whole. . Individuals act as carriers (trägers) or performers of practice, and thus the patterns of bodily behaviour and routinised ways of knowing and understanding. The continued existence of practices therefore relies on consistent incitement and re-enactment by carriers.

To simplify Reckwitz’s (2002) definition and adopt a more accessible tool which captures the cognitive, physical and embodied dimensions of practice (Spotswood et al., 2015), this research adopted the three elements model. This consists of interdependent relations between materials (objects, tools, infrastructure and the body), meanings (mental activities, emotion and motivational know-how) and competencies (skill, understanding, mental/practical know-how) (Shove, Pantzar and Watson, 2012). 
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Figure 1: The three elements model (Shove, Pantzar and Watson, 2012)



The aforementioned elements must exist and be accessible to carriers in order for them to integrate and create the practice as we know it. In contrast, when links are no longer sustained or elements are not accessible, practices will disintegrate. Put simply, practices emerge, persist, shift and disappear when links between elements are made, sustained or broken (Shove et al., 2012). Similarly to elements linking to form traceable practices, practices can also link to form complexes or bundles, with space and time having a significant impact over this process. 

Finally, the research also drew on Swidler’s (2001) anchoring practices as an heuristic device, a concept which highlights how certain practices come to order others when they are more central, more controlling and more determinative in a person’s life. 

Exploring Practice: A Qualitative Research Methodology

The focus for this paper concerns the nature with which technology mediated engagement in physical activity for girls. This included both the facilitative and inhibitive effects of technology, in an attempt to understand how it can be used by practitioners, policymakers and social marketers to promote physical activity consumption in inactive and semi-active groups. 

Qualitative research is an umbrella concept which encapsulates communities with distinct languages, traditions and methodological approaches (Walsh and Koelsch, 2012). There is a principal aim to enter the phenomena and ‘discover what is significant from the viewpoints and actions of the people who experience it in relation to time, place, context and situation - and people’ (Sparkes and Smith, 2014, p.14; adapted from Charmaz, 2004). Qualitative research methodologies are thus designed to facilitate understandings of people, as well as the social and cultural contexts in which they practice behaviour (Myers, 2009). 

The researcher identified three field settings situated in in areas of high social and economic disadvantage according to the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (2014; 2019). The settings varied in their commitment to providing physical activity to young people. The first setting was a gymnastics club which operated throughout numerous sites in the region and provided regular, structured opportunities to participate in sport and physical activity. The club had a thriving recreational offer and defined itself as a social enterprise, partaking in many initiatives to develop the local community. This setting allowed access to a regularly active group of girls.

The second setting was an extra-curricular Couch to 5k (C25k) club delivered in a local secondary school in conjunction with the local leisure trust. C25k is an NHS endorsed progressive running programme designed for beginners or those wishing to re-engage with running (NHS, 2017). The club took place once per week after school hours and by the leader’s description, consisted of ‘not your typical sporty girls’. Rather, it consisted of girls who were not typically engaged in PE or school sport but chose to engage in this informal club where attendance was not compulsory and it was delivered by a local community leader, sometimes facilitated by a teacher and C25k completer. This represented a semi-active population since the format of the club was informal and C25k itself is pathway for the inactive to become active.

The final field setting was a youth club funded by the Welsh Assembly’s Communities First programme. The club was a significant hub of adolescent activity within the community, opening five nights per week and attracting upwards of 60 youths per night. Youth clubs provide a key environment for non-formal learning for young people (Kiilakoski and Kivijarvi, 2014), so physical activity opportunities were frequently interspersed with educational opportunities surrounding positive lifestyles, as well as opportunities to take part in arts and crafts, cookery and various other activities. Despite the efforts to provide diverse opportunities to be active, a significant portion of the female attendees did not engage, meaning this setting provided access to an inactive population whose primary purpose for attending the club lay outside of physical activity. 

Participant observation was conducted in each field setting for a period of five months, addressing Browne’s call for visual methods to be utilised in practice theory to reflect the ‘materiality, sociality and performativity of practices’ (2016, p.1). The aim was to observe common practices throughout the settings, favourable and unfavourable elements of physical activity and leisure practices, and uncover how practices were anchored in the girls’ lives. Field notes were imported into ATLAS.ti and coded using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Cautious about the ‘taken for granted’ status of the term of saturation (Braun and Clarke, 2019), the researcher sought a point of theoretical sufficiency (Dey, 1999) whereby data collection concluded when the researcher was confident they had sufficient depth of understanding in order to progress to the next stage.
To interrogate the observations, qualitative interviews were conducted. Purposeful, and specifically, criterion-based sampling (Patton, 2002; Palinkas et al., 2015) was used, allowing the researcher to select females aged 13-18 with varying commitment to physical activity. In total, eleven 1:1 interviews were conducted with the girls on club premises, transcribed verbatim and coded via thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). In order to identify alignments and conflicts in practice between the girls and the providers of physical activity, as well as the policies which guided that provision, the following stage of research involved conducting semi-structured interviews with club leaders and employees from their governing organisations. Once again, purposeful sampling was adopted (Patton, 2002) with club leaders having been involved in the previous stages of research at the various field settings and stakeholders from governing organisations holding senior positions and responsibility in guiding policy and practice within their associated field. Employees from British Gymnastics, Welsh Gymnastics, StreetGames, Sport Wales and the Boys and Girls Clubs of Wales were interviewed against a backdrop of the Covid-19 pandemic, meaning all interviews bar one were conducted via Microsoft Teams.
Ethical approval was granted for each study by Cardiff Metropolitan University as well as enhanced Disclosure and Barring Service clearance for the researcher to act. Data analysis revealed a number of key practices, favourable/unfavourable elements and insights into how practices were ordered for participants. The following sections will describe how technology mediated physical activity participation for young women, along with how community leaders and policymakers were navigating the increasing consumption of digital technologies in physical activity spaces.

Research Findings


	Technology as an Anchoring Practice

Data collection revealed that smartphone use was significant and universal across all three case settings, representing a cardinal practice in the girls’ lives. Smartphone use anchored behaviour to such a degree that it was regarded as a fifth limb which could not easily be detached from their bodies, minds and most importantly, practice. Whilst there were commonalities in how the girls used smartphones during leisure and physical activity time, there were also differences in usage across settings.

Whilst smartphones were not permitted in the gymnastics sessions for safeguarding reasons, on occasion, they would appear. This was frequently near the end of a session where coaches might be distracted, or gymnasts were given free time to work on specific skills, and the appearance of said phone would almost catalyse the rest of the group to fetch theirs. Whilst phones were ostensibly not allowed for the young people, coaches would frequently film the gymnasts’ movements and use it as a visual coaching aid for performance analysis, feeding back on skill execution particularly for learners with a visual preference. Observations and interviews revealed that the girls enjoyed and replicated this, filming each other’s movements not only for skill improvement purposes, but also to post on social media as a form of identity expression. The material availability of smartphones meant that performance analysis was more accessible for the group, allowing competencies and meanings to develop in both the practice of analysis and feedback and practice of gymnastics.

One girl is filming herself on the treadmill. Or at least has her front camera on throughout the duration of the run. Does she want to see what she looks like when running? No, there is a wall of mirrors directly in front of her. It seems she just wants to see herself through a lens. Is this being recorded? Where will this footage go?

There are four girls currently on the treadmill. Three are taking selfies.

A young girl comes and sits near me. She’s sat alone, examining herself through a Snapchat filter.

The extracts above from the researcher’s field diary illustrate the prevalence of taking photographs/videos as a practice across case settings, perhaps unsurprisingly given that we are living in the so-called selfie era (Chae, 2019; Tremblay, Tremblay and Poirer, 2020). Still used as a form of identity expression, the meaning element attributed to this practice differed for the C25k and youth club participants compared to the performance analysis example in the gymnastics club. For example, some reported capturing before/after photographs or progress pictures to show transformations following exercise and both internally motivate themselves as well as externally motivate peers by sharing those photos. Whilst there were clear positive examples of capturing photographs/videos to improve performance, track progress and express identity, there were also problematic instances. Revisiting the above extracts, we can see that during times where participants were supposed to be exercising, they were frequently distracted by taking photographs. This was especially prevalent in C25k club where leaders had to bargain with girls to exercise first with the promise of photographs later since many would slowly walk around the track, frequently stopping and photographing things rather than running.

What was most interesting about this practice among the less active girls, was that being seen to be active was deemed more important and practiced more than actually being active. Storytelling surrounding physical activity and being seen as active were thus deemed popular, even so far as spreading to those who were limited in their engagement. However, the disposition towards actually being active was yet to emerge, so physical activity was not a powerful enough anchor of behaviour compared to using technology/smartphones.  A value-action gap (Blake, 1999) therefore continued to persist, where young women were putting themselves in positions to increase participation levels but were not active in a manner consistent with national recommendations.

Another key practice that penetrated each setting was lifestyle monitoring. Mobile technologies and applications (apps) which monitor elements of daily life are now readily available throughout contemporary society, via smartphones, smart watches (such as Fitbits and Apple Watches) and tablets (Wang et al., 2014; Helf and Hlavacs, 2016; Wang et al., 2016). Many phones now come with built-in trackers which automatically monitor things like daily steps, distance travelled and hours active. Free to use apps are also available which monitor aspects of life and health, such as nutritional intake, menstrual cycle and sleep patterns. Mobile health apps are thus becoming popular tools for monitoring and transforming physical activity behaviour (Ho, 2013). Interviews revealed that 67% of participants used health monitoring apps with 50% using step counting technologies on their phone. Some monitored their steps for information purposes, whilst others used step counts as a source of motivation, both for themselves and their peers. The below extract describes how the technology was meaningfully understood as a tool to support friends becoming more active.

My friend really tries to do 10,000 steps every day and I’ve been helping her with that. And then obviously if I’m helping her with that I’ve got to try and keep up with it.

There was a positive perception of lifestyle monitoring devices among the research sample owing to their capacity for information provision and social competition/support. The participants’ positive feedback illustrates how a material artefact was capable of enhancing competency in physical activity as well as contributing to practicing friendship. Additionally, the material artefacts could enhance meanings among the group. Where some girls perceived themselves to be inactive, interviews revealed that they were in fact active, just in a more informal, active travel sense compared to traditional sports participation. The material addition of step counter technologies was therefore vital in allowing meaningful understandings of counting steps as a form of PA and social support to develop, in addition to encouraging individuals to perceive themselves as competent in those activities.

Finally, in addition to smartphones allowing sedentary communications, whereby young people would message each other across the room and thereby affecting their navigation of space since some would position themselves near plug sockets for charging, smartphones and internet technologies were also used for information gathering. Girls used the internet to find exercises and workout guides, highlighting the benefits of material information and competency-based guidance on physical activity being readily available. This suggests that providers should perhaps signpost to relevant materials in order to promote competency and meanings. This is a careful track to tread, however, since there were also instances of negative influence. 

One conversation during observations revealed that a youth club participant longed for the line down the stomach, referring to abdominal muscles, questioning the researcher on whether putting on fat and drinking milkshakes (meaning protein shakes) was the way to achieve this. It is appreciated that a degree of social desirability and response bias may have been at play here (Collins, Shattell and Thomas, 2005), but nonetheless it is an important indicator of how young women can passively absorb online trends and the potential impact upon their behaviour. This participant had no knowledge surrounding abdominal exercises yet thought drinking (protein) milkshakes would provide her with abdominal definition. In contrast, without exercise, it would likely do the opposite. Social media use, and specifically the volume of time spent engaged in ‘photo activity’ (posting and viewing photos) is heavily correlated with body image disturbance (Meier and Gray, 2014). The effect that platforms such as Instagram, whose modus operandi is the posting and sharing of photos, and are highly populated by young, female users (Pew Research Centre, 2019; Statista, 2020) therefore needs to be scrutinised carefully, to ensure that messaging surrounding PA is appropriate and clear.  

Incorporating Technology into Physical Activity Provision

Community leaders were aware of technology’s position as an anchor of practice among young people, with one leader conceding that it was not going to go away so instead should be adopted as a tool to enhance engagement. The impact of Covid-19 was acknowledged by both leaders and policymakers as a driver of growth in technology incorporation. For both the gymnastics and youth club settings, presenting sessions and tasks over Zoom during lockdown was perceived as the most favourable option for both providing training/activities as well as securing ‘live’ interaction. Not all skills could be executed within the confines of gymnasts’ homes through lack of equipment, lack of space and most importantly, safety concerns, highlighting the inequalities of opportunity faced by those experiencing social/economic disadvantage. However, platforms like Zoom allowed the club and various other providers to make the best of a bad situation.

Leaders were aware of the desire for photographs to be taken but endeavoured to balance this with participation. The gymnastics leader discussed the strengths of using footage as a coaching aid.

As a coach I’ll say 15 times ‘Your leg is bent’ and I’ve had kids before that you can see they’re looking at you like ‘It’s not, what are you on about?’ and you’ve got to film one and then show them and they have a massive realisation and correct it then quite quickly. 

They also expanded on the fact that they wanted gymnasts to have the opportunity to show photos/videos to their family and friends since otherwise no one outside of the club would see their skill. On occasion, the club would get photographers in to capture these. However, the demand for photographs was much higher than the club’s capacity to take them, highlighting a lack of materials and competency, along with having to navigate the policies outlined by British and Welsh Gymnastics. To use the appeal of capturing images/videos to their advantage therefore, technologically inclusive policies as well as opportunities for club staff to upskill or bring in external photographers more regularly were needed, a possibly expensive venture.

Given the prevalence of smartphone use in C25k sessions, as well as necessity of phones for the C25k app, the leader was cautious not to ban phones and harness the appeal of photographs as best possible.


Don’t say ‘Right, stop taking pictures girls’ you know because they’re going to, and they want to and that’s fine. But ‘Come on let’s get moving after it’ kind of thing or you know ‘Let’s walk and take a video’…’If you’re going to do a TikTok, do a TikTok of you all moving’… I say it’s not going to go away and just kind of like using it as a tool rather than trying to fight it, I guess.


The leader was alluding to creating and reinforcing practice bundles between PA and capturing photos/creating social media content; a prime area of potential with regards to shifting practice. The association already existed for the girls – just not in the necessary structure. Taking photographs in exercise settings was an established practice and one the girls frequently engaged in. The issue was that for a large cohort of the C25k group, their understanding of participating in C25k and ‘exercising’ was more anchored by taking photographs than being sufficiently active. Therefore, for the C25k group to meet PA guidelines in future, it would be more worthwhile for leaders to develop the meaning of being physically active, as well as the competency to know when girls are and are not qualifying as active. Providers could also chunk sessions and regulate smartphone use more closely, allowing free/technology time within sessions to satisfy the desire without subtracting from the exercise.

Leaders also demonstrated competency in using monitoring devices to encourage physical activity participation, particularly during the Covid-19 lockdowns. One way in which they promoted engagement was through workout challenges. 

	
We had over 40 participants who took part in the month’s challenge and sent us videos of them doing online workouts. We gave them all Fitbits and they were able to keep that Fitbit then after the project.

One young person in particular, he would sleep all day and be on his game all night, he retook part in the project, he was more physically active, he was happier, he was out every day, he was sleeping when he should be sleeping.

Where delivery mechanisms were limited, the youth club purchased material artefacts for the young people in Fitbits. This example highlights the three elements at work, illustrating how the addition of a small material artefact worked to positively shift practice by enhancing meaning (signifying when participants were being active and allowing understandings and embodied feelings of being active to develop) and competency (in meeting targets and using technology to increase physical activity levels).


	Policymaker Perspectives

Policymakers were highly aware of the trends in digital technology through their exploratory work and future forecasting activities. Through their roles as facilitators, and gatekeepers of funding, the policymaking organisations steered how practice should and could transform. One area of focus was supporting and upskilling workforces in the area of technology incorporation. 

We did a future gazing piece of work… one of the things that came out was digital transformation. Both the shift in terms of delivery of sport, people are now more conscious about doing it virtually, from home, by social media networks or literally by VR, but that also creates the dynamic between the inequalities, again of those who have access to that technology and the expense of the technology and those who don’t.

There’s an opportunity for the clubs to do more with technology but they need to get that infrastructure in right and that’s something we identified during the pandemic, we realised how poor the poor people were in regards to technology. They didn’t have IT to do their schoolwork at home, they didn’t have broadband. 

Participants representatives concurred that physical activity and sport were increasingly being performed, facilitated or influenced by digital technologies, so were considering the areas of support in which they could make the most impact. The necessity for technology and broadband connection during lockdowns provided a stark reminder that disadvantaged groups were less likely to have the materials required to participate in what became daily life, whether that be school, work or exercise, which likely resulted in a lack of competency and meaning surrounding digital practices. Given the degree to which everyday life now occurs through smartphones and computers, particularly in developed countries (Wang, 2016; Almunawar, Anshari, Susanto and Chen, 2016), not having access to such materials, meanings and know-how is a debilitating form of social exclusion, something that should be carefully considered by providers and policymakers.

Increasing technology in provision also meant increased responsibility to equip providers and protect both providers and participants. Some organisations discussed how funding pots and training opportunities had been offered to community clubs in order to enhance infrastructure and upskill the workforce, while others discussed the rapid transformation of safeguarding policies to reflect digital provision. The following extract highlights how an organisation developed a training package which encouraged coproduction of session structures with young people, followed by an example of the transformation in engagement after increasing access to WiFi. Importantly here, a suitable balance was struck between the aims of the session (physical activity) and elements to facilitate participation (technology breaks).

We thought that we need to help providers know this … How many of us have told kids to get off their phones during a session? I was one of those … We asked ourselves, say “Well actually what if we allow kids to embrace the technology within the sessions? What if we work with children and young people and ask them how a session could be better, embracing the technology and social media platforms that you care about?” I think what we ended up with was a good training package, so we offered that out to our entire network..

One project in Caerphilly had WiFi available for all their customers that entered the building, so they said “What we’ll do, we’ll just make it available to the girls that enter the building” but it completely changed the engagement they had with those girls to the point where they extended the session by half an hour to allow for that technology break. 

Finally, given the status of digital technology as an anchoring practice in PA and various other areas of life, national organisations were exploring emerging methods of education and engagement for young people through working with social media influencers. Influencer content now represents a significant portion of young people’s daily media consumption, so it is crucial to get the message right.

We’ve actually worked with social media influencers around targeting messaging around return to sport … those mechanisms (social media influencers) were much better at reaching young audiences. So, I think there is something in terms of how do you work with current people who might be giving out the wrong information, to be able to give the right information out. So, rather than us creating it, us working with those who are more influential in that sphere.


Discussion and Conclusion

Across each setting, technology, and specifically smartphones, were a significant anchor of practice. They mediated participation in varying ways, including as tools for performance analysis and coaching, to monitor lifestyle behaviours, to craft identities and to capture media content. The key difference between settings (and the nature of commitment to exercise in each setting) was the degree to which the girls would allow technology to anchor their participation in physical activity. Girls who were more engaged and regularly participated would mostly use smartphones as tools to enhance participation and performance by filming and analysing skills and using apps to progress their fitness. Meanwhile, despite being in active environments (such as in the gym, or on a running route), the less engaged participants in the more informal clubs would frequently be seen scrolling social media, taking photographs or generally using their smartphones to such a degree that little to no exercise was occurring. In this way, technology was anchoring practice to more inactive forms of consumption compared to the active participants, who were anchored by the exercise and merely used technology as a facilitative tool.

Interviews revealed that the emerging connection to technology was something club leaders and policymakers were acutely aware of, and there was an appreciation that it would be more beneficial to adopt it rather than fight it. The issue, however, was determining how to utilise technology in the most effective way to get young people sufficiently active. Analysis highlighted the positive impact of Covid-19 on organisations’ use of technology, with both providers and policymakers forced to quickly adapt to digital provision and communication. The leaders maintained, however, that there was still work to be done in terms of combatting digital inequalities, safeguarding young people online, upskilling staff competency, upgrading organisational resources and maximising the reach of social media via the use physical activity influencers.

This research has added to a growing body of literature which uses practice theory in the fields of health and physical activity studies, and concludes that the three elements model is a valuable tool for shedding new light on the wicked problem of physical inactivity owing to its ability to shift the unit of analysis away from rational agents and macro structures and take account of the dynamic mediation between the two. Thus, providing an alternative understanding physical activity promotion which deindividualises subjects from the issue of inactivity, whilst keeping them very much involved in the solution. The research calls for the continued exploration of physical activity consumption through a practice theory lens, along with developing an account of how power operates within practice theory given the absence noted by Watson (2016) and Spotswood et al. (2019). This would be particularly important given the prevalence of digital inequality and subsequent social exclusion reported in the findings. 

Additionally, there are implications for the field of social marketing. Maibach et al. (2002) highlight the significance of benefits and incentives social marketers can use to reinforce a behaviour, described as tipping the scales in favour of the target practice. The findings from this research offer practical guidance on how both active and inactive girls are anchored by technology and wish to incorporate it into their physical activity participation as a broader practice, but also the specific materials, meanings and competencies which underpin the relationship between technology and physical activity. Therefore, this research offers practical tools that social marketers can utilise to successfully promote physical activity participation among different groups. An example of which might be the need to develop meanings and competencies surrounding what it means to meet physical activity recommendations for inactive girls, along with how tools such as Strava could facilitate that. Meanwhile for more active girls, campaigns could focus on maximising the networking potential of digital technologies and how they can be used to encourage sustainable participation among peers. 

Given the significant levels of inactivity reported in contemporary society and the global focus on increasing engagement to improve population health (Khunti et al., 2007; van Sluijs, Page, Ommundsen and Griffin, 2010; Carson et al. 2016; Pratt et al., 2020), it is vital that providers both understand and utilise technology in the most efficient way to maximise its potential as a facilitator of participation, whilst simultaneously limiting its power as an anchor of sedentary practice. A failure to successfully strike this balance could result in inefficient use of funding and resource, as well as a reinforcement of negative competencies and meanings attributed to being active for these women, influencing their relationship with physical activity throughout the life course. This research builds upon Spotswood et al.’s (2019; 2021) calls to utilise practice theory in the fields of social marketing and physical activity promotion and thus advocates for future research into the area, along with a specific focus on the consumption of physical activity and technology through a gendered lens given the persistent gap in participation between men and women.
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