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Abstract

Background: Adolescents with intellectual disabilities are insufficiently physically

active. Where interventions have been developed and delivered, these have had lim-

ited effectiveness, and often lack a theoretical underpinning.

Aim: Through application of the COM-B model, our aim is to explore the factors

influencing adolescent physical activity within schools.

Methods: A qualitative methodology, using focus groups with students who have

mild/moderate intellectual disabilities, their parents'/carers' and teachers'. The

COM-B model provided the lens through which the data were collected and

analysed.

Results: We identified of a range of individual, interpersonal, and environmental fac-

tors influencing physical activity, across all six COM-B constructs, within the context

of the ‘school-system’.
Conclusion: This is the first study to use the COM-B model to explore school-based

physical activity behaviour, for adolescents with intellectual disabilities. Identification

of such physical activity behavioural determinants can support the development of

effective and sustainable interventions.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

1.1 | Physical activity and intellectual disability

In childhood and adolescence physical activity (PA) can improve, phys-

ical fitness, cardiometabolic health, bone health, cognitive outcomes,

mental health and reduce adiposity (WHO, 2020). Interestingly, many

of these health benefits often track into adulthood (Gunter

et al., 2012; Oh et al., 2021). Current guidelines recommend that

children and adolescents (aged 5–17 years) should do at least 60 min

of moderate-to-vigorous intensity PA per day (WHO, 2020). How-

ever, reports suggest that 81% of adolescents globally, do not meet

these guidelines (Guthold et al., 2020). Critically, youth with intel-

lectual disabilities are less physically active (Healy et al., 2019;

Segal et al., 2016) than their non-intellectually disabled peers.

Within this population studies have identified a multitude of indi-

vidual, interpersonal, and environmental barriers to, and facilitators

of PA (Table 1).
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Existing PA interventions often lack consideration for the unique

challenges faced by individuals with intellectual disabilities (Bartlo &

Klein, 2011). Such interventions have primarily focused on targeting

individual-level variables, whereby the individual is the sole agent of

PA behaviour change. However, this does not encompass the full

range of possible behavioural influences (Michie et al., 2011). Namely,

facilitators of and barriers to change (Eccles et al., 2005), how and

where (contexts) interventions are effective (Michie et al., 2008) and

ecological influences (e.g., cultural beliefs and values) (McLeroy

et al., 1988). For example, young people with intellectual disabilities

experience decreased autonomy and independence (Salt &

Jahoda, 2020). Consequently, parents/guardians play an influential

role in supporting PA participation (Downs et al., 2013; Sterman

et al., 2016). Indeed, the PA level of children with intellectual disabil-

ities correlates with their parent's participation and attitudes towards

PA (Izquierdo-Gomez et al., 2015; Lin et al., 2010). Additionally, chil-

dren with intellectual disabilities rely on their school (Einarsson

et al., 2016) and teachers (Cleary et al., 2019), to help them achieve

their daily recommended PA. Crucially, children spend a large portion

of their weekdays within a school environment, yet remain sedentary

for around 40% of their waking time (4–8 h) (Pate et al., 2011; Syväoja

et al., 2013).

1.2 | Physical activity interventions

There is limited data available on the efficacy of PA interventions

in children and adolescents with intellectual disabilities (Ginis

et al., 2021). However, school-based interventions within the

wider children and adolescent population, have had minimal

impact on PA levels (Jones et al., 2020). This may be due to poor

programme implementation (Gorely et al., 2019), and a ‘top-down’
approach to the research process, whereby researchers develop

the intervention with limited input from the targeted end-users

(Heaton et al., 2015). There is a need for researchers to move

beyond such approaches, towards co-producing interventions,

with multiple stakeholders, from the beginning (Rütten

et al., 2017).

Theoretical frameworks can support researchers to explain

behaviour and develop strategies to promote behaviour change

(Glanz et al., 2008). In addition, they enable researchers to clearly

replicate and evaluate their utility in changing behaviour

(Hackman & Knowlden, 2014). Complex interventions are strength-

ened through utilisation of both individual and system changes the-

ories, and by working in co-production with key stakeholders, to

develop and refine such programmes (Moore et al., 2019; Taggart

et al., 2021). Historically, a noted limitation within health behaviour

research, is that interventions often do not explicitly state the

application of a theoretical framework guiding development

(Michie et al., 2009). Notably, in a recent review of PA-related obe-

sity interventions in youth with intellectual disabilities, none of the

studies explicitly stated the implementation of a theoretical frame-

work (Conrad & Knowlden, 2020).T
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1.3 | Using the COM-B model to underpin theory-
based PA interventions

The behaviour change wheel (BCW) (Michie et al., 2011) is a

theory-based intervention development framework, providing a

systematic way of characterising interventions that enables their

outcomes to be linked to mechanisms of action. One of the first

stages of the BCW is a process of behavioural diagnosis—

identifying what needs to change for the behaviour to shift in the

desired direction. Whilst other intervention development frame-

works are available, the BCW is the only one that contains a model

of behaviour, termed COM-B (Figure 1), deemed sufficiently broad

to cover the full range of possible behavioural influences (Michie

et al., 2014). The model suggests that for behaviour to occur, indi-

viduals need to possess the capability (C), opportunity (O) and moti-

vation (M) to perform the target behaviour (B). Previously, studies

have reported on the PA behavioural influences in youth with intel-

lectual disabilities (Table 1). However, these studies often lacked a

theoretical underpinning (e.g., Conchar et al., 2016; Cleary

et al., 2019; Verschuren et al., 2012), or explored PA behavioural

influences, through the lens of an individual-level theory of behav-

iour change (e.g., Self-Determination Theory; Stevens et al., 2017).

Such theories lack consideration for the contextual/environmental

influences of PA behaviour.

Schools offer a contextually relevant environment within which

to promote PA behaviour for adolescents with intellectual disabil-

ities (Cleary et al., 2019; Hyndman et al., 2014). Within this context

teachers and parents/guardians have an important role to play in

supporting PA (Cleary et al., 2019). Therefore, an exploration of

contextually relevant school-based barriers to, and facilitators of

PA, as perceived by key stakeholders (teachers, parents/guardians

and adolescents with intellectual disabilities), is needed (Bossink

et al., 2017). This will facilitate researchers and end-users working

collaboratively to create ‘systems change’ (Fullan, 2005). Increas-
ingly, the COM-B model has demonstrated utility for eliciting

behavioural influences across various health behaviours, including

healthy eating (Beck et al., 2019), sedentary behaviour (Ojo

et al., 2019) and PA (Murtagh et al., 2018). Interestingly, these

studies were conducted across various age groups (adolescents and

adults) and within different contexts (primary care clinics, offices

and community settings).

1.4 | Aims and objectives

To date, the COM-B model has not been utilised to explore PA behav-

ioural influences in adolescents with intellectual disabilities. Hence,

through application of the COM-B model, the aim of our study is to

explore the barriers to, and facilitators of PA, for adolescents in

schools for children with intellectual disabilities. Additionally, we aim

to establish the generalisability of this theory for health behaviour

research within adolescents with intellectual disabilities.

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Study design

This study adopted a qualitative methodology in the form of focus groups.

The COM-B model informed the study design, data collection and analy-

sis. This study is reported in accordance with the Consolidated Criteria for

Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ) checklist (for an overview of the

checklist, see Supporting Information) (Tong et al., 2007).

2.2 | Ontological and epistemological orientation

Our study was underpinned firstly by ontological relativism—

suggesting reality is multiple, created and mind-dependent (Smith

et al., 2016). Secondly, epistemological constructivism—individuals are

not conceived of as discovering or finding truths about external real-

ity; instead, people build or make knowledge. People construct con-

cepts, models and schemas to understand the world and their

experiences (Schwandt, 2007).

2.3 | Sampling and recruitment

The research team met with the principals of two schools for children

with intellectual disabilities, in Northern Ireland. We used purposive sam-

pling to recruit participants from three stakeholder groups (i) students

with intellectual disabilities, (ii) their parents/guardians and (iii) teachers.

Purposive sampling does not require a set number of participants (Etikan

et al., 2016) but instead aims to include information-rich cases, with

shared experiences, for an in-depth study (Green & Thorogood, 2014).

Instead of seeking to generalise our findings to the wider population, our

constructivist approach employs purposive sampling to focus on the idio-

syncrasies of individual cases, across stakeholder groups.

Students were eligible if they were aged 11–17 with mild/

moderate intellectual disabilities and had good communication skills.

The level of intellectual disability was not examined individually, but

all participants had to be able to follow verbal instructions in English

and understand basic information about the study, enabling them to

decide upon participation. The PA status of each student was not

assessed prior to taking part in the focus group. However, all students

were engaging in one 60-min form of PA per week. This was delivered

by their classroom teacher through their physical education

(PE) curriculum. Teachers helped ensure the recruitment of partici-

pants who met the eligibility criteria. Parents of these students, and

teachers (who regularly deliver PA programmes via the school PE cur-

riculum and other initiatives) were eligible to participate in the study.

Written consent and assent (students) was obtained from all partici-

pants. Five focus groups were conducted, one student group (n = 7;

2 female and 5 male), two parent/carer groups (n = 12; 12 female)

and two teacher groups (n = 9; 3 female and 6 male). One student

dropped out of the study due to an illness absence. Due to the impact
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of COVID-19, a second focus group with additional student partici-

pants was unable to proceed in one of the schools.

2.4 | Interview schedules and data collection

Prior to data collection, relationships had been established between

the research team and one teacher from each school. At the request

of the teaching staff, the first author, a male PhD student with training

in qualitative research methods, met with student participants prior to

their focus group. This was to develop an understanding of the vari-

ous needs and capabilities within the group. Focus groups were con-

ducted within respective schools during the school day and facilitated

by the first author. Separate interview schedules were developed

through COM-B constructs, for each stakeholder group (Table 2).

Table 2 is not an exhaustive list of the questions posed, instead a

selection have been included, to highlight the type of questions asked.

The questions within the interview schedule served as a starting point

to steer the discussion, follow-up questions and prompts were utilised

to encourage richer discussion.

Reasonable adjustments were made for students to ensure acces-

sibility, including having teachers/classroom assistants present to

assist them in expressing their opinions. Supplementary resources and

materials were developed to facilitate discussion, including picto-

grams, YouTube videos and practical handouts for students to com-

plete. Resources prompted students to consider specific aspects of

their PA, enabling the facilitator to probe further with questions. Sup-

plementary resources were piloted in advance with teachers and stu-

dents from the specialist schools. Focus group discussions were audio

recorded for post-analysis. The average focus group durations per

stakeholder group were, teacher's 76.5 min (13,965 average words)

and parent's 47.5 min (16,098 average words). The student focus

group duration was 70 min (8896 words).

2.5 | Data analysis

Using Braun and Clarke (2006) six phases of thematic analysis (TA),

a deductive, reflexive TA of the data was conducted. The COM-B

model provided the lens through which we deductively interpreted

and analysed the data. The first step required the first author to

become familiar with and immerse themselves in the data. Focus

groups were transcribed verbatim by an independent transcriber.

The first author checked the accuracy of each transcript by com-

paring the recordings to the transcription. Transcripts were impo-

rted into NVivo (QSR International Pty Ltd. Version 12.1.90) to

organise and assist with analysis. The first author iteratively coded

the data, with codes discarded or developed as the coding process

was conducted. The first author then grouped coded data into

high-order latent themes based upon COM-B constructs and devel-

oped a thematic map. Subsequently, a comprehensive analysis of

each theme was conducted by the first author. Finally, the last

phase in TA required the production of a report, through selection

of vivid, compelling extract samples, which accurately represent

generated themes, and relating the analysis to the research ques-

tion and literature.

2.6 | Rigour

Our methodological processes were underpinned by Braun and

Clarke's (2020) guide to assessing TA research quality. Generalisability

and bias are two concepts associated with research rigour (Varpio

et al., 2021). Research with a subjective orientation can aim to dem-

onstrate rigour through analytical and theoretical generalisability

(Polit & Beck, 2010). Prioritising subjectivity refutes any expectation

of bias-free research (Clarke & Braun, 2013). Constructivists acknowl-

edge that their subjectivities influence the research design, data col-

lection and analysis (Varpio et al., 2021). Quality practice within

reflexive TA relies upon the researcher's depth of data engagement

and reflexivity, as opposed to consensus building or inter-rater reli-

ability (Braun & Clarke, 2020). The four co-authors adopted the role

of being ‘critical friends’, through regular meetings during analysis.

The role of a critical friend is not to reach consensus agreement but

to encourage reflexive practice, by reflecting upon and exploring

multiple and alternative explanations of the interpreted data

(Smith & McGannon, 2018). The first author was challenged to con-

sider how his subjectivities were shaping data analysis and inter-

pretation, and to reflect upon whether the generated themes told a

convincing and accurate story of the data.

F I G U RE 1 The COM-B model of
behaviour. Source: Adapted from Michie
et al. (2014)
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2.7 | Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was granted from the University School of Sport Filter

Committee and the University Research Ethics Committee. Anonymity

was provided through use of alphanumeric codes for participants.

3 | RESULTS

Focus groups were conducted between October 2019 and February

2020. Generated themes demonstrated barriers to, and facilitators of

PA across all six COM-B constructs (Figure 1). Data is presented using

a combination of illustrative extracts (Table 3) and corresponding

interpretative analysis.

3.1 | Capability

3.1.1 | Physical abilities

‘The main issue in my class would be their physical capabilities and

being able to do certain (activities)’ (S1T1). Parents and teachers

described medical concerns such as respiratory and cardiac conditions,

and physical limitations such as reduced mobility, low-muscle tone,

fatigue and lower levels of cardiorespiratory fitness, as barriers to PA

participation amongst the students. In support of these findings, students

tended to dislike running activities as they find it ‘hard to breathe’
(S1S5). Many students were said to have difficulties developing gross

motor skills, resulting in reduced balance and coordination, limiting their

ability to engage in PA. As one parent described, ‘they don't have that

co-ordination or balance, or (they have) a lot of physical restriction. Now,

my daughter couldn't do any of those (types of PA) because her feet

can't leave the ground, she can't jump or hop’ (S1P5).

Some students experienced communication difficulties, such as

having a speech impediment. This impacted their ability to make

meaningful connections with their peers and engage in group-based

PA, ‘there are children in our area his age and he will go out with

them, but it is getting them to be able to understand him, because his

speech isn't the best’ (S1P2). Parents and teachers reported increasing

rates of overweight and obesity within this population, exacerbated

by increasingly sedentary lifestyles.

‘What are we doing for our children with learning diffi-

culties? It's something that needs a lot of work at the

minute I feel in this country, but it is massively impor-

tant because the evidence is there to suggest that

there is a higher risk of obesity.’ (S2T4)

PA behaviour change facilitators included students seeking

physical bodily changes, such as improved body composition. Stu-

dents said PA helped them to improve their flexibility, increase

muscle mass and strengthen their bones, ‘I like it (PA), because it

gives my muscles a bit more strength’ (S1S3). Teaching staff

reported important physiological adaptations in students who

engage in regular PA such as, developing gross motor skills, improv-

ing strength and fitness and weight loss. After engaging in a period

of increased PA participation at school, one parent described how

PA helped to improve their child's sleeping pattern, ‘she is a (very)

bad sleeper, but she has slept every night over the last past

2 weeks’ (S2P2).

3.1.2 | Psychological abilities

Various comprehension abilities were noted amongst the student

cohort. As such, some students found it difficult to understand and

T A B L E 2 COM-B informed interview schedule. Example questions for each stakeholder group

COM-B
construct

COM-B model
component

Eliciting questions

Student Teacher Parent

Capability Physical What things stop you from taking
part in PA?

What stops your students from
taking part in PA?

How can/does PA help your child
physically?

Psychological Do you know what physical activity
is and how much you should do?

Does being physically active have
any academic benefits for your
students?

Does being physically active have
any social benefits for your
child?

Opportunity Physical What types of physical activity do
you do at school?

What prevents the provision of
additional physical activity during
the school day?

Within school, what can help your
child to become more physically
active?

Social Do you take part in any physical
activity with family or friends?

How do your students' peers
influence their physical activity?

How do you support your child to
be physically active?

Motivation Reflective Are you confident that you can
meet the current physical activity
recommendations?

Are your students aware of the
health benefits of being physically
active?

Do you think physical activity is
important to your child?

Automatic What activities do you like to do in
your free time?

What things encourage your
students to take part in physical
activity?

What discourages your child from
taking part in physical activity?
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follow instructions. This often limited their understanding of the

importance of PA, towards supporting a healthy lifestyle.

‘You are trying to have a learning outcome to every-

thing that you do within teaching. You've to bring that

across as clear as possible. But that doesn't sometimes

cognitively get to our children. They don't (often)

understand that there are health benefits around exer-

cise.’ (S2T2)

Students themselves lacked understanding of the current PA guide-

lines and were unable to determine the amount of PA they engaged in

daily, with estimates ranging between ‘an hour and a half’ (S1S1) to
‘sixteen hours’ (S1S3). Teachers indicated that students have short

attention spans, which can pose problems for longer duration PA,

‘there is very few of our students that could maintain their focus for

thirty minutes’ (S1T3). However, PA programmes delivered in short

bursts, with a range of activities, were said to help maintain focus and

promote engagement.

Teachers suggested that PA aided improvements in academic per-

formance, concentration levels and increased productivity amongst

students. Parents and teachers reported that PA supported students

to develop their socialisation skills, equipping them with the confi-

dence and skills, to make meaningful connections with their peers. In

addition, they noted that PA was a powerful tool for behaviour regula-

tion within school and at home, ‘(PA) supports behaviour and some

challenges we have about self-regulation’ (S2T5).

3.2 | Opportunity

3.2.1 | School environment and resources

Due to various needs and capabilities of their students, teachers

required support staff to assist them whilst delivering PA. However,

with limited funding available, access to additional support such as,

occupational therapists and physiotherapists, was restricted. Teachers

felt their ability deliver PA programmes, adapted to the individual

needs of their students, was determined by, ‘how many adults you

have in the room one time’ (S1T). When less support was available,

one teacher described it like having to ‘divide myself in ten ways to

deliver this one (activity)’ (S1T2). Extremely busy workloads made it

difficult for teachers to find time during school, to offer additional PA

opportunities, beyond the PE curriculum. Demand for the PA facilities

within each school was high, meaning availability was limited. Whilst lim-

ited financial resources meant access external facilities was restricted.

Parents expressed concern regarding a lack of provision of PA opportuni-

ties within schools, through initiatives such as, after school clubs and

societies. Teachers indicated this was primarily due to limited provision

of transportation, outside of regular school hours. During break and

lunch times, students reported that they do not go outside, preferring

instead to sit in the classroom. Teaching staff suggested that this may be

an opportunistic time during which to promote PA.

To overcome these barriers to PA within the school environment,

teachers recommended a range of practical strategies such as, creat-

ing the culture and policies to support PA, introducing cross curricular

PA initiatives, making better use of the existing infrastructure, and

providing the necessary resources and equipment to deliver a range

of PA programmes. Parents and teachers alike viewed the school envi-

ronment as an ideal location for children to take part in PA. There

appeared to be an overreliance on schools to support students in

obtaining most of their PA during the school day. Students reported

that they did not take part in much PA at home, whilst one parent

said: ‘I'd say the school would be the best place to run it. Because as

you say when the wee ones come home from school, (he) doesn't

want to do anything. He is just completely and utterly exhausted’
(S2P7). Teaching staff felt that they were best placed to deliver PA

programmes to their students, as they were acutely aware of their

needs and capabilities, ‘I always feel there is nobody knows the kids

better than the teacher’ (S1T4). Indeed, it was suggested that external

PA instructors may struggle, as they will require time to develop rela-

tionships with the students and understand their individual needs.

3.2.2 | Interpersonal relationships

Parents were said to be powerful influencers of their children's PA

behaviour, serving to either support or hinder participation. Teachers

noted that some parents saw their child's disability first, making them

apprehensive about their ability to engage in PA. Some parents regu-

larly provided their children with permission slips to be excused from

PE lessons. Additionally, teachers felt that challenging behaviour at

home was corrected by parents, through provision of devices that

facilitated sedentary behaviour, ‘parents maybe aren't able to cope

with behaviours at home so maybe the handiest thing is to hand them

an iPad or put on a tv or whatever and let them sit in front of that’
(S2T3). Indeed, parents reported that some of their counterparts tend

not to take an active interest in school programmes or activities. For

any new PA initiative to be successful, it was said that ‘you need par-

ents onboard’ (S1P1) and that they must demonstrate, ‘a wee bit of

commitment’ (S1P2), by consistently encouraging their child to partic-

ipate. Contrastingly, motivated parents demonstrated a willingness to

seek out PA opportunities and actively supported their participation.

Parents and teachers noted that many students lack friendships

with other children their age outside of school, resulting in decreased

opportunities to engage in PA at home. Within school, some students

preferred group-based PA, particularly when their friends were

involved. Whilst others preferred to work on their own and would be

discouraged by paired or group-based activities. One teacher noted:

‘You have to be careful of teamwork because it only

takes two of the wrong people to be in a team or a group

and that will just cause mayhem for that group, for that

lesson, for that situation. So, we do need to be very care-

ful with who you are putting in a team. It is just the

nature of the children that we are dealing with.’ (S1T4)
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Some students were powerful behavioural influencers within the

classroom, if they did not want to engage in an activity, this could dis-

suade the entire group. Students wanted to be thought of as being

cool and to fit in, so tended to engage in PA that was perceived as

such, ‘it's the physical fact that they are going to the gym and the gym

is a socially cool place and they all go, and they engage’ (S1T3).

3.3 | Motivation

3.3.1 | Conscious motivation

Teachers and parents noted that some students displayed a lack of confi-

dence and self-esteem, which prevented them from engaging in PA. For

example, many students said they would not take part in activities such

as dancing, as it was ‘embarrassing’. Students did however, place value

on the physical and psychological benefits obtained from engaging in

regular PA and by understanding these benefits, it increased their moti-

vation to take part in PA. In response to being asked why they take part

in PA, some students responded, ‘it helps (with) stress’ (S1S6). ‘Yes, it
takes your mind off things’ (S1S5). This was supported by the teaching

staff who said PA gave their students an opportunity to enjoy them-

selves and let go of the daily stresses of life. Teachers indicated that

achievement was a powerful motivator for PA. It was said that achieve-

ment could be experienced through skill development, physical improve-

ments and activity progression. To enable students to experience

achievement, teachers suggested it was best not to change activities too

often, instead provide students with sufficient time to develop compe-

tency in new activities. Contrastingly, students indicated a preference for

different activities each week as ‘you get bored doing the same thing

every week’ (S1S3). Indeed, they liked it when their teacher provided

them with the autonomy to choose their activities.

3.3.2 | Sub-conscious motivation

Teaching staff noted that students often have a predisposition for seden-

tary type activities such as, gaming and watching television. Indeed, one

teacher expressed concern about the lasting consequences of esta-

blishing such negative health behaviours at an early age:

‘I think it is a vicious circle too because kids obviously

are young, very young, if they are getting into that

mindset of iPads, getting snacks, getting treated. What

happens is your natural fitness, your natural enthusi-

asm as a child starts to regress and then when they get

into a certain age because they are not fit, they are

knackered, they get sweaty, they get tired, their legs

get sore. And then they associate PE with being too

hard. And then they just switch off on you.’ (S2T4)

Parents and teachers proposed a range of motivational strategies to

encourage and engage the students in PA, including rewards, positive

feedback and competition. Incentives such as certificates and stickers

encouraged PA participation for some, whilst other students required

regular praise and positive reinforcement. Competition was very

important for some students, whilst others had a fear of failure. Par-

ents also suggested that giving students responsibilities such as help-

ing others, timekeeping or setting up the equipment, engaged them

and increased their motivation to participate. Stimuli such as music,

lighting and visual aids may also encourage students to participate in

PA. Teaching staff highlighted the importance of having experienced

PA instructors, who help to create the environment and conditions,

for a fun and inclusive programme, that students will want to partici-

pate in. Finally, students said they like taking part in PA with their

family and friends as it makes them feel happy.

4 | DISCUSSION

4.1 | Capability

Consistent with the literature, we report that adolescents within this

population have a range of medical conditions (Bossink et al., 2017) that

may pose additional health and safety risks, particularly for those who

are not currently physically active. Prospective participants, or parents/

guardians could be instructed to complete a Physical Activity Readiness

Questionnaire (PAR-Q), to determine the child's readiness to engage in

activity. The range of physical limitations reported here and elsewhere

(Barr & Shields, 2011; Cleary et al., 2019; Conchar et al., 2016; Downs

et al., 2013), requires school-based PA programmes to be tailored and

individualised. A Canadian study by Grandisson et al. (2012) suggested

that adapted equipment helps to make PA more accessible. Whilst

increasing the number of programme instructors can enhance PA partici-

pation, through greater provision of one-to-one support (Cleary

et al., 2019). As previously reported by Melbøe and Ytterhus (2017), we

described how communication difficulties within this population can make

it difficult for some individuals, with limited communication skills, to build

relationships. The developmental benefits of PA are said to be dependent

upon establishing positive relationships with peers and instructors

(McGarty et al., 2020). Consequently, some within this population may

require teachers and classroom assistants to be present, to support them

in developing these relationships (Melbøe & Ytterhus, 2017).

Corresponding with previous findings, our study outlines a range

of psychological barriers to PA including comprehension limitations

(Downs et al., 2013), low self-image and a lack of confidence

(Shimmell et al., 2013). This highlights the need for teachers and class-

room assistants, equipped with the knowledge and skills, to support

and instruct PA engagement (Conchar et al., 2016). A qualitative study

by Stevens et al. (2017) conducted in Glasgow, indicated that confi-

dence in adolescents with intellectual disabilities, can be improved

through skill development. This can lead to high self-efficacy,

described as an individual's belief about their capabilities to succeed

in a task (Bandura, 1997), towards PA. Within our study, students

who understood the physical and psychological benefits of PA were

motivated to take part in activity, whilst parents/teachers said the
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health benefits encouraged them to promote and support PA partici-

pation. Educational material can help to raise awareness of these PA

health benefits throughout the ‘school system’ (Downs et al., 2013).

4.2 | Opportunity

PA opportunities in school are often restricted by limited financial

resources, restricting access to external resources or additional support

staff (Njelesani et al., 2015). Adapting the existing infrastructure within

the school environment, for example, creating walking routes, can help

to overcome accessibility issues. Whilst upskilling classroom assistants in

the delivery of PA, can help to overcome staffing issues. Schools may

offer many students their only opportunity to be physically active each

day. As such, it is important to provide them with options to be physi-

cally active during the school day. Stevens et al. (2017) highlighted the

importance of providing students with a variety of activities during PE

lessons, enabling them to develop their interest and disinterest for activi-

ties. Teachers within our study outlined the need for senior school staff

to create policies and a culture which supports PA initiatives. For exam-

ple, creating space within the timetable and introducing cross-curricular

PA initiatives. Barr and Shields (2011) in Australia outlined that a regu-

lated, evidenced-based requirement for PA, supported by senior school

leaders, can help to ensure that PA remains a necessity within school.

Teachers are implementers of PA within school. Teachers who

are equipped with the skills and knowledge, will work resourcefully to

ensure PA opportunities are provided (Cleary et al., 2019). However,

within the United Kingdom and Ireland, schools for children with intel-

lectual disabilities often do not to have a designated PE teacher. For

those staff who are inexperienced in PA delivery, or who have not got

a PE background, they will require additional support including train-

ing, mentorship, resources and equipment, to empower them in pro-

viding additional PA opportunities for their students.

Within this population the transition from childhood to adolescence

is marked by a change in the parental role in supporting their child's

PA. A study in Norway by Melbøe and Ytterhus (2017) reported that par-

ents tend to have a more practical hands-on approach in childhood, how-

ever, during adolescence they become more of a driver and financial

supporter. During the intervention development process, it is crucial to

have buy-in from parents, as they will ultimately be responsible for

supporting and encouraging their child to take part. Social interactions

with peers has been described as a primary reason for taking part in PA

within this population. Taking part in PA with peers can make it purpose-

ful, meaningful and enjoyable (Barr & Shields, 2011). Fostering social

interaction amongst participants such as paired or group-based activities,

may help to increase PA participation.

4.3 | Motivation

We found that motivation is highly individualised; what encourages one

student to engage in PA may have the opposite effect for another. This

underlines the need for individualised motivational strategies to enhance

PA participation. Corresponding with existing literature, we noted how

motivation to engage in PA increases when activities are fun and enjoy-

able (Shimmell et al., 2013; Stevens et al., 2017). When an individual has

high self-efficacy towards an activity, they tend to enjoy it and are more

likely to engage. Conversely, low self-efficacy results in a dislike and

avoidance of activities. Intervention developers should consider ways to

enable participants to develop competence, this includes tailoring tasks

to meet individual capabilities and providing opportunities for them to

successfully develop skills (Stevens et al., 2017).

Incentives and rewards are frequently cited as PA motivators. This is

an example of a form of extrinsic motivation termed external regulation.

External regulation is associated with decreased autonomy. Individuals

who lack autonomy are less likely to engage in behaviour (Ryan &

Deci, 2007; Vasconcellos et al., 2020). Therefore, incentive and rewards

should not be used as primary drivers for PA adherence. Praise, exercising

with friends, stimuli such as music and lights, can enhance motivation to

engage in PA. Whilst factors such as competition, team activities and the

atmosphere created by the PA instructor can serve to encourage or dis-

courage PA. Many students are motivated by team-based activities and

competition (Conchar et al., 2016; Stevens et al., 2017). The enjoyment

and desire to win associated with these types of activities are factors

which enhance motivation. However, it is important to note that these

types of activities are not universally acceptable (Shimmell et al., 2013).

Parents and teachers within this study reported that competition and a

fear of failure would prevent some students from engaging. With such a

diverse range of motivational factors to consider, a highly skilled PA

instructor is required. Understanding these complex motivational influ-

ences can support schools and PA instructors, to develop individualised

motivational strategies, for adolescents with intellectual disabilities.

4.4 | Limitations

Despite the innovation of our study, in using of the COM-B model to

explore factors influencing PA behaviour, within schools for children with

intellectual disabilities, we did not explicitly explore the impact of other

confounding factors on PA, such as gender, age and socioeconomic sta-

tus. The range of communicative abilities within the student focus group

may have resulted in some students being unable to express their opin-

ion, or indeed it may have prevented a richer discussion between the

participants. The need for advocates assisting students may have

unintentionally resulted in miscommunication. As with all focus group

methodologies and purposive sampling, we are unable to treat individual

contributions contained within our findings as representative of the

wider population. Whilst we obtained rich descriptive data from two

schools for children with intellectual disabilities in Northern Ireland, these

findings may not be applicable in other similar schools.

4.5 | Strengths and implications for practice

This was the first qualitative study conducted using components of

the BCW, specifically the COM-B model to investigate adolescent PA
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behaviour in schools for children with intellectual disabilities. Our

study supports the theoretical generalisability of the COM-B model

within the field of intellectual disabilities, to explore PA behavioural

influences. The COM-B model provided a systematic method for the

identification of a range of individual, interpersonal, and environmen-

tal factors influencing PA, across all six COM-B constructs, within the

context of the ‘school system’. As outlined, findings from our study

align closely with existing international research within this popula-

tion. Triangulation of the data across three stakeholder groups is a

strength of our study. This enabled us to explore the factors influenc-

ing PA within this population, from the individual's perspective, and

those who support them to become physically active.

The behavioural influences described have implications for devel-

oping and testing PA interventions within complex ‘school systems’.
Through application of the subsequent steps within the BCW, inter-

vention developers will work in co-production with end-users to iden-

tify appropriate BCT's, to overcome and provide consideration for,

the barriers and facilitators of PA outlined. Inclusion of end-users

throughout the intervention development process, alongside the

application of individual and systems change theories, resonates with

the current Medical Research Councils' (MRC) guidance for the devel-

opment and evaluation of complex interventions (Moore et al., 2019).

This will support the development of a tailored, sustainable and con-

textually relevant school-based PA intervention. Whilst our study was

conducted within a school context, future research should aim to

establish the similarities and differences of PA behavioural influences

in adolescents with intellectual disabilities, across multiple contexts. In

addition, research should aim to apply the COM-B model to explore

health behaviour more widely, within adolescents with intellectual

disabilities.

5 | CONCLUSION

Globally, adolescents with intellectual disabilities are impacted by a

range of individual, interpersonal and contextual/environmental fac-

tors which influence their PA behaviour. The COM-B model has dem-

onstrated applicability for eliciting these behavioural influences within

the school context. We recommend the BCW for health behaviour

research and intervention development, within the adolescent with

intellectual disability population, and more broadly within populations

with cognitive disabilities. An important first step in the intervention

development process is to establish what needs to change. The

COM-B model is deemed sufficiently comprehensive to explore the

full range of potential health behaviour influences and can be applied

across a range of contexts.
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