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Abstract

Within the last decade, gyms dedicated to structured group fitness have surged in popularity [1]. Structured group fitness classes may offer
a certain exercise style and environment that can help participants improve their physical health (e.g., burn more calories and improve their
cardiovascular health) and psychosocial well-being. This article highlights how gyms that specialize in structured group fitness may fulfill the three
basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness outlined in self-determination theory (SDT; 12-13). Structured group fitness may
foster relatedness through social connections [3, 17], competence through skill guidance and mastery [4, 18-19], and autonomy through supportive
leadership styles that encourage a sense of choice and promote individuality [4, 20]. As a result, structured group fitness may enhance intrinsic
motivation [4, 14-16] and psychological well-being [20-21]. Thus, due to the growth of group fitness brands and franchises, it is important to conduct
research to determine the degree to which these group fitness environments contribute to participants’ basic psychological needs satisfaction.
By understanding the mechanisms that support psychological needs satisfaction and psychosocial well-being in expanding group fitness models,
practitioners can better design inclusive, empowering, and adaptive fitness environments that cultivate intrinsic motivation and holistic health.
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Introduction

Over the last decade, fitness studios and gyms that specialize
in group exercise have grown in popularity throughout the fitness
industry [1]. Relying on the FITT Principle (i.e., Frequency, Intensity,
Time, and Type), the group fitness structure involves several
different styles of exercise that focus on the participants’ physical
activity levels and fitness capabilities such as, cardiorespiratory
endurance, muscular endurance, muscular strength, flexibility,
agility, and body composition [2]. The increased attraction to this
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style of specialized group fitness has led to the growth from small,
upscale boutique gyms to the franchising of group fitness gyms.
For example, Soul Cycle and Pure Barre started as stand-alone
small fitness studios but have since expanded to multiple locations
nationwide [1-3]. The growth in boutique-style gyms that specialize
in group fitness may be in response to the many physical and
psychosocial health benefits offered by structured group fitness
gyms. In general, the physical health benefits provided by boutique-
style group fitness gyms include improvements in aerobic fitness,
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body composition, resting metabolic rate, resting blood pressure,
and triacyclglycerol [4], whereas the psychosocial health benefits
include enhanced social connectedness [5], competence [6], self-
efficacy [7], and intrinsic motivation [5-9]. The biopsychosocial
benefits of boutique-style group fitness, as well as the opportunity
for social connectedness and accountability, may result in improved
mood states and decreased feelings of depression [10-11], anxiety
[10, 12], and social isolation or loneliness [10-11, 13]. The benefits
of the structure that group fitness provides may have influenced the
expansion of boutique fitness from local studios to national brands
and franchises. In response to this growth, researchers may want to
examine whether group fitness members basic psychological needs
are being met.

Self-determination theory (SDT; 14-15) may offer a valuable
perspective on the psychosocial benefits of boutique group fitness.
Specifically, SDT predicts that motivation and psychological
well-being are influenced by three basic psychological needs:
autonomy (i.e., feelings of a sense of choice), competence (i.e.
feelings of confidence and efficacy), and relatedness (i.e., feelings
of connectedness and belonging). In general, group fitness
environments inherently fulfill these psychological needs [5, 16-
18], therefore increasing participants’ intrinsic motivation toward
exercise. Group fitness supports both relatedness and competence,
as the gym structure fosters social connections with peers and
exercise instructors [6, 19] while providing exercise guidance
and measurable progress [5, 20-21]. Although autonomy may be
more challenging to provide for in group settings than relatedness
and competence, autonomy-supportive leadership style can
help promote participants’ sense of control [6, 22]. Accordingly,
structured group fitness environments that cultivate an autonomy-
supportive group environment may provide for feelings of basic
psychological needs satisfaction, increasing not only intrinsic
motivation toward exercise [6, 16-18], but also psychological
well-being [22-23]. However, it is unknown whether national
brands and franchised group fitness gyms, especially those that
are modeled after boutique fitness studios, influence members’
basic psychological needs. Therefore, it is important to determine
whether the tenets of SDT are being used in boutique-style group
fitness gyms and if they influence members’ basic psychological
needs satisfaction and intrinsic motivation toward exercise.

Relatedness and Social Connection

Group fitness environments inherently fulfill the need for
relatedness, as group exercise provides for social connection [5,
18-19]. In fact, enhanced feelings of relatedness have been shown
to be greater in group fitness contexts compared to individual gym
settings [5]. This enhanced relatedness is of particular importance
since relatedness has been shown to be the strongest predictor
of exercise behavior [18]. Hence, the feelings of relatedness in
group fitness environments provide for more sustained intrinsic
motivation toward exercise compared to individual contexts. This
increased feeling of relatedness not only improves physical health by
increasing sustained motivation toward exercise but also promotes
psychological well-being by providing for social connectedness [22-
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23] and decreased feelings of loneliness [24-26]. Given that group
fitness provides intrinsic motivation and social well-being through
high satisfaction of relatedness, it is important to specifically
examine if and how the environmental factors of specialized
group fitness gyms support feelings of relatedness. For example,
exploring how group dynamics, instructor interactions, and peer
support in various group fitness settings contribute to feelings of
relatedness and connectedness could offer deeper insights into if
and how specialized group fitness franchises and national brands
are effective at promoting social well-being among members.

Competence and Self-Efficacy

Within group fitness, the presence of structured exercise
programs that are offered by certified instructors who are
knowledgeable on aspects related to physical fitness, allows
participants to develop skill mastery over time. As a result,
participation in group fitness may also help enhance competence
[19, 21] and self-efficacy [28-29]. According to SDT [14-15],
enhanced feelings of competence influence intrinsic motivation
toward exercise. Increased feelings of competence are associated
with autonomous motivation in group [27, 31-32]. and community
[21] fitness participants. In fact, enhanced feelings of competence
have been reported by group fitness participants compared to those
in other exercise settings [22]. For these reasons, group fitness may
enhance competence and psychological well-being more so than an
individual and traditional gym setting. However, as the boutique
group fitness model continues to expand, with class capacity and
participation growing, the ability to maintain these benefits of
competence and self-efficacy remains unexplored. The larger
class capacity and growing memberships may dilute personalized
attention and feedback, which help to foster competence.
Personalization and structure allowed smaller boutique-style group
fitness gyms to be successful at promoting skill mastery and self-
efficacy. Thus, to ensure competence remains supported in national
and franchised models, it is necessary to explore whether they
endorse and provide individualized personal feedback, progressive
skill development, and program modifications. Research should
also further investigate if and how these group fitness structures
provide for competence through the models that made traditional
group fitness successful.

Autonomy and Leadership

In accordance with SDT tenets [14-15], group fitness
environments that provide for feelings of relatedness and
competence may enhance intrinsic motivation toward exercise [6,
8, 21, 32]. Yet, the structured nature of group exercise presents
challenges to supporting autonomy, which may leave participants
feeling constrained and unable to make decisions regarding their
workout experiences [33-34]. Conversely, when instructors engage
in autonomy-supportive behaviors, participants are more likely
to experience feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness
[6, 16-18]. Exercise leaders can engage in autonomy-supportive
behaviors by providing modifications, encouraging self-paced
adjustments, and facilitating a nonjudgmental atmosphere where
participants feel empowered to make decisions that align with their
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preferences and abilities. Such autonomy-supportive behaviors
may then enhance feelings of autonomy in group fitness contexts
and even improve psychological well-being [22]. Nonetheless,
the relationship between perceived autonomy and evolving
group fitness contexts remains unexplored. As class capacity and
memberships increase, there is less opportunity for individualized
structure. Therefore, research is specifically needed on how group
fitness environments modeled after boutique-style fitness dynamics
and mechanisms influence the psychological need of autonomy.
Training models that support autonomy such as individualization
and one-on-one form correction should be explored and tested
in such group fitness environments. By understanding how to
promote and nurture participants’ feelings of autonomy in the
growing group fitness setting, certified health fitness instructors
can better integrate autonomy-supportive practice to fully satisfy
participants psychological needs to enhance intrinsic motivation
and psychological well-being [35].

Summary and Recommendations for Future

Research

Group fitness environments can excel by providing for the three
basic psychological needs outlined in SDT [6, 14-18]. By providing
for these three basic psychological needs, group fitness instructors
can not only help to increase intrinsic motivation of their exercise
participants, but promote social connectedness [5, 10] and improve
mental well-being by reducing feelings of depression [10, 11] and
anxiety [10-11]. Therefore, with the growth and popularity of gyms
specialized in group fitness, it is important to examine if and how
the three psychological needs of SDT are promoted. By examining
the physical structure and psychosocial dynamics of the expanding
group fitness model, practitioners may learn the best practices for
incorporating aspects of the SDT related to competence, autonomy,
and relatedness. Understanding the best practices will ensure
group fitness environments remain inclusive, empowering, and
adaptive to diverse participant needs. In response, exercise leaders
of structured group fitness environments will have the ability to
prioritize holistic health even as they continue to rise in popularity
and expand.
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