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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.

KEYWORDS
adolescent, barriers, COM-B, facilitators, intellectual disability, physical activity

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-

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

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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22 | WILEY_ D20

(Continued)

TABLE 1

Barriers and facilitators

Theory of

Environmental/contextual

Interpersonal

Individual

behaviour Recruitment Participants Data collection

Aims/objectives

Authors

Year

vision impairments,
hearing deficits,

continence, arthritis,

spinal problems and

leukaemia.

Parents indicated that

children with poorer

motor skills and a lack
of coordination were

less likely to engage in

physical activity.

Behavioural issues such as

non-compliance were
also highlighted by

parents as a barrier to

McDERMOTT ET AL.

participation in formal

activities.

If a child did not enjoy an

activity, they would not

initiate it or participate

init.

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

experience decreased autonomy and independence
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; Syvéoja
etal., 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 (Rutten
et al., 2017).

Theoretical frameworks can support researchers to explain

beginning

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).
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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.

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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i) Physical capability (e.g. physical skill, strength or stamina)
ii)  Psychological capability (e.g. knowledge or psychological skills)

i) Automatic motivation (e.g. automatic processes involving
emotional reactions, desires or impulses)

ii)  Reflective motivation (e.g. reflective processes, conscious plans
and evaluations)

resources)
ii)  Social opportunity (e.g. interpersonal influences, cultural and
Social norms)

i) Physical opportunity (e.g. time, finances and material | l

of COVID-19, a second focus group with additional student partici-

pants was unable to proceed in one of the schools.

24 | 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

FIGURE 1 The COM-B model of
behaviour. Source: Adapted from Michie
et al. (2014)
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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 mee