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Abstract

Social factors and the concepts of flow and situational involvement have all been found 
to be influential in shaping leisure behavior. The purpose of this study was to ex-
amine the prevalence of different co-participants during recreational physical activity 
episodes, along with participants’ feelings of flow and situational involvement during 
recreational physical activity when alone and with different co-participants. Over one-
third of the 2053 episodes reported by the 365 adult participants in their log booklets 
occurred alone, whereas spouse/partner, children, and friends were other common 
co-participants. Episodes engaged in with someone else were more often character-
ized by anxiety, boredom, and apathy, but higher levels of situational involvement. Both 
the prevalence of flow categories and levels of situational involvement differed across 
types of co-participants, with participation alongside an activity-related club or group 
characterized by the most positive ratings of both feelings. Finally, higher levels of situ-
ational involvement were experienced during flow-like episodes. Implications for both 
researching and promoting physical activity are discussed.
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Introduction

Despite significant emphasis on physical activity promotion and a general awareness of 
exercise benefits, population-wide activity levels remain low and perhaps in a state of decline 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2001, 2003). Individual determinants of be-
havior, including factors such as self efficacy, demographic variables, and physical character-
istics have received considerable attention in the literature (Sallis & Owen, 1999). However, 
recent reviews have criticized past research for its overwhelmingly individual focus when 
examining the influences on physical activity patterns (Giles-Corti & Donovan, 2002; Sallis, 
Kraft & Linton, 2002). Trost, Neville, Bauman, Sallis and Brown (2002) suggested that factors 
affecting physical activity can be divided into six categories: a) demographic and biologi-
cal factors, b) psychological, cognitive and emotional factors, c) behavioral attributes and 
skills, d) social and cultural factors, e) physical environment factors and, f) physical activity 
characteristics.

This study was developed to focus on social factors affecting physical activity that was 
self-described as recreational in nature. In addition to examining with whom adults par-
ticipate in physical activity, we also examined how two psychological states – situational 
involvement and flow – vary according to the social context of physical activity episodes. 
Situational involvement refers to feelings of pleasure and enjoyment in particular situations, 
while flow describes a state of optimal arousal often spurred by a balance of challenge and 
skill during an activity. Both of these constructs, as well as various social factors, have all been 
shown to significantly affect leisure behavior in general (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Havitz & 
Dimanche, 1997; Kyle & Chick, 2002; Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). This paper aims to build 
on that research in physical activity contexts by examining associations between situational 
involvement and flow and by determining if situational involvement and flow vary when 
engaging in physical activity with different co-participants. Specifically, three research ques-
tions were examined:

1. Are higher levels of flow associated with higher levels of situational involvement  
during recreational physical activity?

2. How often does flow occur when engaging in recreational physical activity with  
various types of co-participants?

3. How do situational involvement levels during recreational physical activity differ  
with various types of co-participants? 

Given that social factors, flow, and situational involvement have all been found to be 
influential in shaping leisure participation, better understanding these concepts in relation to 
physical activity may shed light on potential means by which to positively influence physical 
activity behavior. 

Literature Review

Social Support and Physical Activity 

In the broad physical activity literature, the concept of social support has been exam-
ined widely and has been found to be a major predictor of physical activity levels among 
diverse study participants. Social support is commonly defined as “any behavior that assists 
another person in achieving desired goals” (Caplan et al., 1976 as cited in Taylor, Baranowski, 
& Sallis, 1994, p. 319). It can come from several sources, including family (parents and sib-
lings), friends, peers, and co-workers, and can take several forms, including instrumental, 
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informational, emotional, or modeling (House & Kahn, 1985; Duncan, Duncan, & Strycker, 
2005). 

In their review of 38 articles describing factors associated with adults’ physical activity 
participation, Trost et al. (2002) reported that social support was significantly correlated with 
physical activity in every study that included such a variable. Results from one study showed 
that individuals with low social support were more than twice as likely to lead sedentary 
lives as individuals with higher levels of social support (Stahl et al., 2001). The same study 
found that the social environment was the single most important predictor of physically ac-
tive behavior. Social support was also found to influence readiness or intent to participate 
in physical activity in models based on the Theory of Planned Behavior (Courneya et al., 
2000). Further, Leslie et al. (1999) employed two three-item scales that asked about the 
frequency of family and friends exercising with you, offering to exercise with you, and en-
couraging you to exercise. In both male and female college students, having high social sup-
port from both family and friends was significantly related to being classified as sufficiently 
active (>800 kcal/week). In a study of adults in San Diego, Sallis et al. (1989) reported that 
modeling and support from friends were significant predictors of the number of vigorous 
exercise sessions per week, but support from family was not. Orsega-Smith, Payne, and 
Godbey (2003) examined social support from family and friends in relation to recreation 
centre usage and found that ratings of support from family were associated with increased 
participation, while the relationship of support from friends was less clear. Rovniak et al. 
(2002) reported that social support from friends exhibited a moderate total effect on physical 
activity among a sample of university students, and that higher levels of social support led to 
higher levels of self-efficacy for physical activity. 

Several intervention studies have also featured social support as a key (or solitary) vari-
able for increasing physical activity (e.g., Dunn et al., 1997; Peterson, Yates, Atwood, & Hert-
zog, 2005; Toobert, Glasgow, Nettekoven, & Brown, 1998). The impact of social support 
programs on physical activity was further supported in a review of physical activity interven-
tions conducted by the Task Force on Community Preventive Services (Kahn et al., 2002). 
Finally, it has also been emphasized that social influences can work to influence physical 
activity both negatively or positively, in that social support can encourage participation or 
reinforce sedentary behaviors (Okun et al., 2003). 

In summary, the influence of support from family, friends, and others has been stud-
ied frequently, especially in research that adopts a social psychological (or social cognitive) 
perspective to analyze exercise and physical activity participation. The results of the vast 
majority of individual studies and reviews uphold the premise that social support, including 
actually participating in activities with others, is an important influence on physical activity.

Social Factors and Leisure Participation

Substantial attention has also been paid to how social factors motivate and facilitate 
leisure participation and involvement more generally (e.g., Kyle & Chick, 2002; Mannell & 
Kleiber, 1997). For example, several studies have examined the notion that social support 
obtained through leisure participation can buffer the effects of mental and physical stress 
(Iso-Ahola & Park, 1996; Cassidy, 2005; Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). Further, research has sug-
gested that leisure contributes to relationship quality through joint participation in leisure 
activities (Flora & Segrin, 1998). Kyle and Chick (2002) reported that family and social 
relationships were cited as the most important reason for engaging in camping for leisure. 
Overall, research has demonstrated how leisure can affect social relationships, as well as how 
social factors can affect leisure. 
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Traditionally, it was thought that simply participating in joint leisure had beneficial rela-
tional outcomes, but current research suggests that the quality of the joint endeavor is more 
important than the quantity. The experiences that one has with others differ across contexts 
and depend on the level of competition versus cooperation and social interaction (Flora & 
Segrin, 1998). Social context has also been shown to play a significant role in contributing 
to the experience of joint leisure. For example, television viewing has been shown to have 
very little positive effect on relationships due to a lack of direct interaction (Flora & Segrin, 
1998). As such, contexts that allow for direct interaction may be more conducive to positive 
outcomes and feelings of enjoyment (Flora & Segrin, 1998). Additionally, participation in 
leisure with friends may be more likely to produce positive feelings (Iso-Ahola & Park, 1996; 
Larson, Mannell, & Zuzanek, 1986; Okun et al., 2003), while family leisure, on the other 
hand, has been shown to produce constraints that affect enjoyment, especially for mothers 
(Brown, Brown, Miller, & Hansen, 2001). Therefore, examining experiences with different 
co-participants is important to understanding behavior and extends beyond the ways social 
support has been studied in past physical activity research. In summary, co-participants have 
been found to have an impact on the experience of leisure in other activities, but little is 
known about the influence of co-participants during physical activity episodes. 

Flow

Flow was first conceptualized by Csikszentmihalyi (1975) as a way to examine opti-
mal experiences. The model of flow requires a balance between the challenge offered by 
the activity and the skills required to perform the activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Too 
much challenge is seen as anxiety-producing, whereas an inordinate level of skill is likely to 
result in boredom. In addition to a balance between skills and challenge, flow is character-
ized by intense involvement, a loss of sense of time, clarity of goals, deep concentration, a 
transcendence of the self, lack of self consciousness, and a belief in the intrinsic value of the 
experience (Bryce & Haworth, 2002; Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). This optimal psychological 
state is described by Jackson and Eklund (2002) as “those moments when everything comes 
together for the performer” (p. 133). Particularly relevant to physical activity participation, 
flow is seen as a desirable state that carries the potential to enhance self-esteem and pro-
mote further participation (Stein, Kimiecik, Daniels, & Jackson, 1995).  Flow was originally 
conceptualized following a series of extensive interviews (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975), but has 
also been studied using the experience sampling method (e.g., Havitz & Mannell, 2005) and 
through laboratory experiments (e.g., Mannell & Bradley, 1986) and questionnaires (e.g., 
Webster, Trevino & Ryan, 1993). Measurement of flow is typically most concerned with 
the challenge-skill dyad for determining if flow is present (Jackson & Eklund, 2002; Voelkl 
& Ellis, 1998).

 Research has shown that flow can be achieved in several areas of everyday life however,  
the leisure context is still considered, by many, to be inherently conducive to flow given that 
leisure contexts often afford opportunities for free choice and to express one’s personality 
(Mannell & Kleiber, 1997; Leckey & Mannell, 2000). Flow has been examined in relation to 
particular leisure activities, such as electronic media use. For example, Mannell, Kaczynski, 
and Aronson (2005) reported that “relaxed leisure” activities such as television or reading 
are not conducive to flow because they often lack the necessary requirement of presenting 
challenge. Interestingly, video games offered the greatest opportunity to experience flow, 
perhaps because many automatically adjust the challenge level to match that of the users’ 
skills (Mannell et al., 2005). Jackson and Eklund (2002) examined flow in physical activity 
by employing a flow state scale and a dispositional flow scale in both recreational and elite 
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athletes. They determined that both scales were useful tools for the examination of flow in 
physical activity. Mannell et al. (2005) also found that adolescents who participated in physi-
cally active leisure more frequently were more likely to experience flow in their physical 
activity than less physically active youth. Although flow has frequently been studied and has 
provided interesting insight into motivation to participate in various recreational and non-
recreational pursuits, little has been written about the role of co-participants and whether 
the presence of others affects the likelihood of experiencing flow during physical activity.

Situational Involvement

Social judgment theory was originally developed in the mid-20th Century to study 
relationships between ego involvement and behavior (Sherif & Cantril, 1947). Involvement 
was adopted by leisure researchers in the mid-1980s to examine relationships with people’s 
leisure choices (Havitz & Dimanche, 1997). Involvement has been defined by Havitz and 
Dimanche as an “unobservable state of motivation, arousal or interest toward a recreational 
activity or associated product, evoked by a particular stimulus or situation, and which has 
drive properties” (p. 246; adapted from Rothschild, 1984, p. 216). Involvement, at its basic 
level, speaks to a person’s interest in a particular activity, product, or context. It is typi-
cally conceptualized as including components of enjoyment, fun, or excitement (Munson & 
McQuarrie, 1987). Indeed, Havitz and Dimanche found that, in the majority of dozens of 
leisure involvement studies, interest and pleasure are inseparable concepts. In their recently 
published structural analysis of leisure, Watkins and Bond (2007) noted that although pas-
sive and solitary contexts were most commonly sought when seeking leisure-based escape, 
“physically active and socially oriented pursuits were also related to leisure if they removed 
or ‘blotted out’ pressure. The experience of mentally relaxing and feeling pleasure (i.e., de-
fined in sensuous terms such as ‘to indulge myself ’ or ‘to feel physically exhausted’) served 
to divert attention, restore well-being, and relieve pressure” (p. 298).

Considered temporally, two types of involvement have been identified. First, situational 
involvement “reflects temporary feelings of involvement that accompany a certain situation” 
(Richins, Bloch & McQuarrie, 1992, p. 143). Second, enduring involvement refers to ongo-
ing feelings or concerns that a consumer or participant brings into a situation (Richins et al., 
1992). In leisure studies, enduring involvement can be understood as “ego” involvement or 
one’s motivations to participate (Havitz & Mannell, 2005). While enduring involvement is 
considered to be stable, situational involvement is seen to differ depending on the situation 
(Havitz & Mannell, 2005). Traditionally, situational involvement and enduring involvement 
have been studied together to examine involvement responses (Richins et al., 1992). More 
recently, however, it has been suggested that research should separate the two constructs 
in order to gain a better understanding of how each is meaningful in the study of leisure 
(Naylor, 2006).  

Situational involvement, as mentioned earlier, is context-dependant and, therefore, the 
relevance or importance that one places on an activity will differ across situations (Havitz & 
Mannell, 2005). Although co-participation may be an instrumental factor affecting the en-
joyment one gets from participating in an activity, no research has considered co-participants 
and situational involvement to examine the relationships between the two.

Flow and situational involvement have, however, been studied in relation to one an-
other. Havitz and Mannell (2005) reported that when high levels of enduring involvement 
were reported, higher levels of flow were also found. Situational involvement was found 
to influence or mediate this relationship in that immediate psychological variables such as 
enjoyment influence subsequent leisure behavior. Although Havitz and Mannell examined 
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a broadly defined set of leisure contexts, situational involvement has not been explicitly ex-
amined with respect to physical activity and how it affects participation.

In summary, past research has revealed strong relationships between leisure behavior and 
either flow or situational involvement or both (e.g., Chou & Ting, 2003; Csikszentmihalyi 
& Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Havitz & Mannell, 2005; Naylor, 2006; Pritchard & Brunson III, 
2001). Similarly, the social context of leisure activities is also important for understanding the 
quantity and quality of participation (e.g., Kyle & Chick, 2002; Naylor, 2006). In this study, 
we examine simultaneously the three concepts of flow, situational involvement, and social 
participation to better understand their relationship during recreational physical activity.

Methods

This study is part of a larger project on individual, social, and environmental influences 
on physical activity. The following paragraphs outline the data collection process that was 
used, the measures that were employed, and the analyses undertaken for the present paper.

Participants were recruited from four neighborhoods within the city of Waterloo, On-
tario. The neighborhoods were each approximately one square mile in size and were selected 
because they represented a mix of development patterns and land uses. Although information 
about income and race were not collected from participants, 2001 Canadian Census data 
showed that median household income in the four neighborhoods ranged from $40,060 to 
$82,738 and the percentage of residents in each district born outside of Canada ranged from 
16.5% to 23.5% (race data for each neighborhood were not available). As is described further 
below, study respondents were highly educated, with the percentage of participants in each 
neighborhood that had graduated from college ranging from 50.0% to 82.4%. 

Study Area and Sample

From property lists provided by municipal officials, 250 households were randomly se-
lected from each neighborhood and were mailed letters to introduce them to the study and 
to request their participation. In selecting households, significant steps were taken to ensure 
that multi-household properties (e.g., triplexes, apartments) were appropriately represented 
in the sampling frame. Study materials were distributed door-to-door by trained research 
assistants and all adult (18 and older) members of the household were asked to participate. 
Participants were paid a nominal incentive of five dollars upon completion of the study and 
were offered the opportunity to receive personal and generalized feedback about the study 
and their physical activity participation. In total, 960 packages were distributed and 585 were 
completed across all four of the neighborhoods for a response rate of 61%. To avoid artificial 
dependence among the data points, especially with respect to co-participants during physical 
activity episodes, this study reports data from only one randomly selected respondent from 
each unique household in the study.   

Measures

This study utilized a detailed activity log booklet in which participants recorded and 
provided details about all their episodes of physical activity over a seven-day period that 
were 10 or more minutes in duration. As is described further below, participants listed any 
co-participants they engaged with and also responded to four Likert-type questions for each 
episode rating the challenge and skill involved as well as their feelings of enjoyment and 
pleasure during the activity. Additionally, the purpose of each physical activity episode was 
categorized by participants as one of recreation, transportation, household, or job-related. 
To facilitate this selection, in the detailed instructions for the log booklet, respondents were 
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provided with brief definitions for each purpose category as taken from the International 
Physical Activity Questionnaire (Craig et al., 2003). As mentioned above, this study uses data 
from only those episodes classified as “recreation”, which was defined as “physical activity 
that was done for recreation, sport, exercise, or leisure” (Craig et al., 2003). 

The current study focused on the prevalence of different co-participants and the par-
ticipants’ feelings of flow and situational involvement during physical activity episodes. Co-
participants were listed by study participants in an open-ended fashion. The descriptions 
provided were coded into several categories, including alone, with spouse/partner, children, 
friends, co-workers, other relative, pet, club/group (e.g., a running club), and other. As is 
described further below, a relatively small number (e.g., 8%) of episodes included multiple 
types of co-participants which were collapsed into appropriate groupings (e.g., spouse and 
pet). However, those few episodes which included two or more types of co-participants 
were not analyzed in the current study. 

A two-item scale used to measure situational involvement was taken from a longer 
10-item instrument developed by Naylor (2006). The shorter version was used here in an 
attempt to minimize respondent fatigue as the log booklet was long and detailed. For each 
episode of physical activity, participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement on 
a 7-point scale with two statements: “That physical activity episode was pleasurable” and “I 
was really enjoying doing that”. A coefficient alpha of .96 was computed for the two-item 
scale and the mean of the two items (when both items were answered) was used as the 
measure of situational involvement for each episode. These values were standardized within 
individuals such that the resulting z-score represented a value that indicated the level of situ-
ational involvement for that episode relative to each participant’s overall level of situational 
involvement across all the recreational physical activity episodes they reported (i.e., above, 
below, or at the mean of all of his or her episodes).  

To measure flow during recreational physical activity episodes, participants were asked 
to respond to two items, “The challenge of the activity for me wa …”  and “My skills in 
and knowledge of the activity were…”, on a 7-point scale ranging from “very low” to 
“very high” (Mannell et al., 2005). According to the reformulated model of flow described 
by Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi (1988) and Ellis, Voekl, and Morris (1994), flow 
occurs only when both the skill and challenge ratings for an episode are higher than the in-
dividual’s mean skill and challenge levels across all of their reported episodes. This model has 
been verified by studies showing that significantly greater levels of indicators of flow (e.g., 
positive affect, arousal, passing of time) occur when both challenges and skills exceed typical 
levels (Carli, DelleFave, & Massimini, 1988; Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 1989; Massimini, 
Csikszentmihalyi, & Carli, 1987). As such, in this study, the mean of challenge and skill were 
calculated for each participant’s recreational physical activity episodes and this mean was 
used to determine flow on an episodic basis. For example, where both challenge and skill 
ratings were greater than the individual’s respective mean values, the episode was considered 
to be flow. Where challenge was greater than the mean but skill was less than the mean, the 
episode was classified as anxiety-producing. When challenge was less than the mean but skill 
was greater than the mean, boredom was said to occur. Finally, where both challenge and 
skill were below their respective means, the episode was coded as apathy (Csikszentmihalyi 
& Csikszentmihalyi, 1988).  

Analyses

To investigate the three research questions, a series of statistical analyses involving analy-
sis of variance, t-tests, and chi-square tests were conducted. Initially, frequencies were com-
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puted to explore the prevalence of different co-participants during episodes of recreational 
physical activity. Subsequently, analysis of variance was used to determine whether differing 
levels of situational involvement were experienced during episodes classified into the four 
flow categories. Finally, chi-square and analysis of variance tests were used to examine flow 
and situational involvement, respectively, during episodes with different co-participants.

Results

A total of 365 participants reported at least some recreational physical activity episodes 
during the course of the study week. However, ten people declined to answer all of the de-
mographic questions in the survey. Table 1, therefore, describes the sample characteristics for 
the remaining 355 participants in the study, including 127 males (35.8%) and 228 females 
(64.2%). 

TABLE 1
Sample Characteristics

Characteristic N %

Sex

      Male 127 35.8%

      Female 228 64.2%

      Total 355 100.0%

Age

      18-24 26 7.3%

      25-34 74 20.8%

      35-44 84 23.7%

      45-54 73 20.6%

      55-64 42 11.8%

      65-88 56 15.8%

      Total 355 100.0%

Marital Status

      Married 242 68.2%

      Marriage like relationship 25 7.0%

      Single, Never Married 49 13.8%

      Divorced 14 3.9%

      Separated 6 1.7%

      Widowed 19 5.4%

      Total 355 100.0%

Highest Level of Education

      Attended some high school 18 5.1%

      Graduated from high school 47 13.2%

      Attended some university or college 52 14.6%

      Graduated from university or college 136 38.2%

      Completed a postgraduate degree 98 27.5%

      Other 5 1.4%

      Total 356 100.0%
 

Table 1 Note: A total of 10 responses were missing from each of the four variables and are not included in 
the table data.
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The age of respondents ranged from 18 to 88 years old and nearly two-thirds of the 
sample was aged 25-54 (65.1%). The majority of participants reported that they were mar-
ried at the time of the study (68.2%), and, overall, the sample was well educated as 80.5% of 
the participants reported that they had attended at least some post-secondary schooling.

A total of 2053 physical activity episodes classified as recreation were reported dur-
ing the study week, with a mean of 6.33 episodes per person; an average of just under one 
episode per day. No significant differences were found (t=.1.49, p=.14) between men (6.26) 
and women (5.83) with respect to the number of reported episodes.

Participants reported that their recreational physical activity episodes occurred with a 
variety of co-participants. Table 2 illustrates that of the 1939 episodes for which valid co-
participant data were available, participating alone was the most common situation (704). 
However, friends (227), children (206), spouse/partner (202), pets (95), club/group (81), 
other relatives (77) and co-workers (38),  were also commonly reported co-participants. 

A mean score of 5.51 was found for the measure of situational involvement in recre-
ational physical activity and responses ranged from 1.75 to 7.00 on the seven-point scale. 
Table 3 illustrates that 388 (18.9%) episodes were characterized by feelings of flow, while 
anxiety was reported for 521 episodes (25.4%), and boredom and apathy were found in 408 
(19.9%) and 711 (34.6%) episodes, respectively.

Research Question Analyses

Research question one attempted to determine whether higher levels of flow are as-
sociated with higher levels of situational involvement during recreational physical activity. 
As Table 3 also illustrates, levels of situational involvement differed significantly between 
episodes classified into the four flow categories (F=4.07, p=.007). Situational involvement 
was highest within the flow category (5.75) and lowest within the apathy category (5.21). 
Anxiety (5.62) and boredom (5.57) were characterized by similar and intermediate levels of 
situational involvement. 

Our second research question aimed to examine how flow during physical activity dif-
fered with various co-participants. Table 4 shows the statistically significant differences in the 
occurrence of the four flow classifications during recreational physical activity alone versus 
with anyone else (χ2 = 34.23, p<.001). Flow occurred somewhat more often with some-
one else (51.8%) than alone (48.2%), but the differences were minimal. Anxiety was much 
more common with others (62.0%) than alone (38.0%). Similarly, boredom was more com-
mon among episodes with co-participants (70.8%) than episodes without co-participants 
(29.2%), and apathy was also more common with co-participants (67.1%) than without 
co-participants (32.9%). 

After investigating the prevalence of flow while alone versus with others, the frequency 
of the four flow categories was examined during episodes with various co-participants. 
Table 5 illustrates that in recreational physical activity with one’s spouse or partner, feelings 
of flow (10.9%) and boredom (15.3%) were least likely, while anxiety (31.2%) and apathy 
(42.6%) occurred more often. A similar trend occurred during participation in physical 
activity with children as flow was again the least likely feeling (14.6%) and apathy most 
common (35.6%), whereas anxiety and boredom were experienced in 23.4% and 26.3% of 
episodes, respectively. In participation with friends, apathy was again most common (36.2%), 
followed by anxiety (26.3%), boredom (23.2%) and flow (14.3%). When participating with 
co-workers, anxiety was most common (36.8%), followed by apathy (31.6%), while flow and 
boredom occurred with equal but lesser frequency (15.8% each). Apathy was most com-
mon (47.3%) when participating with pets, followed by boredom (33.3%), flow (16.1%), 
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TABLE 3
Level of Situational Involvement in Four Flow Model Categories

Flow Category N %
Situational

Involvement1

Flow 388 18.9% 5.75a

Anxiety 521 25.4% 5.62b

Boredom 408 19.9% 5.57b

Apathy 711 34.6% 5.21c
 

Table 3 Notes: F=4.76, p<.01; Mean values with different superscript letters were significantly 
different from one another at the p<.05 level.

TABLE 4
Flow Classifications During Physical Activity Alone and with Anyone

Alone Anyone Total

Flow
171

(48.2%)
184

(51.8%)
355

Anxiety
186

(38.0%)
303

(62.0%)
489

Boredom
114

(29.2%)
277

(70.8%)
391

Apathy
225

(32.9%)
458

(67.1%)
683

Total
696

(36.3%)
1222

(63.7%)
1918

TABLE 5
Flow Classifications During Physical Activity Episodes with Various Co-participants

Flow Anxiety Boredom Apathy Total 

Partner
22 63 31 86 202

10.9% 31.2% 15.3% 42.6% 100.0%

Children
30 48 54 73 205

14.6% 23.4% 26.3% 35.6% 100.0%

Friend
32 59 52 81 224

14.3% 26.3% 23.2% 36.2% 100.0%

Co-worker
6 14 6 12 38

15.8% 36.8% 15.8% 31.6% 100.0%

Pet
15 3 31 44 93

16.1% 3.2% 33.3% 47.3% 100.0%

Club/Group
26 37 4 14 81

32.1% 45.7% 4.9% 17.3% 100.0%

Total
131 224 178 310 843

26.6% 21.1% 36.8% 100.0%
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and anxiety (3.2%). Finally, during participation with a club/group, anxiety (45.7%) was the 
most frequent feeling, while flow (32.1%) occurred slightly less often, and apathy (17.3%) 
and boredom (4.9%) were much less common. Overall, statistically significant differences 
were found between episodes with different co-participants with respect to the likelihood 
of experiencing the different flow categories (χ2=88.39, p<.001). Respondents appeared to 
be much more likely to experience flow or anxiety—two high challenge situations—when 
participating with a club/group, whereas apathy was most common when participating with 
one’s pet, children, spouse/partner, or friends.   

The third research question investigated whether situational involvement during rec-
reational physical activity differed with various co-participants. In examining situational 
involvement during physical activity episodes that occurred alone versus with anyone else, 
statistically significant differences were found (t=-7.53, p=<.001). For episodes participated 
in alone, the mean standardized situational involvement rating was significantly lower (M=-
0.19, SD= 0.76) than during episodes with anyone else (M=0.13, SD=0.82).  

Levels of situational involvement were then examined during episodes with various 
co-participants (Table 6). Statistically significant differences were found between the co-par-
ticipant groups of spouse/partner, children, friend, co-worker, pet, and club/group (F=2.86, 
p=<.05). Overall, participating with a club/group (M=.26) and friends (M=.18) produced 
the highest standardized situational involvement ratings. Spouse/partner (M=.08) and chil-
dren (M=.06) were similar in producing intermediate ratings, while the lowest ratings oc-
curred during episodes with pets (-.03) and co-workers (-.09).

Discussion

This study explored the social nature of recreational physical activity participation and 
participants’ perceptions of flow and situational involvement during these physical activity 
episodes. Specifically, we wanted to determine if flow and situational involvement were af-
fected by participating in activity with various co-participants and to determine whether 
increases in flow are associated with increases in situational involvement. 

Our data suggested that situational involvement scores were highest during flow-like 
episodes as opposed to episodes characterized by anxiety, boredom, or apathy. While it can-
not be said that higher levels of situational involvement cause higher levels of flow or vice 

TABLE 6
Level of Situational Involvement with Various Co-participants

N Mean1 Std. 
Deviation

F p

Club/group 81 0.26a 0.90

2.86       .04

Friend 225 0.18a 0.86

Spouse/Partner 201 0.08b 0.74

Children 204 0.06b 0.81

Pet 93 -0.03c 0.81

Co-worker 38 -0.09c 0.83

Table 6 Notes: Mean values with different superscript letters were significantly different from one 
another at the p<.05 level.
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versa, perhaps experiencing pleasure or enjoyment during an activity has an effect on how 
one perceives the challenge and skills presented by the activity. Alternatively, perhaps when 
one believes their skills are a good match with the challenge in an activity, they are more 
likely to enjoy the activity or experience pleasure from it (Havitz & Mannell, 2005). Irre-
spective of causality, this positive relationship is intuitive.

Our data also showed that anxiety, boredom, and apathy occurred more commonly 
when participating in recreational physical activity with co-participants than alone. For 
boredom and apathy—two low challenge contexts—this may be explained by the challenge 
level of an activity having to be reduced to accommodate for the skills of various co-partic-
ipants. Similarly, participating in activities with others may mean that one’s skills may not be 
sufficient for the group’s activity and intensity level, thereby resulting in feelings of anxiety.  
Future research could attempt to confirm or disconfirm these potential explanations about 
the occurrence of the four flow categories during solitary and joint physical activities. 

We also examined the prevalence of flow categories with various types of co-partici-
pants. For example, participation with a club or a group was associated with higher levels of 
flow and anxiety—two high challenge contexts. Again, these positive relationships are intui-
tive. Because these contexts are often freely chosen (Leckey & Mannell, 2000), individuals 
might naturally be expected to align themselves with groups in which participants shared 
similar interests and skill sets. This level of homogeneity could be encouraged by recreation 
professionals seeking to promote flow-inducing physical activity contexts. It is also possible 
that being with a group or club helps to balance out skill and challenge levels because of 
the presence of a coach or other participants who are knowledgeable about the activity. In 
contrast, flow was the least common feeling and apathy most common when participating 
with one’s spouse/partner or children or friends. Again, it is possible that when participating 
with those who are most significant in our lives, skill and challenge levels have to be adjusted 
(likely lowered) to match those of the co-participants, thereby potentially resulting in apathy 
(Larson et al., 1986). Similarly, compromises made to find activities that are feasible for both 
participants may mean that the chosen activities may require lower skills and provided lesser 
challenge and may not be favored by either party. 

Finally, we also investigated how situational involvement in recreational physical activity 
differed in the company of various co-participants. Episodes engaged in alone had signifi-
cantly lower situational involvement ratings than episodes engaged in with a co-participant. 
This difference could possibly be attributed to increased feelings of pleasure and enjoyment 
as a result of having co-participants to engage in an activity with. Further, statistically sig-
nificant findings were found between participation contexts with various co-participants. 
Physical activity episodes with co-workers and pets were associated with the lowest levels of 
situational involvement. It is possible that participating with a co-worker or pet brings with 
it a sense of responsibility or obligation and a lack of free choice that reduces the amount of 
pleasure and enjoyment experienced. At the other end of the spectrum, participating with 
a club/group or friend produced the highest levels of situational involvement, more so than 
participating with children or a spouse/partner. This latter result is consistent with the find-
ing reported above that apathy was more common with immediate family members and also 
with past research that has shown that activities experienced in the presence of friends were 
rated more favorably than those engaged in with family members (Larson et al., 1986).   

Re-Examining the Flow Typology

Interestingly, flow was less likely during episodes with co-participants than alone, but 
heightened situational involvement was more likely during episodes with co-participants 
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than alone. Perhaps co-participation in recreational physical activity is both positive and 
negative in that it produces feelings of pleasure and enjoyment, yet it impacts the partici-
pant’s ability to reach an optimal balance between skills and challenges. Taken further, these 
observations segue into a challenge of the four labels used in Csikszentmihalyi’s (1988) flow 
typology. It could be argued that three of the four labels (anxiety, boredom, and apathy) have 
more negative than positive meanings associated with them. It seems incongruent, given the 
way respondents are placed into the typology based on skill and challenge scores above or 
below the mean, that approximately 75% of daily life episodes, or in this case physical activ-
ity episodes, would be described in predominantly negative terms. Indeed, Kleiber (2000) 
challenged the privilege generally afforded flow and other manifestations of high intensity 
activity in leisure research circles.

The additional variables examined in this study are instructive in that regard. For ex-
ample, our data, which include the situational involvement measures, suggest that many 
episodes placed into the boredom category might be more accurately cast as relaxation. This 
makes intuitive sense in that the boredom category elicited slightly above average situation-
al involvement scores overall, and also when club/group members, friends, children, and 
spouses/partners were present (see Table 6). Our suggestion regarding relaxation as a more 
appropriate heading for this category can be traced in part to Kleiber’s (2000) lament regard-
ing the “neglect of relaxation” (p. 82) in the leisure literature. In so doing, it is necessary to 
argue for some level of congruence between physical activity and relaxation. Contexts such 
as a mother playing with a toddler in a playground, a couple walking a dog at a park, or two 
parents pushing a baby stroller through a neighborhood come to mind. That said, there are 
obviously many forms of relaxation, including some discussed by Kleiber, that include no 
physical activity whatsoever. Additional support for consideration of this terminology was 
provided by Massimini and Carli (1988).

Like the flow category, the anxiety-inducing contexts also generated higher than aver-
age overall levels of situational involvement. In contrast to the previous example regarding 
the boredom category, we do not propose re-naming the anxiety category. However, we 
would note that because situational involvement levels seem relatively elevated in these 
contexts, anxiety-producing leisure experiences are not necessarily negative situations and 
may be fertile ground for studying physical activity. Our data do not provide the level of 
specificity needed to ascertain why anxiety was present. It could relate to the activity itself; 
for example, one person may be less motivated or in poor shape relative to his or her jogging 
partner. Indeed, in their conceptual discussion of physical activity and social comparison 
theory, Frederick, Havitz, and Shaw (1994) argued that self-improvement contexts, those in 
which physical activity participants deliberately compare themselves with similar but slightly 
superior others, are most common. It might be expected that some level of heightened 
anxiety would accompany such situations. Anxiety may also arise from issues unrelated to 
the physical activity context; for example, a partnered couple discussing their tight financial 
situation while out for a walk on a community trail. In that sense, it is interesting to ponder 
whether physical activities themselves or various social contexts might mediate overall levels 
of satisfaction.

It is important to recognize that the four-quadrant model proposed by Csikszentmi-
halyi and Csikszentmihalyi (1988) and, especially, the psychometric heuristic used to place 
episodes into it may result in some spurious interpretations. For example, an episode where 
skill and challenge levels are both slightly above average and thus classified as flow may be 
more similar to an episode where skill and challenge levels are both slightly below average 
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(apathy) than it is to a flow episode in which both skill and challenge are well above average. 
We have illustrated this dilemma in Figure 1.  Those episodes placed near the center of the 
diagram in the lighter portions may be relatively ambiguous in terms of their fit in a par-
ticular quadrant and with respect to their relationship to similarly placed episodes in other 
quadrants. These zones of ambiguity extend out from the center where the boundaries of 
the various quadrants meet. By contrast, those episodes placed into the darker areas are more 
clearly identified with the quadrant in which they are located. Massimini and Carli (1988, p. 
270) proposed a similar diagram which includes the four aforementioned categories (anxiety, 
apathy, boredom and flow) as well as four intermediate categories (worry, relaxation, control, 
and arousal) only one of which, the previously discussed relaxation, is included on Figure 1. 
In deference to the focus on other issues included in this research, we chose to delimit our 
placement of episodes into four categories rather than the eight described by Massimini and 
Carli, though this remains a topic and option for future research.

FIGURE 1.  Anxiety, apathy, boredom and flow expressed as a continuum.

Limitations

While the current study yielded a variety of interesting findings regarding situational 
involvement and flow in physical activity, it was subject to certain limitations. First, because 
this study only examined recreational episodes of physical activity, we did not compare feel-
ings of flow and situational involvement during other types of physical activity episodes or 
relative to non-physical activity episodes. Second, because respondents were asked to report 
their co-participants in an open-ended manner, episodes with multiple co-participants were 
difficult to code. As a result, approximately 8% of episodes were not used in the examination 
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of flow and situational involvement with various co-participants. However, future research 
could examine the dynamics of engaging in physical activity with multiple types of co-
participants. Finally, due to the cross-sectional design of this study, we could not determine 
causality, such as whether situational enjoyment causes flow or vice versa. 

Conclusion

This study represents one of the first attempts to integrate social contexts, flow, and 
situational involvement, three variables that have heretofore been found to be influential 
in shaping leisure participation. Given that these factors have been relatively understudied, 
especially during physical activity, the discipline might benefit from further research in this 
area. For example, research that aims to determine factors within physical activity (e.g., 
social support) that increase the feelings associated with situational involvement (pleasure 
and enjoyment) would be beneficial to practitioners looking to create programs aimed at 
increasing physical activity. Also, research that examines possible ways to match challenge 
and skills in physical activity could aid in the development of programs with flow-producing 
potential. Further, an examination of whether feelings of situational involvement and flow 
during physical activity encourage future participation might be interesting and beneficial 
from the perspectives of infrastructure and policy development. Future research examining 
flow and situational involvement and physical activity could also focus on the intensity of 
the activity and whether mild, moderate, or more strenuous participation has an affect on 
the likelihood of experiencing flow and enjoyment. Finally, further research that aims to 
examine if co-participation is good for encouraging flow and situational involvement could 
change the way we encourage physical fitness, perhaps by placing more emphasis on groups 
or clubs. For example, experimental research has shown walking and running groups to be 
effective for encouraging physical activity, and the results of this study suggest that greater 
use of these in community settings may be beneficial (Brownson et al., 2004; Fahrenwald, 
Atwood, & Johnson, 2005; Fisher & Li, 2004). Overall, initiatives aimed at enhancing the 
frequency or intensity of enjoyment and flow in physical activity contexts have potential to 
increase participation and ideally overall population health as well.
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