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Abstract 

Martial arts and combat sports (MA&CS) popularity has been growing, and their associated benefits are 
widely known. Several studies report psychological benefits related to MA&CS participation. Albeit there is a 
broad body of research (following the tenets of self-determination theory - SDT) on motivation in sport and 
exercise, research in MA&CS motivation is scarce or very specific to single disciplines or styles. The objective 
of this study is to understand the motivational mechanisms for adherence and retention on MA&C practice, to 
identify differences between MA&CS on participants’ basic psychological needs and the quality of their 
motivational regulation. Mediation analysis will be conducted to explore the mechanisms of motivation on 
MA&CS participation. 
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1. Introduction 

Martial arts and combat sports (MA&CS) popularity has been growing during the last 
decades, and the associated benefits for their practitioners, such us improved overall health and 
increased sense of wellness (Bounty, Campbell, Galvan, Cooke, & Antonio 2011), are widely known. 
They can be an option for doing physical activity (PA), providing a set of formal movements that 
can be used for practicing self-defense, sports competition, physical conditioning, or motor and 
emotional skills (Koutures & Demorest, 2018). Several studies report psychological benefits related 
to MA&CS participation (e.g., Chyu, 2010; Jansen P. & Dahmen-Zimmer, 2012; Chyu et al., 2013; Lip 
et al., 2015). Fabio and Towey (2018), in a cross-sectional study with two independent groups of 
MA&CS and non-MA&CS practitioners, reported that the MA&CS group, even when differentiated by 
experience level, showed higher levels of self-esteem and self-efficacy and lower levels of 
aggressiveness than the control group. Another study exploring the motives for practicing krav 
maga and wing chung identified self-defense and physical conditioning as the main goals and 
related them with the development of autonomy and competence, in the scope of self-
determination theory (SDT), underlining, however, the need for further studies on motivation 
variables (Körner, Heil, & Staller, 2017). Ryan, Frederick, Lepes, Rubio and Sheldon (1997) 
compared different motivations between aerobics and taekwondo participants and concluded that 
motives related to the body was more associated to aerobic participants and fun and competence 
were more associated to taekwondo participants. Albeit there is a broad body of research 
(following the tenets of SDT) on motivation for sport and exercise, research in MA&CS motivation is 
scarce or very specific to single disciplines or styles.   

2. Objectives 

The objective of this study is to understand the motivational mechanisms for adherence and 
retention on MA&C practice, to identify differences between MA&CS on participants’ basic 
psychological needs and the quality of their motivational regulation.      
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3. Methodology 

We will conduct this study between 2019 and 2020, with a cross-sectional observational 
design, using a web-based self-reported data form. Our sample will be comprised of at least 1,000 
participants from the top twelve most participated Portuguese MA&CS. In the first part of our 
inquiry we will collect general demographic data and MA&CS historical data of participation for 
each subject. On the second part of the inquiry we will assess motivation with the Psychological 
Need Satisfaction in Exercise Scale (Wilson, Rogers, Rodgers, & Wild, 2006) and the Behavioral 
regulation in Exercise Questionnaire 3 BREQ3p in the Portuguese Version (Palmeira, Teixeira, Silva, 
& Markland, 2007). Pearson correlations, independent-sample t-test, analyses of variance (ANOVA), 
and mediation analysis (Hayes, 2013) will be conducted to explore the mechanisms of motivation 
on MA&CS participation. 

4. Results, Discussion and Conclusion 

In terms of motivational regulation, we expect to find positive associations between 
adherence and retention to MA&CS and the more intrinsic components of motivation on the non-
competitor participants. In line with SDT, we also expect to find greater satisfaction and less 
frustration of basic psychological needs on the overall sample (Ryan & Deci, 2017). We also intend 
to explore the mechanisms by which different MA&CS, with distinct formal and cultural 
frameworks, have distinct motivational components. On the other hand, in terms of basic 
psychological needs, we expect to find significant differences between individuals with different 
experience in practicing MA&CS. This study will allow us to compare different MA&CS in terms of 
motivational regulation and basic psychological needs by exploring demographic variables and 
their indirect influence on MA&CS participation. 
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