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Abstract. Fitness as a healthy lifestyle implementation helps to improve the social, mental and 
physical well-being components. Several scientists have indicated that there is a connection 
between social belonging and physical activity (PA) as the structural component of a healthy 
lifestyle (Walseth, 2006; Walseth & Fasting, 2004; Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2006; 
Anthias, 2006; Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001; Everard et al., 2000). That is why the goal of the 
research is to develop and apply a social belonging promotion programme for women in fitness 
programme and to determine the changes in the lifestyle structural component health 
promoting PA. 10 women involved in fitness classes in small groups (2-4 people) participated 
in the case study, where in addition to PA social belonging promotion events were organized 
for all women together. In order to evaluate the structural components of social belonging and 
PA level and type, questionnaires adapted in Latvia and a semi-structured interview was used. 
Applying the social belonging promotion programme for women in fitness creates statistically 
significant changes in such structural components as sense of commitment (p<0.01), perception 
of interpersonal relations (p<0.01). By additionally promoting social belonging in fitness, 
women perceive the group better, are willing to spend more time with it; that, in turn, positively 
affects the willingness to be physically and socially active on a daily basis. 

Keywords: lifestyle changes, social belonging development, women in fitness.  

 
Introduction 

 
The necessity of social belonging for a person to be physically and mentally 

healthy has already long been proven in science (Barden et al., 1985; Hagerty et 
al., 1992; Hale et al., 2005; Leary et al., 1995). The physical health, psychological 
state, beliefs, social relationships of the person and the most significant factors of 
the environment affect the quality of life in a complex way (Oort et al., 2005). 
People need communication and social relationships. They not only live in groups, 
but also spend most time of their everyday life interacting. Roy F. Baumeister and 
Mark R. Leary (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) have concluded that the need to 
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belong is the main motivation for people. There is a correlation between the need 
to belong and the cognitive abilities, emotions, behaviour, health and quality of 
life. Researchers explain that much of what we understand as human interpersonal 
relationships can be integrated in the notion of belonging, which is a factor that 
affects the quality of life (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

The development of the fitness field as an innovative social practice has 
contributed to the social changes between people. Attitude towards the body is 
changing, the role of the functional beauty has become more important, where 
external attractiveness presents evidence on the internal health and the 
characteristic properties of the person, as well as promotes the growth of 
competitiveness in the groups of society. The body becomes not only a 
fundamental value, but also a condition for achievements, an agent that allows a 
person to integrate into the part of the society, which he/she prefers. Thanks to the 
body, the person gives a signal to others in the group that he/she is one of them.  

Fitness as a healthy lifestyle implementation helps to improve the social, 
mental and physical well-being components (Mammen & Faulkner, 2013). 
Several scientists have indicated that there is a connection between social 
belonging and the amount of physical activity (Walseth, 2006; Walseth & Fasting, 
2004; Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2006; Anthias, 2006; Pinquart & Sorensen, 
2001; Everard et al., 2000). 

That is why the goal of the research is to develop and apply a social 
belonging promotion programme for women in fitness programme and to 
determine the changes in the lifestyle structural component health promoting 
physical activities. 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 

The general understanding of social belonging means an individual’s 
belonging to a socio-cultural group, allowing to find their place in the socio-
cultural environment and to navigate in the surrounding world. Belonging is a 
person’s suitability or compatibility with the environment, in which the person is 
located (University of Toronto, 2012). People need communication and social 
relationships. One of the most important goals of a person’s life is to create as 
many interpersonal relationships as possible and to belong to several groups 
(Cosmides & Tooby, 2005). Researchers explain the need for social relationships 
differently, for example, as a search for love (Murray, 1938), the need for 
recognition and support (Rogers, 1951), the need for belonging (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995; Goodenow, 1993a; Maslow, 1954) and motivation to belong 
(McClelland, 1987), as well as the need for a sense of commitment (Deci & Ryan, 
1991; Ryan, 1993; Vallerand, 1997), which forms from positive interpersonal 
relationships that are important for the person (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 
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An integrated definition has been used in this research: social belonging is a 
sense of commitment (Deci & Ryan, 1991), a person’s perception of interpersonal 
relationships in the particular social group or environment, an understanding of 
whether others in this group include, respect and value the person (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995).  

Social belonging allows the person to make more use of public benefits, to 
be active in the particular group of the society, to feel themselves associated with 
the group, to positively perceive relationships with other members of the group, 
to feel that his/her abilities are valued and he/she is recognized in the particular 
social group, which will be able to form his/her personal identity and to improve 
his/her quality of life, thus, positively affecting the promotion of a healthy 
lifestyle. 

Belonging can be strengthened, to support morally and materially, to 
promote a sense of security, to provide access to information and other resources. 
The way how a woman feels in the particular social group may affect the fact, 
whether she will want to spend more time in this environment, to be more socially 
and physically active to improve her lifestyle.  

By voluntarily meeting in fitness classes, women belong to the society by 
being physically active together, improving their lifestyle. A healthy lifestyle is 
such behaviour and habits that have a positive impact on health and include the 
use of a healthy diet (Bailey et al., 2013; Bourdieu, 1980; WHO Regional 
Committee for Europe at its forty-eighth session, Copenhagen, September, 1998), 
health promoting physical activity (Hutson, 2012; Shilling, 1991; Bourdieu, 1980; 
WHO Regional Committee for Europe at its forty-eighth session, Copenhagen, 
September, 1998), other social activity in the society (Shilling, 1991), which is an 
additional indicator of a healthy lifestyle.  

Physical activity in fitness as a healthy lifestyle implementation, decreasing 
the risk of health problems, provides several advantages for the quality of life of 
people in general (Hills et al., 2013; Haskell et al., 2007). The research explores 
in depth health promoting physical activity as a health promoting structural 
component of a healthy lifestyle and other social activities in the society, during 
which the social belonging to a group will be additionally promoted.  

 
Methods 

 
A case study was selected for the organization of the research, in which 

voluntarily participated 10 socially and physically active women in the age range 
of 21 to 35, who already had been engaged in individual physical activities for 
some time with a trainer before the research. In order to promote social belonging, 
further increase the physical activity level and use a personalized approach during 
the research, the respondents were engaged in classes in small groups (2–4 
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people). During the research the respondents had the opportunity to also attend 
other small groups involved in the research, if they were not able to attend the 
class in their usual time. Social belonging promotion events were also included in 
the experiment in the 6-month fitness programme for women. Mostly the 
respondents attended the organized physical activities at least 2 times a week. In 
addition to the physical activities, theoretical interactive lectures and offsite 
events were organised for all respondents together 2 times a month on Saturdays. 
Discussions and observations were carried out during the whole implementation 
of the fitness programme to determine the reaction of the respondents towards the 
activity and to solve problems in a timely manner. 

A survey method – questionnaire – was used to determine social belonging. 
During the procedure, the respondents had to answer all questions of the 
questionnaires (see Table 1), from which selected and grouped were those that 
meet the social belonging components sense of commitment, perception of 
interpersonal relationships and understanding of whether I am included, 
respected, valued in this group and which, based on previous research, have 
determined connections to physical activity (Cuprika et al., 2015a). 
 

Table 1 Questions in the Questionnaires Characterizing the Structural Components of 
Social Belonging 

 
Structural 
Component Statement/Question Title of the Questionnaire 

Sense of 
Commitment 

For me, this group is one of the most 
important social groups, to which I 
belong 

The Group Environment 
Questionnaire (Widmeyer et al., 
1985; Carron et al., 1997), 
adapted in Latvian (Vazne, 2008) 

Do you feel as a part of society? Do you 
have a sense of belonging to a group, 
team, etc.? 

The Personal Gain Index 
(Schalock et al., 2007), adapted in 
Latvian (Vahļina, 2012) 

Perception of 
Interpersonal 
Relationships 

Are you satisfied with the class group, in 
which you are involved? 
 

The Quality of Life Questionnaire 
(Schalock & Keith 1993), 
adapted in Latvian (Vahļina, 
2012) Do your family members help you feel 

like a full-fledged member of the family? 
How satisfied are you with belonging to 
the class group? 

The Personal Wellbeing Index 
(International Wellbeing Group, 
2006), adapted in Latvian 
(Šķestere, 2012) 

How satisfied are you with the 
relationships in the family and among 
friends? 

The A Scale of the 
Comprehensive Quality of Life 
Questionnaire (Cummins, 1997), 
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Structural 
Component Statement/Question Title of the Questionnaire 

How important it is for you to have a 
close relationship with family and 
friends? 

adapted in Latvian (Vahļina, 
2012) 

How important it is for you to do 
something outside the house together 
with other people? 
The members of our group would gladly 
participate in joint events outside the 
classes as well 

The Group Environment 
Questionnaire (Widmeyer et al., 
1985; Carron et al., 1997), 
adapted in Latvian (Vazne, 2008) 

Understanding 
of Whether I 
am Included, 
Respected, 
Valued in this 
Group 

Do you have a feeling that the people in 
the class group know you? 

The Personal Gain Index 
(Schalock et al., 2007), adapted in 
Latvian (Vahļina, 2012) How often do you leave the house 

together with friends or attend events? 
Do you feel that you are an important 
part of the surrounding society? 

The General Health 
Questionnaire (GHQ-12) 
(Goldberg & Hillier, 1979), 
adapted in Latvian (Cekule et al., 
2006) 

Do you sometimes feel redundant in 
social situations? 

The Quality of Life Questionnaire 
(Schalock & Keith 1993), 
adapted in Latvian (Vahļina, 
2012) 

How often do you attend entertainment 
events in your social group? 
Do you actively participate in events? 

 
The short version (7 questions) of the IPAQ questionnaire (Craig et al., 2003) 

in Latvian (Kaupuzs & Larins, 2010) was used for the assessment of the amount 
of physical activities. In addition, a semi-structured interview was used to 
determine the subjective lifestyle characteristics of the respondents and their 
attitude towards the group.  

The SPSS 17.0 data processing programme (the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test, 
the Wilcoxon signed-rank test) was used for the data analysis. The qualitative data 
analysis was carried out with the QSR NVivo10 processing software. 

 
Results 

 
In order to implement the promotion of social belonging in the fitness 

programme, an event programme was developed, which was organized for all the 
respondents together in one group. The goal of the additional event programme 
was to deepen the understanding of a healthy lifestyle implementation (see Table 
2), but an additional goal was the promotion of the social belonging structural 
components sense of commitment, positive perception of interpersonal 
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relationships and understanding of whether the woman is included, respected, 
valued in the group. The tasks of the programme were to promote friendly 
relations within the group and to increase the social interest, allowing the women 
to feel safe in the environment of the group to form a desire to belong, which, in 
turn, would improve women’s physical activity. Sports, psychology, nutrition and 
beauty specialists were invited to the additional events, their attendance was 
voluntary.  
 

Table 2 Social Belonging Promotion Events in the Fitness Programme 
 

Educational Lecture 
Plan 

Methods Number of 
Hours 

Planned Results 

I. A healthy diet and its 
use in everyday life 

A lecture, a 
discussion, 
negotiations, 
brainstorming 

6 hours A deeper understanding of 
nutritional balance and 
diversity as a component of 
healthy lifestyle 
implementation 

II. A woman’s health 
and the impact of 
physical activity on a 
woman 

A lecture, 
negotiations, a 
discussion 

2 hours An in-depth understanding of the 
impact of a lifestyle on a 
woman’s reproductive health, 
hormonal state and the 
implementation of a healthy 
lifestyle  

III. Joy hormones and 
physical activity 

A lecture, 
negotiations, a 
discussion 

2 hours A deeper understanding of the 
impact of physical activity on the 
regulation of women’s emotional 
state, balancing, of physical load 
adaptation to improve the 
emotional state 

IV. Fitness and women A lecture, 
negotiations, a 
discussion 

2 hours A deeper understanding of the 
connection between different 
types of physical activity and 
physical fitness components 

V. Active lifestyle 
opportunities in your 
everyday life 

A lecture, 
negotiations, a 
discussion 

2 hours An in-depth practical knowledge 
of back pain relief, when 
working at a computer for a long 
time, of physical activity types 
and the necessary daily amount, 
of opportunities to spend 
working days actively, of family 
involvement in physical activity 

Joint Events Methods 
I. A master class on creating one’s image, daily facial and 
hair care 

A master class, negotiations, a 
discussion 

II. One’s self-image analysis, improvement and self-love A lecture, a discussion, 
negotiations, brainstorming 

III. A master class with a psychologist – emotions, their 
control or acceptance 

A master class, negotiations, a 
discussion 
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IV. Beauty care day – holistic body care, self-love A discussion, negotiations 
V. A master class with a personal growth specialist – goal 
setting and achievement 

A discussion, negotiations 
 

VI. An event „Body Ritual” – pirts procedures for 
harmony and relaxation 

A leisure event in the group 
 

A camp „3 Days Together by the Sea” A leisure event in the group 
 

By developing and applying the social belonging promotion events in the 
fitness programme and analysing the changes of the structural component sense 
of commitment (see Table 3), it can be concluded that statistically significant 
changes are found in only one statement: for me, this group is one of the most 
important social groups, to which I belong (p<0.01).  

 
Table 3 Analysis of the Social Belonging Component Sense of Commitment before and 

after the Social Belonging Promotion Events in the Fitness Programme 
 

 A1 A2 A3 A4 A5 A6 A7 A8 A9 A10 
before 2 3 5 9 5 1 7 4 1 7 
after 6 9 7 9 8 3 9 8 6 8 
p < 0.01 The changes are statistically significant 
     1             2              3              4              5              6              7               8              9 

strongly disagree                                                            absolutely 
agree 
For me, this group is one of the most important social groups, to which I belong 

 
This means that currently the class group is more important to the 

respondents than it has been before, and they fill a connection with the group. 
However, by analysing the questions of the social belonging structural component 
perception of interpersonal relationships (see Table 4), it is concluded that 
statistically significant changes are in the question: how satisfied are you with the 
relationships in the family and among friends? (p < 0.01). 

 
Table 4 Analysis of the Social Belonging Component Perception of Interpersonal 

Relationships before and after the Social Belonging Promotion Events in the Fitness 
Programme 

 A1 A2 A3 A4 A5 A6 A7 A8 A9 A10 

before 3 3 2 2 2 3 2 3 2 3 
after 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
p < 
0.01 

The changes are statistically significant 

 (1)very satisfied – (2)satisfied – (3)partially satisfied – (4)not too satisfied – 
(5)unsatisfied 
How satisfied are you with the relationships in the family and among friends? 

before 3 3 2 3 2 3 2 3 3 3 
after 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 
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p < 
0.01 

The changes are statistically significant 

 (1)extremely important – (2)very important – (3)important – (4)not too important – 
(5)not important   
How important it is for you to have a close relationship with family and friends? 

before 3 2 2 4 1 4 3 4 1 4 
after 1 1 1 2 1 3 1 3 1 2 
p < 
0.01 

The changes are statistically significant 

 (1)extremely important – (2)very important – (3)important – (4)not too important – 
(5)not important   
How important it is for you to do something outside the house together with other people? 

before 7 7 7 8 9 5 9 7 9 7 
after 7 8 8 9 10 7 10 9 9 9 
p > 
0.05 

The changes are not statistically significant 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9         10 
unsatisfactory                        neutral                                                  satisfactory     
How satisfied are you with belonging to the class group? 

before 7 8 5 8 9 5 7 3 5 6 
after 4 7 9 9 9 9 8 8 9 8 
p < 
0.05 

The changes are statistically significant 

     1              2              3              4              5              6              7              8              9 
Strongly disagree                                               Absolutely agree 
The members of our group would gladly participate in joint events outside the classes  

 
The respondents have become more satisfied, which may be related to the 

changes in the lifestyle and the involvement of families of several women in 
spending leisure time.  

The answer changes of the questions: how important it is for you to have a 
close relationship with family and friends? and how important it is for you to do 
something outside the house together with other people? are also statistically 
significant (p < 0.01), which may be due to the fact that women are now more 
aware of the importance of communication and the active spending of leisure time 
together with the whole family and friends, because it is easier to achieve the 
result this way. Based on the experience gained in the research, now it is important 
for the respondents to continue to be active both physically and socially to be able 
to keep up with a healthy lifestyle together with someone, who is also doing it, 
because the women understand that the surrounding environment and people, who 
do not support them and live differently, can be a serious obstacle in achieving 
the goal.  

The statistically significant changes (p < 0.05) of the answers to the 
statement The members of our group would gladly participate in joint events 
outside the classes as well confirms that now the respondents perceive the group 
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better, are willing to spend more time with it, which confirms the data obtained in 
the interview on friendly relationships and pleasant communication between the 
group members, as well as that the group is a healthy lifestyle promoting condition 
that affects the desire of the respondents to be physically and socially more active.  

By analysing the questions of the social belonging structural component 
understanding of whether I am included, respected, valued in this group, for 
which a connection to physical activity has been found, it can be concluded that 
there are no statistically significant changes (p > 0.05); however, there are several 
improvements, for instance, the respondents emphasize that now they attend 
events more often, actively participate in them, leave the house more often and 
less often feel redundant on social situations.  

By analysing the number of physical activities in the last 7 days before and 
after the experiment, it can be concluded that all indicators have increased (see 
Table 5).  

 
Table 5 Number of Physical Activities in the Last 7 Days – the Average Indicator in the 

Group Before and After the Experiment (based on the IPAQ questionnaire) 
 

Physical Activity Type 

The Average 
Indicator in the 
Group Before the 
Experiment 

The Average 
Indicator in the 
Group After the 
Experiment 

spends time sitting per day min 462 ± 109 360 ± 109*  
number of high intensity PA days 2 ± 1.3 2.6 ± 0.8 
total minutes of high intensity PA  57 ± 33 88.5 ± 32* 
number of moderate intensity PA days 2 ± 1.5 3.3 ± 1.2 * 
total minutes of moderate intensity PA 54 ± 39 120 ± 37**  
walks – number of days 3.5 ± 2.5 4.9 ± 1.8* 
walks – total minutes 18.5 ± 18.5 83 ± 44 ** 
PA level 1966.2 ± 1025 4862.8 ± 1427 ** 
Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0,01**; 0,05* 

 
For a more detailed assessment of the lifestyle structural component physical 

activity of the respondents and its changes in the last 6 months and to additionally 
determine the changes of social belonging, the semi-structured interview was 
repeated (see Table 6).  
 
  



 
Aleksandra Čuprika, Andra Fernāte, Leonīds Čupriks. The Development of Social Belonging 

and Changes in Lifestyle for Women in Fitness: Case Study 
 

 
 

343 
 

Table 6 Evaluation of Lifestyle Changes and Social Belonging Based on a Semi-
Structured Interview 

 
Women Lifestyle Changes 

(before/after) 
Social Belonging 

A1 organized PA/ organized 
PA 

likes the group, but sometimes hindered the 
concentration 

A2 organized PA/ organized 
PA + is walking more + 
sometimes exercises with 
her husband 

likes the communication with the group, that it is 
possible to make friends during physical activities 
and it is a reason to leave the house and spend time 
together 

A3 organized PA/ organized 
PA + is walking more + 
leisure time PA 

likes the communication with the group, that it is 
possible to make friends during physical activities 
and it is a reason to leave the house and spend time 
together 

A4 organized PA/ organized 
PA + is walking more + 
also exercises at home 

the relationship is very friendly, the members of the 
group are united and support each other.  

A5 organized PA/ organized 
PA + is walking more + 
leisure time PA 

the relationship is very friendly, the members of the 
group are united and support each other.  

A6 organized PA/ organized 
PA + is walking more 

likes the communication in the group, but 
sometimes are bothered by other members and they 
have not fit into the group. 

A7 organized PA/ organized 
PA + is walking more + 
leisure time PA 

the relationship is very friendly, the members of the 
group are united and support each other.  

A8 organized PA/ regular 
organized PA + 
independent PA 

the particular group has become very important to 
her, close contacts have developed. 

A9 organized PA/ organized 
PA + is walking more + 
leisure time PA 

likes the communication in the group, but 
sometimes are bothered by other members and they 
have not fit into the group. 

A10 organized PA/ organized 
PA + is walking more 

likes the communication with the group, that it is 
possible to make friends during physical activities 
and it is a reason to leave the house and spend time 
together 

 
By expressing their opinion on the time spent in the group and analysing the 

subjective opinion on belonging, it can be concluded that 7 women assess the 
process positively and admit that the group has become important and that the 
communication has been positive. However, 3 respondents did not fit into the 
group. By analysing the changes in the lifestyles of the respondents, it can be 
concluded that all have regular organized physical activities, the respondents are 
now more trying to move around by walking and for 7 respondents unorganized 
physical activities have appeared. On average the physical activity level of the 
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group has increased from health promoting to training, which are statistically 
significant changes.  
 

Discussion 
 

By communicating and creating positive social contacts in fitness, a woman 
feels belonging to the particular group and spends more time, engaging in physical 
activities (Yuval-Davis, 2006; Anthias, 2006), which contributes to the 
improvement of psychological processes, reduces stress, improves the mood 
(McAuley & Rudolph, 1995). Several researchers have pointed out that there is a 
connection between social belonging and physical activity (Walseth, 2006; 
Walseth & Fasting, 2004; Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2006; Pinquart & 
Sorensen, 2001; Everard et al., 2000). These data confirm the results obtained in 
the research as well: if a woman feels a greater commitment to the group, she will 
engage in more physical activities and is socially more active, which improves 
her lifestyle.  

Some researchers also note that, by forming friendly relationships with other 
women in fitness classes, it is possible to receive emotional support, which has a 
positive impact on the women’s health (Everard et al., 2000); it is also confirmed 
by the results obtained in the research on social belonging promoting environment 
during physical activities and organizing additional social belonging promoting 
activities in the group. Fitness classes in small groups positively affect the 
socialization of women of all ages (Pinquart & Sorensen, 2001). The research 
results also indicate that, if a person has a greater satisfaction with the social 
contacts (p < 0.05) and he/she feels a greater sense of commitment to the group 
(p < 0.05), feels included, supported and valued (p < 0.05), his/her lifestyle 
improves in everyday life.  

By analysing the limitations of the research, it can be concluded that the 
number of participants is very low, which limits the ability to compare the 
obtained data with the results of other research. The research has been carried out, 
involving participants of individual classes of a one fitness club. The research 
results cannot be considered as representative of the state in general.  
 

Conclusions 
 

By developing and applying the social belonging promotion events in the 
fitness programme for women in fitness, it can be concluded that there are 
determined several statistically significant improvements in social belonging, it is 
also confirmed by the data obtained during the semi-structured interviews. The 
respondents feel more connection with other members of the class group, they 
would like to spend time with them outside the physical activities and other 
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research events as well. Having close relationship with family and friends has 
become more important to the respondents, they have become more satisfied with 
the relationships in their family and with their friends, now they leave the house 
more, actively participate in different events and feel less redundant in social 
situations, which indicates that the respondents have become more socially active 
and it has a positive effect on their willingness to further improve their lifestyle 
and to achieve even better results. 

By determining the changes in the lifestyle structural component health 
promoting physical activity and analysing the dynamics of the amount of 
individual physical activities of each respondent, it can be concluded that all have 
improved their physical activity level and now it is above the highest one. A very 
positive factor is that all respondents are now walking more often and longer and 
spend less time sitting. Mostly all respondents after the experiment also have 
independent physical activities on a daily basis.  

The creation of social belonging promoting environment in fitness allows to 
better perceive the group, women want to spend more time with it; this, in turn, 
positively affects the desire to be physically and socially active on a daily basis. 
It is important for women to be both physically and socially active to be able to 
keep up with a healthy lifestyle together with someone who also does it, because 
the surrounding environment, the people who do not support and live differently, 
can be a serious obstacle in the achievement of the goal. 
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