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        Abstract



        
          

          Introduction


          The importance of recreational sports for overall human development is widely acknowledged. These activities provide numerous physical, mental, and social benefits, particularly for students. Problem Statement: While the general benefits of recreational sports are recognized, less is understood about the specific motivational factors driving student participation, particularly concerning the influence of gender and regional background. This study addresses this gap by investigating how these factors shape students' motivation to engage in recreational sports.

        


        
          

          Methods


          This study focuses on understanding the motivational factors influencing recreational sports participation among students at Vietnam National University - Ho Chi Minh City (VNU-HCMC), specifically examining the role of gender and regional background. Material and Methods: The research involved a sample of 918 students (455 males and 463 females) aged 18-22 from VNU-HCMC. Motivation was measured using the standardized ATPA-D questionnaire.

        


        
          

          Results


          The findings revealed that health, enjoyment, and social interaction are the three primary motivators for students' participation in recreational sports. However, significant differences were observed among subgroups. Male students prioritized social interaction, while female students placed higher importance on health benefits. Interestingly, aesthetics was a more significant motivator for female students from the North compared to those from the South and Central regions. The competitive aspect was more appealing to male students from the South. This trend was mirrored among female students, with those from the South and Central regions showing greater interest in competition than those from the North. Discussion: Despite the observed gender and region-based differences, the study also highlights similarities in recreational sports participation motives among young people across Vietnam. This suggests that regional background is not the sole determinant of recreational sports choices among VNU-HCMC students.

        


        
          

          Conclusion


          The study provides valuable insights into the diverse motivational factors influencing recreational sports participation among students. Understanding these factors, particularly the nuances related to gender and regional background is crucial for promoting and developing inclusive and engaging recreational sports programs.
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      1. INTRODUCTION


      The importance of understanding the motivational factors influencing student participation in recreational sports has been well-recognized within the field of sports psychology [1]. As a university lecturer, I acknowledge the significance of creating opportunities for students to engage in sports, as it contributes to the development of an active and healthy lifestyle. However, further research is needed to gain a deeper understanding of the specific factors that motivate Vietnamese students, particularly at the national level, to participate in recreational sports activities.


      Existing research highlights the multifaceted nature of sports participation, which encompasses various factors such as activity type, location, frequency, preferred sports, social aspects, and, most importantly, motivation [2]. Motivation is a crucial factor that determines an individual's participation, adherence, and positive experiences in sports. A lack of motivation can lead to early dropout from sports, particularly in educational sports programs that prioritize achievement over psychological well-being [2-5].


      While there is a substantial body of research on motivation in sports, much of it focuses on developed countries. Further research is needed to explore the specific motivational factors relevant to Vietnamese students, which can inform the design of more effective and tailored sports programs. Numerous factors can influence sports participation, and these factors are often recognized in international research. Common motivators include the desire to improve health and fitness, competitiveness, the pursuit of social interaction, relaxation, and enjoyment [3-5].


      Researchers have long been interested in understanding the factors that drive individuals to engage in sports and physical activities [6-8]. Two prominent theoretical frameworks that have been utilized in this area are self-determination theory and social identity theory.


      Self-determination theory posits that the fulfillment of three basic psychological needs - autonomy, competence, and relatedness - is essential for fostering intrinsic motivation and sustained participation in sports and exercise activities [9-11]. This theory suggests that individuals who feel a sense of choice, self-efficacy, and connection to others are more likely to persist in their athletic pursuits [7, 9, 11-14].


      Conversely, social identity theory emphasizes the role of social and group-level factors in shaping an individual's motivation and engagement in sports and fitness activities [4, 15]. This theory suggests that the strength of one's identification with a particular sports team, fitness community, or exercise group can significantly influence their motivation to participate and their level of commitment to the activity [9, 10, 14].


      Recent research has begun to explore the interplay between these two theoretical perspectives in the context of sports motivation. For instance, a study examining sport persistence and dropout among adolescent soccer players found that both self-determined motivation and the fulfillment of basic psychological needs were key predictors of continued participation [9].


      The motivation to participate in sports is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, influenced by a range of biological, psychological, social, and cultural factors [15, 16]. Interestingly, research indicates significant variations in sports participation motives across different age groups, genders, and geographical regions [5]. The social context, in particular, plays a crucial role in either amplifying or mitigating gender-based differences in motivation, as exemplified by the tendency of young men in some European countries to be drawn to elements of risk-taking and competition, while young women tend to prioritize aesthetic benefits and health outcomes [4, 17]. Beyond these primary factors, several other elements can also influence sports participation, such as assertiveness, the desire to express strength, and a sense of mastery, which appear to be prevalent across age groups, genders, cultural backgrounds, and regardless of the specific sport [16-18].


      Although sports psychology is gaining increasing attention in Vietnam, research on sports participation motives, particularly among young people, remains limited. To date, no national-level studies have focused on this issue, and in-depth research is crucial to gain a comprehensive understanding of the factors that motivate Vietnamese youth to engage in sports. Existing studies have highlighted the positive effects of love for sport, famous athletes as role models, and family support in encouraging sports participation among university students in Nigeria [3, 19].


      To address this gap, we conducted a comprehensive study to investigate the motivational factors influencing recreational sports participation among students at VNU-HCMC.


      We utilized a standardized questionnaire (ATPA-D) to collect data from a sample of 918 students (455 males and 463 females) aged 18 to 22. The survey examined various dimensions of sports motivation, including health benefits, social interaction, enjoyment, and competitiveness. Statistical analyses were conducted to identify significant differences in motivational factors based on gender and region, providing insights into the unique motivational profiles of Vietnamese students.

    


    
      

      2. MATERIALS AND METHODS


      
        

        2.1. Participants


        The study sampled 918 students from VNU-HCMC, achieving a gender-balanced and regionally representative sample by recruiting 455 male and 463 female students aged 18–22. This sample was stratified across three regions of Vietnam: North, Central, and South. Specifically, the distribution consisted of 305 students (33.22%) from the Northern region, 318 students (34.64%) from the Central region, and 295 students (32.14%) from the Southern region, ensuring that each region contributed nearly equally to the sample, which enhances representativeness and allows for regional comparisons.

      


      
        

        2.2. Sampling Technique and Regional Distribution Rationale


        To ensure representativeness, proportional stratified sampling was employed based on demographic estimations of student populations from these regions at VNU-HCMC. This approach not only reflects the broader student demographics but also addresses the importance of equitable representation across Vietnam’s major regions. This geographic distribution helps provide a comprehensive understanding of recreational sports motivation across the North, Central, and South, with consideration for cultural and social variations.


        Incorporating terms such as “proportional sampling based on estimated student population demographics” may clarify the sampling approach, as it highlights the study's commitment to representativeness in terms of both gender and regional diversity, essential for generalizability across the Vietnamese student population.


        The study ensured alignment with known demographic proportions of students from VNU-HCMC’s three regions. A chi-square test was used to statistically confirm that the gender and region-based differences in motivational factors were not random but reflective of real demographic variations. This test further validated that the sample structure effectively mirrors the broader student demographic structure, providing confidence that findings can be generalized across the institution's population.

      


      
        

        2.3. Procedure


        To assess the motivation for recreational sports participation, the study employed the ATPA-D questionnaire [20], a validated instrument adapted to the Vietnamese language. This questionnaire focuses on six main motivational dimensions, each represented by 6 items, totaling 36 items.


        Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with each item. The six motivational dimensions included:


        
          

          2.3.1. Social Experience


          Desire to meet friends and expand social connections through sports.

        


        
          

          2.3.2. Health


          Desire to improve and maintain physical health.

        


        
          

          2.3.3. Risk/Adventure


          Enjoyment of engaging in adventurous and challenging sports activities.

        


        
          

          2.3.4. Aesthetics


          Appreciation for the beauty of sports movements and the desire to express physical skill and grace.

        


        
          

          2.3.5. Relaxation


          Seeking stress relief and mental and physical relaxation.

        


        
          

          2.3.6. Competitiveness


          Desire to compete, challenge oneself, and achieve victory.

        

      


      
        

        2.4. Data Collection and Analysis


        The current study sought to investigate the underlying factors that motivate individuals to engage in recreational sports and physical activities, with a particular focus on examining potential differences across various demographic groups. To this end, the research employed IBM SPSS Statistics 20. 0 and Microsoft Excel software to conduct a comprehensive data processing and analysis.


        Specifically, the study utilized a range of statistical methods, including frequency analysis, chi-square tests, and appropriate data visualization techniques. Chi-square tests were employed to analyze differences in sports participation motives among different demographic groups, such as gender and geographic region [4, 18, 21, 22]. This analytical approach helped determine whether the observed differences were statistically significant or simply due to random chance [22]. The level of statistical significance was set at p < 0.05, indicating a high probability (over 95%) that the results were not merely a product of random variation [16, 18, 22].


        The findings of this study are consistent with previous research conducted in Anglophone countries, which have identified a set of motivational factors that drive youth sports participation [16]. However, the current investigation also revealed interesting differences in sports motivation among demographic subgroups, such as gender and age [22]. This suggests that a nuanced understanding of the factors underlying recreational sports participation is necessary to develop effective strategies for promoting and sustaining physical activity across diverse populations.


        While chi-square analysis helped reveal associations and patterns within the data, it is important to acknowledge its exploratory nature and the limitations in drawing definitive conclusions. The chi-square test assesses the likelihood of observed associations but does not confirm causal or significant statistical differences between groups. As such, the results of this study should be interpreted as indicative of trends that suggest potential avenues for further, more hypothesis-driven research. Future studies might employ more robust inferential statistical methods, such as logistic regression or ANOVA, to validate these preliminary findings and explore deeper causative relationships.

      


      
        

        2.5. Ethics Approval and Consent to Participate


        The study was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee of VNU-HCMC (No. 07.2020). All participants were fully informed about the study's purpose, procedures, and potential risks, and their participation was entirely voluntary, with informed consent obtained from each individual prior to their involvement. The research strictly adhered to the ethical and moral standards for biomedical research involving human subjects, as outlined in the 2008 Declaration of Helsinki.


        
          Table 1 Regional and gender-based analysis of ATPA-D questionnaire data.


          
            
              
                	Aspect

                	Male/Female

                	Southern Region (%)

                	Central Region (%)

                	Northern Region (%)
              

            

            
              
                	Social Experience

                	Female

                	15%

                	5%

                	5%
              


              
                	-

                	Male

                	5%

                	15%

                	15%
              


              
                	Health

                	Female

                	13%

                	5%

                	5%
              


              
                	-

                	Male

                	5%

                	14%

                	14%
              


              
                	Risk

                	Female

                	18%

                	5%

                	5%
              


              
                	-

                	Male

                	0%

                	17%

                	17%
              


              
                	Aesthetics

                	Female

                	11%

                	5%

                	5%
              


              
                	-

                	Male

                	5%

                	11%

                	11%
              


              
                	Relaxation

                	Female

                	61%

                	47%

                	36%
              


              
                	-

                	Male

                	33%

                	43%

                	33%
              


              
                	Competition

                	Female

                	70%

                	61%

                	61%
              


              
                	-

                	Male

                	20%

                	30%

                	30%
              

            
          


        

      

    


    
      

      3. RESULTS


      This study investigated the motivations for sports participation among students aged 18-22 at VNU-HCMC, Vietnam, using the standardized ATPA-D questionnaire.


      As depicted, a total of 918 male and female students aged 18-22 from across Vietnam participated in the study.


      Data analysis, presented in percentages, revealed distinct motivational patterns among students at VNU-HCMC, highlighting regional and gender-based differences across various dimensions of the ATPA-D questionnaire.


      Table 1 show that this study examined the motivations for recreational sports participation among students at VNU-HCMC, categorized by gender and geographical region.


      
        

        3.1. Motivations for Participation


        Significant regional and gender differences were observed across various motivational factors:


        
          

          3.1.1. Social Experience


          Southern females exhibited the highest motivation (15%), exceeding their Central and Northern counterparts (5%) by 10%. Similarly, Central and Northern males (15%) surpassed Southern males (5%) by 10%.

        


        
          

          3.1.2. Health


          Southern females (13%) demonstrated a stronger health motivation compared to Central and Northern females (5%). Conversely, Central and Northern males (14%) were more driven by health compared to Southern males (5%).

        


        
          

          3.1.3. Risk


          Risk-taking as a motivator was most prevalent among Southern females (18%), exceeding Central and Northern females (5%) by 13%. Interestingly, no Southern males cited risk as a motivator, contrasting with 17% in both Central and Northern males.

        


        
          

          3.1.4. Aesthetic


          Southern females (11%) displayed a higher aesthetic motivation than Central and Northern females (5%). Conversely, Southern males (5%) were less driven by aesthetics compared to their Central and Northern counterparts (11%).

        


        
          

          3.1.5. Relaxation


          Relaxation was a prominent motivator for Central males (43%), surpassing Southern and Northern males (33%) by 10%. Among females, Southern females (61%) were most motivated by relaxation, exceeding Central females (47%) by 14% and Northern females (36%) by 25%.

        


        
          

          3.1.6. Competitiveness


          Southern females (70%) exhibited the highest competitiveness motivation, exceeding Central and Northern females (61%) by 9%. Among males, Central and Northern males (30%) were more competitive than Southern males (20%).

        


        
          

          3.1.7. Chi-square Analysis


          A chi-square test (p < 0.05) revealed a statistically significant association between gender and recreational sports participation, stratified by geographical region.


          The chi-square coefficients indicated the strength of association between gender and geographical region in relation to sports participation. Coefficients closer to 1 suggested a stronger association.


          A relatively strong and consistent association between gender and geographical region was observed across all regions (South: 0.76, North: 0.71, Central: 0.83).

        

      

    


    
      

      4. DISCUSSION


      The study of motivational factors in sports participation has been a topic of keen interest among researchers, as it offers valuable insights into the underlying drivers that influence individuals to engage in physical activities [16, 23]. This research paper presents a comprehensive investigation of the motivational factors that shape the sports participation of university students at VNU-HCMC, with a specific focus on the differences based on gender and geographic region. The primary objective was to identify these differences to better inform the design of sports programs that cater to the specific needs and preferences of Vietnamese students.


      The findings of this study align with recent literature emphasizing the complex interplay of various factors influencing sports motivation, including individual preferences, sociocultural influences, and environmental opportunities [5, 16]. Prior research has underscored the significance of motivation in determining sports participation, adherence, and positive experiences, while also highlighting gender and regional differences [15, 17]. Our study contributes to this body of knowledge by providing specific insights into the Vietnamese context, which has been relatively underexplored.


      One of the key findings is the heightened emphasis on health as a primary motivator among female students in the Northern region, suggesting a stronger health consciousness possibly influenced by targeted health-focused sports programs [23]. Conversely, male students from the Central and Southern regions demonstrated a more pronounced emphasis on health as a motivator compared to their Northern counterparts.


      In terms of social experiences, the study revealed significant disparities in sports motivation between male and female students, as well as among the regions. Female students in the Northern region had a higher involvement in social interaction activities through sports, while male students in the Central and Southern regions exhibited a higher level of participation in social interaction activities [3, 23].


      The study findings highlight notable differences in the risk-taking and adventure-seeking tendencies of VNU-HCMC students, with Northern female students exhibiting a higher inclination towards such activities compared to their counterparts from other regions [24]. Similarly, male students from Central and Southern Vietnam were found to participate more in adventure-oriented sports than their Northern peers.


      While previous research has established general patterns of sports motivation, this study provides valuable insights into the specific Vietnamese context, underscoring the importance of gender and regional factors that had not been thoroughly investigated before. The purpose of this research was to fill this gap and offer actionable data to inform the development of tailored sports programs that can effectively address the unique motivational profiles of Vietnamese students [23, 25].


      The study of students' engagement in physical activity during leisure time is crucial, as it not only reflects their personal interests and preferences but also has significant implications for their overall health and well-being [25]. The study involved 230 students from Nizhnevartovsk State University and found that those who independently participated in sports and recreational activities during extracurricular time exhibited a more intense functioning of the regulatory systems in their bodies, compared to their peers who engaged in physical education under the supervision of specialists.


      The research confirmed that motivational factors for sports participation among students at VNU-HCMC are significantly influenced by gender and region. Northern female students prioritize health and social interaction, Northern male students show lower motivation for social interaction compared to those from the Central and Southern regions, and adventure-seeking tendencies are higher among Northern female students and Central and Southern male students.


      
        

        4.1. Recommendations


        
          

          4.1.1. Tailored Sports Programs


          Develop region-specific sports programs that address the unique motivational drivers identified in this study. For example, emphasize health-focused sports for Northern females and competitive sports for Northern males.

        


        
          

          4.1.2. Enhanced Social Opportunities


          Increase opportunities for social interaction through sports, particularly for female students in the Northern region and male students in the Central and Southern regions.

        


        
          

          4.1.3. Adventure-oriented Activities


          Introduce more adventure-oriented sports programs in regions where there is a higher inclination towards these activities, particularly for Northern females and Central and Southern males.

        


        
          

          4.1.4. Regular Assessments


          Conduct regular assessments of student motivations to ensure that sports programs remain aligned with their evolving interests and needs.


          By addressing these recommendations, universities can promote a more active and engaged student population, enhancing both physical health and social well-being.

        

      

    


    
      

      CONCLUSION


      In this study, we investigated the motivational factors driving recreational sports participation among students at VNU-HCMC with a sample of 918 students (455 males and 463 females) aged 18 to 22. Utilizing the standardized ATPA-D questionnaire, we identified key motivators, including health, enjoyment, and social interaction.


      The results indicated significant differences between gender and regional groups in terms of sports participation motivation. For male students, social interaction was the primary motivator, whereas female students prioritized health benefits. Notably, aesthetics was a more significant factor for female students from the North compared to their counterparts from the Central and Southern regions. For male students, the competitive aspect held a stronger appeal for those from the South compared to other regions. This trend was also observed among female students, with those from the South and Central regions exhibiting a greater interest in competition compared to their Northern peers.


      Despite the observed gender and region-based differences, the study also highlighted certain similarities in the recreational sports participation motives of young people across the country. This suggests that regional background is not the sole determinant of recreational sports choices among VNU-HCMC students. These findings provide a basis for developing more effective and tailored sports programs aimed at enhancing student health and social integration while respecting the diversity of individual needs and preferences.
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