Staying physically active after spinal cord injury: a qualitative
exploration of barriers and facilitators to exercise participation

Abstract

Background: While enhancing physical activity has been an essential goal of public health officials,
people with physical impairments such as spinal cord injury (SCI) are more likely to live a sedentary
lifestyle. Exercise has been shown to decrease the risk for many of the secondary conditions
associated with SCl, including osteoporosis, cardiovascular disease, pressure ulcers, urinary tract
infections, diabetes and arthritis, yet this population is rarely a target for health promotion efforts.
This paper examines the self-reported exercise experiences of people with SCl using a qualitative
exploratory design.

Methods: We enrolled 26 individuals with SCI (15 self-described 'exercisers' and 11 'nonexercisers')
from a non-random pool of survey responders. Semi-structured phone interviews

were conducted to record participants' experiences with exercise pre/post injury, barriers and
facilitators to being active and perceived health impact.

Results: Regardless of exercise status, all participants reported physical activity prior to injury and
expressed interest in becoming active or maintaining an active lifestyle. Participants identified a
range of both motivational and socio-environmental factors that were either facilitating or
constraining of such a lifestyle. Non-exercisers identified barriers to exercise, including a perceived
low return on physical investment, lack of accessible facilities, unaffordable equipment, no personal
assistance and fear of injury. Exercisers identified facilitators, including personal motivation,
independence, availability of accessible facilities and personal assistants, fear of health
complications, and weight management. Exercisers associated a greater range of specific health
benefits with being active than non-exercisers.

Conclusion: Despite motivation and interest in being exercise active, people with SCI face many
obstacles. Removal of barriers coupled with promotion of facilitating factors, is vital for enhancing
opportunities for physical activity and reducing the risk of costly secondary conditions in this
population.
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