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The FITT-VP prescription model may not be
sufficient for adherence to physical activity: the
importance of affect-driven physical activity

Abstract

International physical activity guidelines, such as those from the WHO, and the FITT-VP
prescription model (frequency, intensity, type, time, volume, and progression) prioritize
the quantity and intensity of exercise. However, high intensities can elicit negative affect,
which compromises the intention to repeat the behavior and, consequently, adherence. This
article argues that FITT-VP-based prescription may be insufficient for ensuring physical
activity adherence and should incorporate variables that promote positive affect. To this
end, a brief theoretical-argumentative communication was developed, integrating literature
from exercise psychology and behavioral economics, drawing on frameworks such as the
peak-end rule, the dual-mode model, and self-determination theory. Key findings suggest
that the affect experienced during exercise is associated with the intention to repeat the
activity, and that intensities exceeding the ventilatory threshold tend to elicit less positive
affective responses. Strategies such as gamification, “nudges,” perceived immediate
utility, autonomy, perceived competence (fostered through positive feedback), and social
interaction can promote positive affect. Nevertheless, for individuals who are overweight
or obese, having autonomy in choosing exercise intensity may lead to excessive exertion
and reduced enjoyment. Ultimately, it is concluded that exercise prescription based on the
FITT-VP model should also account for variables that promote positive affect, although
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further research is required to confirm these relationships.
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Introduction

Historically, physical activity recommendations proposed by
international organizations and guidelines, such as those from the
World Health Organization, have focused primarily on the quantity
and intensity of physical activity.! In general, a minimum of 150
minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (MVPA) per week
is recommended.! These guidelines advise accumulating 150-300
minutes of MVPA per week, 75-150 minutes of vigorous physical
activity per week, or an equivalent combination of both.!

Within this framework, scientific literature has outlined a model for
prescribing physical activity based on six key variables: Frequency,
Intensity, Type, Time, Volume, and Progression (FITT-VP).>?

Taking into account the World Health Organization’s!
recommendations regarding minimum intensity and frequency, as well
as the FITT-VP model for physical activity prescription, the scientific
literature has largely focused on promoting physical activity at higher
volumes — and, in particular, at greater durations and intensities.*’

However, inrecent years, studies in the field of exercise psychology,
particularly through the lens of behavioral economics, have shown
that variables related to the affect experienced during physical activity
appear to be strongly linked to the intention to repeat physically
active behavior.® Although the “intention-behavior gap” is well-
documented, indicating that a significant portion of one’s intention
does not necessarily translate into actual behavior,’ intention remains
a necessary antecedent to behavior. This is illustrated in the literature
by the “peak-end rule”,® which suggests that the peak moments of an
experience and, in particular, its conclusion, are directly related to
“remembered utility”. This, in turn, informs “decision utility”, which
facilitates the repetition of the behavior. Both remembered utility and

decision utility are rooted in hedonic theory: the pursuit of maximizing
future pleasure — based on the hedonic memory of a past experience —
increases the likelihood of behavioral adherence.®?

From this perspective, it is also relevant to note that exercise
intensity, if prescribed in accordance with major physical activity
guidelines for health,! may potentially elicit negative affect. This is
supported by key models used to assess affective responses during
physical activity, such as the dual-mode model,’” which suggests
a possible negative correlation between intensity and affect.
Specifically, at higher intensities, particularly those exceeding the
ventilatory threshold (the physiological point at which ventilation
increases disproportionately relative to oxygen consumption, marking
the transition from moderate to vigorous intensity), there is a tendency
toward more negative or less positive affective responses.!*!?

It should be noted that the literature has shown that, beyond the
modulation of intensity, other variables can be manipulated to foster
greater positive affect during physical activity. Key examples include
gamification and “nudges,” as well as basic psychological needs."*!”

Studies have focused on physical activity performed in purely
virtual environments or linked to virtual experiences, such as games
that require actual physical activity to achieve virtual rewards.'$2
Furthermore, the use of so-called “nudges” — such as manipulating
the physical environment to provide reminders for physical activity —
can enhance perceived affect.'*?!

Another latent variable related to affective perception is “perceived
immediate utility”.??> According to neuroevolutionary theory, which
posits that movement is inherently purposeful only in the contexts of
social interaction (procreation), fight-or-flight responses, or the search
for food,” the perception of an immediate need for movement tends
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to motivate individuals to engage in it. Consequently, creating small
behavioral triggers, such as getting off the bus a stop early or parking
the car a few blocks away from one’s destination, can serve as initial
strategies to foster motivation in beginners. In this regard, although
further empirical research is required, it is worth noting that training
modalities like functional training may potentially support motivation
by leveraging this variable of perceived immediate utility.

Regarding the basic psychological needs for well-being and self-
determined behavior,” studies have shown that having the autonomy
to choose FITT-VP variables, such as the type of activity and its
intensity, tends to promote better affective responses.”* However,
among individuals who are overweight or obese, this autonomy
in selecting intensity may actually trigger negative affect; this is
because, due to a lack of experience or low body awareness, these
individuals are more likely to choose intensities that exceed their
ventilatory threshold. This potentially leads to an emphasis on the
interoceptive cues of physical activity (e.g., the perception of muscle
pain or fatigue inherent to the exercise), ultimately resulting in lower
levels of pleasure — even when the exercise prescription allows for
such autonomy.?

Another basic psychological need to consider in relation to affect
and adherence to physically active behavior is perceived competence;
the perception of motor competence, beyond enhancing actual
motor learning, tends to promote higher levels of positive affect.
This can be fostered by providing positive feedback that praises
performance during physical activity, a practice which, even if it does
not necessarily reflect actual motor ability, has been shown to yield
benefits for motivation, affect, and learning.>**’

Finally, regarding basic psychological needs, social interaction
can be a strong ally in fostering more positive affective responses
to physical activity.”®3° According to previous findings, engaging
in physical activity as part of a group, given its connection to the
aforementioned ancestral motivations, can serve as a powerful
motivating factor,”? although some individuals may prefer more
solitary forms of physical activity.!

Given this, physical activity designed to elicit positive affect
during participation appears to be an emerging strategy for increasing
motivation to engage in physical activity. Consequently, it is believed
that exercise prescription based on the FITT-VP model should also
be guided by variables linked to the promotion of positive affect,
although further research into these relationships is still required.
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