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Abstract

High attrition rates among beginner martial arts students pose a persistent challenge for
martial arts organizations and limit the long-term physical, psychological, and educational
benefits of sustained training. The purpose of this qualitative narrative study was to explore
former martial arts students’ perceptions of barriers to retention and to examine how motivation
and engagement influenced their decision to discontinue training prior to achieving the rank of
black belt. Guided by Vroom’s expectancy theory, this study sought to better understand the
relationship among initial motivation, instructional experiences, and attrition. Data were
collected through semi-structured, one-on-one interviews with 10 former adult martial arts
students who met the study’s eligibility criteria. Participants were recruited through social media,
word-of-mouth referrals, and community outreach. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed,
and analyzed using inductive thematic analysis in NVivo®. Member checking and reflexivity
were employed to enhance credibility and trustworthiness. The findings revealed that attrition
resulted from a convergence of three compounding categories of barriers: Psychological and
Emotional Barriers, Expectations-versus-Reality Barriers, and Systemic and Contextual Barriers.
Although initial enrollment was often driven by deeply personal motivations—particularly
trauma-related self-defense needs—these motivations were insufficient to sustain engagement
when instructional practices, curriculum relevance, and organizational stability failed to align
with participant expectations. The study contributes to a multidimensional retention model and
offers implications for trauma-informed instructional practices, curricular relevance, and
systemic reliability. These findings provide actionable guidance for improving retention
strategies and inform future research on motivation, engagement, and persistence in martial arts

education.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Many martial arts organizations' key concern is attracting and retaining students (Nufez-
Barriopedro et al., 2021). Research in martial arts and combat sports, as well as the motivations
that drive individuals to train, is limited and often highly specific to a single discipline or style.
Therefore, addressing this issue requires obtaining and understanding the buyer’s motivations
(Silva & Quaresma, 2019). Little research exists on successful or unsuccessful teaching and
learning experiences, and there are few systematic reviews. Therefore, addressing this issue
requires understanding buyers' motivations (Reis Da Silva Duarte et al., 2022; Silva &
Quaresma, 2019). Freitas and Lacerda (2019) and Kim et al. (2021) noted that customers in the
sports and fitness field who reported higher perceived customer service quality also expressed
greater satisfaction with the facility. Nevertheless, very little is known about the quality-of-
service targets and which ones correlate more closely with customer satisfaction and
consumer/buyer behavior.

When instructors have a better understanding of what motivates students, they are
empowered to provide more effective instruction, enabling them to access the information
needed to modify their teaching practices, which, in turn, makes the instruction more desirable to
students (Biscaia et al., 2021). A strong understanding of the student’s motivations is a basic
tenet of marketing theory and a crucial factor in the success of martial arts organizations
(Barbopoulos & Johansson, 2016; Kim et al., 2021). Armed with this knowledge of what
motivates buyers, martial arts instructors are integral to developing programs that meet market
demands, thereby enabling them to attract and retain customers (Chung et al., 2022; Kim et al.,

2021; Nufiez-Barriopedro et al., 2021).



According to Minosky and Dumoulin (2023) and Reis Da Silva Duarte et al. (2022),
training in martial arts is conducted by federations and associations, and those who attain a black
belt, have the highest degree of technical achievement. Martial arts instruction requires passing
belt exams, for which students must meet specific requirements in terms of hours and technical
knowledge for each rank before being allowed to advance. Therefore, teachers are limited to
repeating the movements and structures passed down to them by their teachers and those before
them without receiving theoretical and critical training in both the teaching and
learning processes. In this sense, teaching martial arts and combat sports to children, adolescents,
recreational adults, adult competitors, and the elderly differs pedagogically (Reis Da Silva
Duarte et al., 2022; Tangkudung, 2022). This is why other variables should be considered when
planning and formulating the lesson plan, such as the students' goals, age groups, available
training/teaching materials, expectations, and more. Since martial arts involve physical contact
among students, didactic-pedagogical errors can increase the chances of injuries and potentially
lead to student dropout. Therefore, it is reassuring to know that training for these professionals is
not just a one-time event but a sustained commitment to student safety and retention (Reis Da
Silva Duarte et al., 2022).

Martial arts, combat sports, sports, and fitness organizations are unique when it comes to
the environment of customer service, as many of them offer a product in which the customer has
the option of being a consumer who chooses to be a spectator of a contest, a client who actively
takes part in a sport or physical activity, or both. Client participation is vital to the quality of
what the organization offers, as clients often assume multiple roles — such as consumer,
participant, or both — and expect to receive something of value in return (Ruihley et al., 2020).

These new paradigms and trends take the form of systematic, humanistic, and cultural



approaches, among others (Cynarski, 2019). The quality of training that a consumer seeks may
not necessarily come from the equipment, style of training, or environment but rather the
customer service and rewards that are shown, given, and gained by the instructor(s) and the
owner(s) of the facility, thus making proper education on the wants and needs of the student vital
to succeed (Garcia-Pascual, 2023; Mullen et al., 2022; Ruihley et al., 2020).

According to Hofmeister (2018) and Spotbee, Inc. (2024), there is no existing data on
how many people participate in martial arts training in the United States; it is believed to be a
sizeable minority, reflecting a considerable number of people who act as students and instructors
and is representative of over $4 billion in trade a year, having grown more than 5% from 2013 to
2018. Knowing what motivates a potential buyer will help the business determine what is needed
to meet market demand by creating suitable offerings, thereby attracting and potentially retaining
customers (Gjestvang, 2020; Kim et al., 2021; Kim & Zhang, 2019). Such knowledge will be
beneficial to both existing and future entrepreneurs in the fields of martial arts and combat
sports. It will help provide new and innovative ideas that can be directed toward educating the
student clientele. This is also good for the market, as entrepreneurship is a key component of
societal and economic development, growth, and achievement. This is because the innovative
ideas they bring to their specific market can lead to benefits such as improved market efficiency
and economic growth (Akinboye et al., 2020).
Statement of the Problem

The problem to be addressed is that the lack of effective strategies for fostering student
motivation and engagement among beginner martial arts students leads to high dropout rates,
which undermines the long-term educational benefits of martial arts training (Biscaia et al.,

2021; Cynarski, 2019; Kim & Zhang, 2019; Ko & Kim, 2010; Silva & Quaresma, 2019).



According to recent statistics, only 1-2% of martial arts students progress to earn their
black belts (Bennett, 2022; Bennett, 2024; Evans, 2023; Japanese Martial Arts Center, 2024;
Storm Taekwondo, 2023). Student memberships are the primary source of revenue for martial
arts facilities. A basic understanding of the buyer’s motivation will help in product development
and aid in attracting and retaining customers. When instructors have poor strategies that aid in
student retention, those rates fall, student motivation and engagement drop, program satisfaction
diminishes, the relationship between the instructor and student is weak, and the perception of the
value and benefits of martial arts training is low (Bachrach & Schermerhorn, 2020; Barbopoulos
& Johansson, 2016; Thomas, 2017).

Many theories exist about what motivates a person to train in martial arts and remain a
student for years. However, those are just theories and have not been investigated through
scientific study methods, as stated by Kim and Zhang (2019). According to Biscaia et al. (2021),
perceived value and overall satisfaction may contribute to martial arts retention issues. Other
reasons may include personal competency, well-being, enjoyment, and obligations (Box et al.,
2019; Chung et al., 2022; Deelan et al., 2018).

By focusing on retention in martial arts and addressing relevant questions, the study may
provide instructors and martial arts school owners with valuable insights to enhance their
training curricula. If this problem is not addressed, people may choose not to train in martial arts
at all, which could lead to a decline in the number of credible, certified instructors. This may
mean that martial arts styles considered defunct and no longer widely practiced become extinct,

as there may be no practitioners left to carry on their traditions and legacies.



Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative narrative study was to explore former martial arts students'
perceptions of barriers to retention and identify the strategies and supports that would have
promoted sustained engagement and motivation in their martial arts training. This enabled others
to better understand the motivational mechanisms underlying retention in martial arts practice
and study, while also enhancing students' overall instructional and educational experiences.
These findings can serve as a guide for martial arts instructors on how potential and current
students prefer to be taught and on the best practices for maintaining student retention (Kim &
Zhang, 2019; Thomas, 2017). The administrators of martial arts programs must identify unique
variables that directly affect an individual’s decision to continue training (Kim et al., 2021).
Few studies have empirically tested consumer satisfaction; this study focused on the satisfaction,
expectations, and retention of client participants within a martial arts, sports, or fitness-based
facility. To collect the data, 10 former students from various martial arts disciplines and locations
were asked a series of carefully crafted questions about their training experiences. Data were
collected through individual semi-structured interviews.
Introduction to Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework guiding this qualitative narrative study will be Victor Vroom’s
1964 expectancy theory (ET), also known as the expectancy theory of motivation. The theory is
a mental process related to choice or decision-making. The theory explains the processes
individuals go through when making choices. The theory emphasizes the need for organizations
to relate rewards directly to performance and ensure that the recipients both deserve and desire
those rewards (Bachrach & Schermerhorn, 2020; Bateman et al., 2019; Burton et al., 2020;

Vroom, 1964; Zboja et al., 2020). In the case of martial arts, this could be a belt/rank promotion



or the long-term achievement of earning the highest degree of technical improvement, a black
belt (Minosky & Dumoulin, 2023; Reis Da Silva Duarte et al., 2022).

According to Bateman et al. (2019) and Vroom (1964), people behave based on the
perceived likelihood that their effort will result in a specific outcome and the degree to which
they desire that outcome. As a cognitive theory of motivation, ET is based on three variables:
expectancy, instrumentality, and valence. Expectancy is based on their confidence that their
effort will lead to a good performance. Instrumentality then comes in the form of a question
about whether their good performance will be rewarded with the desired outcomes. Therefore,
expectancy links effort to performance, and instrumentality links performance to outcome
valence (Bateman et al., 2019; Vroom, 1964; Zboja et al., 2020).

To determine and select the most effective motivational methods, researchers rely on the
instructional situation to guide their decisions. The instructional situation includes the parts of
conditions, desires, and values (Reigeluth & Carr-Chellman, 2009; Reigeluth et al., 2017). In
1964, Vroom defined motivation as a process that governs choices among alternative voluntary
activities that the individual controls. Motivation is a product of the individual’s expectancy that
a specific effort will lead to the desired performance, the instrumentality of the performance
needed to achieve a specific result, and the value that the person places on the outcome valence
(Bateman et al., 2019; Burton et al., 2020; Vroom, 1964).

According to Bateman et al. (2019) and Vroom (1964), a lack of motivation exists in the
following three ways:

1) The belief a person has that they cannot perform well enough to achieve the desired

outcomes. This belief is high in valence and instrumentality but low in expectancy.



2) The person knows that they can do the task with a fair amount of certainty of the
outcome, but either does not want the outcome or chooses to believe others. This is high
in expectancy and instrumentality and low in valence.

3) The person knows that they can do the task and wants several outcomes, but they also
believe that no matter how well they perform the task, the outcome will not come. This is
high in expectancy and positive valence but low in instrumentality.

The framework tied to this theory has helped guide the development of the problem
statement, purpose statement, and research questions, as it aligns well with business,
management, leadership, entrepreneurship, and even instruction. The idea of being motivated to
continue training in martial arts or fitness aligns with the instructional format of traditional
martial arts, which focuses on advancing rank (Minosky & Dumoulin, 2023; Reis Da Silva
Duarte et al., 2022). Even combat sports focus on advancement, as one can progress from novice
to intermediate to professional status (Andreato et al., 2022; Bernick, 2021; Boguszewski, 2019;
Correia & Franchini, 2010; Lewandowski, 2020).

Introduction to Research Methodology and Design (Nature of the Study)

A qualitative narrative study using semi-structured one-on-one interviews was used to
investigate the motivations of beginning martial arts students. The interview questions were
structured and included a predetermined number of open-ended questions for every participant.
This helped document what compels them to continue their training or leave shortly after they
begin.

The study employed a qualitative methodology and involved a thorough examination of
student enrollment in martial arts schools, which are experiencing extensive growth yet have

received very little research attention regarding recruitment and retention. According to Creswell



and Poth (2024), qualitative data are often rich and subjective, consisting of in-depth information
typically presented in writing. Textual data from the study can take various forms, including
interview transcripts, diary entries, and observational notes (Creswell & Poth, 2024).

This exploratory narrative study aimed to investigate why people prematurely end their
martial arts training and which factors contribute to their retention. Using inductive strategies
helped analyze the data from the bottom up. This enabled data analysis without the bias of
preconceived notions and identifying any themes that may be present (Fariba, 2016). One-on-one
interviews were conducted in the study to encourage open-ended responses, thereby enhancing
the validity and depth of the findings. When possible, a recording device was used to transcribe
the received data, all while taking notes to ensure that nothing vital was missed. NVivo®
qualitative analysis software was also used to analyze the answers, identify themes, and for
coding. The dissertation board reviewed and approved all these tasks.

Research Questions

The research questions were designed to explore why beginning martial arts students
often quit shortly after they begin training and what motivations exist among the student
clientele. The following questions were used for the study:

IRQI|

How do former martial arts students perceive the barriers to retention in beginner-level

martial arts training?
IRQ2|
What are the perceptions of former martial arts students regarding the role of motivation

in sustaining their engagement in martial arts training?



|RO3|

How do former martial arts students perceive the influence of their engagement on their
decision to drop out or continue martial arts training?
RQ4|

What strategies and supports do former martial arts students perceive as necessary for
maintaining long-term engagement and reducing dropout rates in martial arts training?
Significance of the Study

The particular significance of this study lies in increasing and maintaining client retention
in martial arts, combat sports, and the broader field of fitness. A high level of client retention is
necessary because existing customers can provide stability during times of financial need
(Rodolfo de Azevedo Raiol, 2020; Xu et al., 2023). Customer retention is crucial to any
successful business, as it focuses on maintaining long-term relationships with existing clientele.
The ability to retain customers is often more cost-effective than acquiring new ones, and it can
lead to higher profitability, increased customer loyalty, positive customer referrals, and a positive
brand image (RevenueHunt, 2024; Rodolfo de Azevedo Raiol, 2020).

The number of martial arts facilities, MMA gyms, kickboxing gyms, sports combat gym:s,
and fitness centers has grown worldwide, leading to intense market competition. Therefore,
maintaining a steady clientele is crucial (Rodolfo de Azevedo Raiol, 2020). According to
Rodolfo de Azevedo Raiol (2020), the first step in preventing client drop-off is to identify the
main periods when the most significant number of current clientele stop attending the gym. Little
research exists on successful or unsuccessful teaching/learning experiences and systematic
reviews (Reis Da Silva Duarte et al., 2022; Silva & Quaresma, 2019). Although fitness clubs are

among the largest exercise arenas worldwide, membership dropout rates are generally between
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40% and 65% within the first 6 months (Gjestvang, 2020; Glestvang et al., 2023). Since studying
martial arts and combat sports encompasses a wide range of teaching concepts, theories, and
techniques, it is essential to understand what a student can expect in any given session. A
generalizable classification system of experiences across various martial schools and disciplines
could be beneficial for linking experiences to specific outcomes. This would enable various
teaching practices to be tailored to the specific needs, desires, experiences, expectations, and
outcomes of individual students (Glestvang et al., 2023; Sanford & Gill, 2019).
Definitions of Key Terms
Best Practices

Best practice in business refers to identifying and using the most effective methods to
achieve one’s business objectives. This involves keeping up to date with how a successful
business operates and measuring these practices against those used by market leaders across their
own and other sectors (Dees et al., 2023; Fried & Kastel, 2021; Gleddie, 2019).
Buyer Motivation

Buyer motivation is the psychological factor connected to a consumer’s decision to make
a specific purchase. This process consists of three stages, known as the “Buyer’s Journey,”
which includes awareness, consideration, and decision (Aicher et al., 2020; Fried & Kastel,
2021).
Combat Sports

Combat sports are sports in which psychological aspects greatly influence performance.
They can be understood as the practice of martial arts and fighting in a sporting context, in which
the practitioner(s) are concerned with winning. Combat sports are governed by pre-established

rules implemented by regulatory organizations, such as confederations, federations, or leagues
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(Andreato et al., 2022; Bernick, 2021; Boguszewski, 2019; Correia & Franchini, 2010;
Lewandowski, 2020).
Consumer

In business, a consumer refers to an individual or group that uses a product or service for
their own personal or business needs. The words "consumer" and "customer" are often used
interchangeably. Regarding the supply chain, the consumer is the end user, making them
important to the business as they drive revenue (Fried & Kastel, 2021; Richards, 2023; Xu,
2023).
Consumer/Buyer Behavior

Individuals, groups, or organizations, along with the processes they use to select, secure,
utilize, and dispose of products, experiences, ideas, or services to meet their individual needs
(Aicher et al., 2020; Garcia-Pascual et al., 2023; Richards, 2023; Rizvandi et al., 2019).
Cultural Approach

Culture includes the learned beliefs, values, and customs that direct the consumer
behavior of members of a specific society. This approach takes a humanistic perspective on a
cultural organization, considering the values, artifacts, and assumptions that arise from its
members' interactions. It is a humanistic approach focused on a company's stakeholders (Aicher
et al., 2020; Cornwell, 2022; Evans et al., 2022).
Customer Purchase Motivation

This is what encourages, leads, or motivates a consumer to make a purchase. It refers
to the underlying reasons or factors that drive a customer to make a purchase, including both
emotional and rational desires, such as the need to solve a problem, achieve a personal goal,

experience a certain feeling, or derive utility from a product or service. Customer purchase
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motivation refers to the factors that drive them to make a purchase. (Aicher et al., 2020; Fried &
Kastel, 2021).
Customer Retention

Customer retention is a key aspect of relationship marketing and is closely tied to the
philosophical process. This includes the service's total quality, as post-marketing activities play a
crucial role in fostering customer loyalty on both external and internal levels (Rodolfo de
Azevedo Raiol, 2020; Macon, 2020; McDonald et al., 2024; Yang et al., 2022).
Customer Service

When people are treated fairly, equally, and properly (Fried & Kastel, 2021; Happ et al.,
2021; Huang & Kim, 2023).
Didactic-Pedagogical Errors

Didactic teaching is a teacher-centered method in which teachers directly instruct
students through planned lessons and lectures. Pedagogy is learner-centered and involves
developing teaching strategies that cater to the diverse ways in which students learn. Errors may
develop within these teaching methods (Reis Da Silva Duarte, 2022; Schweisfurth, 2022).
Humanistic Approach

An approach to teaching in which the instructor allows students to learn of their own free
will and desire for knowledge. Humanists believe that the desire to learn is innate, with an aim
directed toward the ultimate goal of self-actualization; therefore, the motivation must come from
the learner (Drzajic & Kolev, 2018; Gandhi & Mukherji, 2024; VaezMousavi, 2023; Zulkarnain,

2020).
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Martial Arts

The definition of martial arts is not universally accepted, as it often encompasses various
factors such as time, philosophy, place, worldviews, politics, and cross-cultural influences.
Martial arts are fighting systems typically developed in Asia as ancient forms of combat and self-
defense, often taught today as regular fitness activities. The practice of martial arts includes
training in multiple disciplines/fighting styles such as hapkido, karate, aikido, tackwondo, kung
fu, Taichi, judo, jujitsu, and many others (Boguszewski, 2019; Demilkhanova, 2024; Mataruna-
Dos-Santos, 2020; McNamara, 2008; Sanford et al., 2021; Thomas, 2017; Werner, 2021). As a
cultural and historical expression of humanity, martial arts are presented in different contexts as
a physical practice of human movement, ranging from inception to high-performance sport,
while also serving as an activity focused on health and self-defense (Baiao Junior et al., 2024).
Motivation

Forces that are both internal and external, which direct, energize, and sustain a person’s
efforts. These include all behaviors except involuntary reflexes, such as eye blinking. Motivation
is intrinsic to the individual, referring to what moves a person toward action (Bateman et al.,
2019; Burton et al., 2020; Fried & Kastel, 2021). Motivation is the processes that set in motion
and strengthens goal-directed activities. Motivational processes are personal and internal
influences that lead to outcomes such as effort, achievement, choice, and environmental
regulations (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020).

Motivation is divided into intrinsic (IM) and extrinsic (EM). IM is related to the internal
rewards detected within the brain’s inherent satisfactions. It enables the acquisition of learning

skills and complex behaviors that involve long chains of actions to regulate needs. EM is directly
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related to external rewards, affecting the equilibrium state that guides behavioral learning (Berto
et al., 2023; Houghton et al., 2024).
Stakeholders

People or institutions who have an effect on or are affected by a business. These may
include shareholders, customers or clients, and local community members (Bateman et al., 2019;
Fried & Kastel, 2021; Horbel, 2021).
Systematic Approach

“Systematic” implies that attention is being paid to the details of the teaching process,
and the instructional approach will usually be teacher-directed (Gioia, 2021; Hempenstall, 2016;
Plourde & Krueger, 2021).
Summary

A qualitative, narrative inquiry was employed to investigate why beginning martial arts
students frequently discontinue their training shortly after commencing. This initiative was
conducted at martial arts locations throughout Bartlesville and Washington County, Oklahoma,
as well as in other areas across the United States, utilizing social media platforms. The study
explored buyer motivations among the student clientele, including their expectations and desired
outcomes. Purposive sampling was used to accurately represent the target population, including
stakeholders ranging from beginning to advanced student clientele who have chosen to
discontinue their studies. Three questions were used to develop semi-structured one-on-one
interviews with a qualitative design, which were conducted in a private setting until thematic
saturation was achieved (Naeem, 2024). The data collected from the interviews were then

categorized and analyzed using NVivo® data analysis software.
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Results from the study may then be used to identify the internal and external motivations
of clients in martial arts, combat sports, and fitness settings and shared with instructors and
business owners to implement the proper strategies needed to meet market demand and improve
client retention rates. While many researchers have focused on the motivation to participate in
martial arts/combat sports training or the benefits received from the training (Chung et al., 2022;
Kim & Zhang, 2019; Kim et al., 2009; Ko & Kim, 2010; Thomas, 2017), studies regarding
student retention rates within the martial arts industry are almost non-existent (Biscaia et al.,
2021; Silva & Quaresma, 2019). The findings from this study will be presented as data to inform
the formulation of best-practice strategies for attracting and retaining customers in an ever-

changing competitive market (Thomas, 2017).
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

The purpose of this qualitative narrative study was to explore the perceptions of former
martial arts students regarding barriers to retention and identify the strategies and supports that
would have promoted sustained engagement and motivation in their martial arts training. This is
due to the underlying problem being the lack of effective strategies needed to aid in formulating
beginning martial arts student engagement and motivation, which results in low retention and
high dropout rates, thus threatening the long-term educational benefits training may provide
(Biscaia et al., 2021; Cynarski, 2019; Kim & Zhang, 2019; Ko & Kim, 2010; Silva & Quaresma,
2019). There is an urgent need to address the high dropout rate that hinders the long-term
educational benefits of martial arts training due to a lack of understanding of best practices for
promoting student retention among beginning martial arts students (Barbopoulos & Johansson,
2016; Chung et al., 2022; Kim & Zhang, 2019; Nufiez-Barriopedro et al., 2021). Due to the
primary source of revenue for martial arts facilities being student membership, having a basic
understanding of the motivation of the buyer(s) will help in improving the product while aiding
in attracting and retaining customers (Barbopoulos & Johansson, 2016; Biscaia et al., 2021;
Chung et al., 2022; Kim & Zhang, 2019; Kim et al., 2009). This study aimed to provide a better
understanding of the motivational mechanisms that drive adherence and retention in martial arts
practice and study. The literature on the motivational mechanisms underlying adherence and
retention in martial arts practice and study is limited (Barbopoulos & Johansson, 2016; Biscaia et
al., 2021; Kim & Zhang, 2019; Reis Da Silva Duarte et al., 2022; Silva & Quaresma, 2019). This

study aimed to bridge the gaps between buyer motivation, adherence, and retention in martial
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arts practice and study by focusing on the satisfaction, expectations, and retention rates of
client/student participants at a martial arts, sports, or fitness-based facility.

Several theories on the motivations that lead individuals to practice martial arts have
existed for years, including perceived value and overall satisfaction (Biscaia et al., 2021). People
may also study martial arts for personal obligations, well-being, competence, and enjoyment
(Box et al., 2019; Chung et al., 2022; Deelan et al., 2018). These areas of interest may help
students understand their motivations and enable instructors to adapt to and remain relevant in an
ever-growing and competitive business environment by creating educational practices that appeal
to them (Thomas, 2017).

This chapter examines strategies to overcome the barriers that prevent beginning martial
artists from earning the rank of black belt and beyond, as well as the resources and support
available to support retention. This discussion follows an examination of theories on educational
practices and their application in martial arts instruction to enhance retention. The theory used in
this study is Victor Vroom’s 1964 expectancy theory (ET), also known as the expectancy theory
of motivation. This chapter explains how other theories, such as Kurt Lewin’s field theory,
equity theory, and needs theory, influenced Vroom’s expectancy theory.

Literature Search Strategies

This literature review focused on identifying sources from various search engines that
included the most recent peer-reviewed journals relevant to this research study. Accessing the
most prevalent peer-reviewed articles published within the past five years, up to 2024, required
searching several databases using multiple search engines. These various search engines operate
by extracting both older and recent articles. Scholarly articles were obtained from the following

sources: Google Scholar, Google, ProQuest Central, Journal of Business Strategies, Martial
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Arts Studies, Psychology of Sports & Exercise, Journal of Consumer Marketing, Physician &
Sports Medicine, European Sport Management Quarterly, Iranian Journal of Public Health,
Heliyon, ACPES Journal of Physical Education, Sport, and Health (AJPESH), Motriz, The
Lykeion Library series, PLoS ONE, Journal of the Society for Existential Analysis, Philosophical
Alternatives Journal, Front Sports Act Living, International Journal for Quality Research, Sport
in Society, The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, Scandinavian Journal of Medicine &
Science in Sports, Journal of Physical Education, Recreation, & Dance, Journal of Sports
Science & Medicine, International Journal of Sports Marketing and Sponsorship, Journal of
Physical Fitness and Sports Medicine, The Centre for Independent Studies, Sustainability,
International Journal of Applied Sports Sciences, Sports Management Review, Journal of the
Philosophy of Sport, Waldon University — Scholar Works, Journal of Service Management,
Frontiers of Psychology, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, R&E Search for
Evidence, Scientific Electronic Archives, Journal of Human Sport and Exercise, Revista
Intercontinental de Gestao Desportiva, Journal of Sports Behavior, Physical Education & Sport
Pedagogy, International Journal of Educational Development, Revista de Artes Marciales
Asiaticas, International Journal of Human Movement and Sports Sciences, International Journal
of Marketing Studies, Positive Psychology, National Olympic Academy — HSAS, European
Journal of Neuroscience, Journal of Physical Education and Sports, and Advances in Social
Science, Education and Humanities Research.

The National University online library, RoadRunner Navigator Search, was the most
valuable resource for finding journal articles for this research. Some of the keywords and search
terms used for the research were as follows: martial arts theories of retention, challenges of

education, customer acquisition and retention in sports, the importance of client retention in
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sports, the definition of best practices, martial arts terms and history, martial arts statistics, buyer
motivation in sports, buyer motivation in martial arts, customer retention, customer retention in
martial arts and/or sports, humanistic approach to teaching, Vroom’s expectancy theory,
expectancy theory of motivation, VIE theory, Kurt Lewin’s field theory, Adam’s equity theory of
motivation, Bandura’s cognitive theory of motivation, and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework used in this study was Victor Vroom’s 1964 expectancy
theory (ET), also known as the expectancy theory of motivation, and the VIE theory, which is
based on its three core components: valence, instrumentality, and expectancy (Riggio, 2015).
Expectancy theory differs from the content needs theories of Alderfer, McClelland, Herzberg,
and Maslow in that it does not provide specific suggestions on what motivates members of an
organization (Lunenburg, 2011; Render, 2019). This means that expectancy theory is a cognitive
process theory of motivation, in which people are motivated if they believe that solid effort will
lead to good performance (Bryant, 2020; Lunenburg, 2011; Vroom, 1964). It differs from other
main motivational theories in its unique focus on cognitive antecedents that shape personal
motivation (Bryant, 2020; Lunenburg, 2011; Render, 2019).

The theory suggests that in terms of education, a student’s motivation is mainly driven by
their belief that their effort will lead to a desired outcome, such as positive feedback and good
grades, and that the value that is placed on the outcome will have a direct impact on the amount
of effort that they put forth, meaning that students have more motivation when they believe that
their hard work will result in a meaningful reward that they desire (Lunenburg, 2011; Vroom &
Deci, 1999; World of Work, 2019; Zadja, 2023). Blaise Pascal and David Bernoulli formulated

the basic idea that an action should be executed if its expected results are high in value and the
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action appears to be a feasible means of realizing them in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries (Cranach & Tschan, 2001; Sutton, 2024). However, the theory’s psychological
formulations are based on Kurt Lewin's 1951 field theory, with subsequent developments by
John W. Atkinson, Heinz Heckhausen, and others (Cranach & Tschan, 2001; Sutton, 2024;
Zadja, 2023).

Victor Vroom was a Canadian psychologist who developed the expectancy theory in
1964 while working at the Yale School of Management. This theory has since gained significant
prominence in the field and study of workplace motivation (Sutton, 2024; Zadja, 2023). In 1964,
Vroom suggested that an “individual’s behavior was motivated by anticipated results or
consequences” and that the intensity of their work was driven by the perception that their effort
would result in a desired outcome (as cited in Zadja, 2023, p. 38). This way of thinking aligns
with behavioral theories as it recognizes the importance of consequences in motivating our
actions. Vroom also claimed that we are more driven to perform when we know (or at least
believe) that the extra effort we put forth will be noticed and rewarded accordingly (Zadja,
2023).

Expectancy theory is based on four assumptions (Lunenburg, 2011; Render, 2019;
Vroom, 1964; Vroom & Deci, 1999). These assumptions can be attributed to martial arts schools
as follows: people join martial arts schools with expectations based on three things that influence
how individuals react to the school: their needs, motivations, and past experiences; conscious
choice leads to an individual’s behavior, meaning people are free to choose those
behaviors suggested by their expectancy calculations; people desire different things from the
organization, such as job security, good competitive wages, etc.; and people will choose among

various alternatives to optimize outcomes for them personally. It is these four assumptions of the
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theory that lead to three key elements (Bateman et al., 2019; Vroom, 1964), which are
expectancy — a person is motivated to the degree that they believe that effort will lead to
acceptable performance; instrumentality - a person is motivated to the degree that they believe
their good performance will be rewarded; and valence — a person is motivated to the degree that
they believe the value of the rewards is highly positive (Bateman et al., 2019; Vroom, 1964;
World of Work, 2019). This is illustrated by how one assumption leads to an element in Figure 1,

the Basic Expectancy Model that I created.

Figure 1
Basic Expectancy Model
Expectancy Instrumentality
Effort + Performance Rewards
Valence

Note. This figure illustrates that a person is motivated to the point of believing that maximum
effort will lead to acceptable performance (expectancy). In martial arts, achieving good
performance may lead to promotion from one rank to the next. Second, adequate performance
will lead to the desired rewards (instrumentality), including an increase in rank, greater
recognition from peers of lower rank, and additional responsibility. Third, the value of rewards is
highly positive (valence); the possibility of rewards may make students more inclined to try
harder. The figure is based on my understanding of how the assumptions and key elements are
related (Bateman et al., 2019; Lunenburg, 2011; Render, 2019; Vroom, 1964; Vroom & Deci,

1999; World of Work, 2019).
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Expectancy

Expectancy is a person’s estimate of the likelihood that their effort will yield acceptable
performance. It is the extent to which they believe their additional effort will help them achieve
the target behavioral outcomes. It is based on probabilities that range from 0 to 1. Zero is when a
person believes there is no chance that their effort will lead to the desired performance level. The
opposite of this is 1, in which the person is optimistic that the task will be completed (Bateman et
al., 2019; Boyd & Hartzell, 2023; Griffin, 2023; Lunenburg, 2011; Vroom, 1964; Vroom &
Deci, 1999).
Instrumentality

Instrumentality is one’s estimate of the probability that a given level of achieved task
performance will be rewarded. It is the extent to which they believe the rewards will actually
materialize if they achieve the desired outcomes or behaviors (Alston et al., 2017; Boyd &
Hartzell, 2023; Griffin, 2023; Vroom, 1964; Vroom & Deci, 1999). Instrumentality refers to a
person’s belief that first-level goals are a precursor to second-level goals (Bryant, 2020). This
also ranges from 0 to 1. An example of 0 instrumentality would be a situation in which there is
no perceived relationship between a good performance rating and promotion to a new belt level
in martial arts. An instrumentality rating of 1 occurs when a martial arts student recognizes that
their excellent technique performance will result in a promotion to a new belt level (Bateman et
al., 2019; Lunenburg, 2011).
Valence

Valence is the strength of one’s preference for a specific reward. It is the extent to which
they value the potential rewards associated with particular results or behaviors (Griffin, 2023). It

means that peer acceptance, recognition by instructors, belt or rank promotions, or any other
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reward may hold value for one martial arts student and no value for another. Valence can be
positive or negative, unlike expectancy and instrumentality. The valence range is -1 to +1.
Therefore, if a student sees no value in a reward, the valence is negative; whereas if they see
little to no value, the valence is 0. In theory, a reward has valence because it relates to the
person’s needs. This means that valence links to the need theories of motivation developed by
Alderfer, McClelland, Herzberg, and Maslow. These psychologists all developed their own
versions of needs theory, which aim to explain how people's underlying needs influence their
motivation. Each theorist identified the specific kinds of needs that drive people’s actions and
behaviors in a variety of ways, such as Alderfer’s ERG theory, McClelland’s need for affiliation,
achievement, and power, Herzberg’s hygiene and motivator factors, and Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs (McClelland & Boyatzis, 1982; Souders, 2019).

Vroom suggested that motivation and the three elements of expectancy, instrumentality,
and valence are related through the following equation: Motivation = Expectancy x
Instrumentality x Valence. The equation is significant because it has a multiplier effect: when
expectancy, instrumentality, and valence are all high, motivation is also high; however, if any
one of these factors is missing, motivation may be compromised. The opposite of this
assumption of the theory implies that if any of the three factors is zero, the overall level of
motivation will be zero (Bateman et al., 2019; Boyd & Hartzell, 2023; Bryant, 2020; Lunenburg,
2011; Render, 2019; Vroom, 1964; Vroom & Deci, 1999; World of Work, 2019).

According to Petri and Govern (2004), motivation is a term that describes “the forces
acting on or within an organism to initiate or direct behavior” (p. 16). If this is the case, one
could argue that a person’s knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and differing definitions and

perceptions can affect their motivation to continue martial arts instruction. This makes
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motivation a complex process focused on a specified behavior that can be influenced by various
factors, including a person's feelings, beliefs, values, and context (Alston et al., 2017).

It is essential to recognize that rewards arising from motivation can be intrinsic or
extrinsic. In martial arts instruction, extrinsic motivations are external, such as the desire for
promotion, whereas intrinsic motivations are internal, including a sense of fulfillment and the
achievement of earning a new belt or rank (Daniels, 2024; Denomine & Hartzell, 2023; Vroom,
1964; Vroom & Deci, 1999). It is said that a person is intrinsically motivated when engaged in
an activity because they enjoy it rather than for external rewards. Intrinsic motivation may be
intensified or diminished by the presence or absence of certain factors, such as autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Students struggle to grasp the complexity of sustaining intrinsic
motivation (Kang, 2021; Singhal, 2022). In education, people may believe that the likelihood of
achieving a desired outcome is higher, even if they perform at the required level, leading to poor
motivation. Others may also decide that the likelihood of achieving their goal is not so bad,
which can result in strong motivation (Riggio, 2015; Sutton, 2024).

At least seven key points concern expectancy theory, including: the individual's
perception is central. The theory emphasizes that people’s motivation is based on their personal
perception of the relationship between their performance, effort, and the outcomes that follow
(Boyd & Hartzell, 2023; Glaser, 2023; Lunenburg, 2011; Sutton, 2024; Zadja, 2023). Second, the
motivational force calculation, as mentioned previously, suggests that an individual’s motivation
level is a product of Motivation = Expectancy x Instrumentality x Valence (Bateman et al., 2019;
Bryant, 2020; Lunenburg, 2011; Vroom, 1964; Vroom & Deci, 1999). Third, application in
management, which suggests that managers can use expectancy theory to design incentive

systems successfully, thus ensuring that their employees believe that their efforts will be
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recognized and that their performance will be rewarded appropriately (Boyd & Hartzell, 2023;
Lunenburg, 2011; Sutton, 2024; Zadja, 2023). This may also be applied to martial arts instruction
and students being rewarded through belt promotions and an increase in rank due to their
performance and proper demonstration of knowledge (Biscaia et al., 2021; Chung et al., 2022;
Minosky & Dumoulin, 2023; Reis Da Silva Duarte et al., 2022; Sanford & Gill, 2019; Thomas,
2017). Fourth is individual decision-making, as the theory assumes that people actively choose
behaviors based on their assessment of the possible outcomes and their perceived likelihood of
achieving them (Glaser, 2023; Lunenburg, 2011; Sutton, 2024; Zadja, 2023). The fifth key point
is cognitive appraisal: the theory assumes that people actively assess the potential rewards and
costs of various actions, taking into account their personal values and beliefs. This is done by
emphasizing the role of a person’s subjective evaluation of their capabilities and the environment
in determining their motivation (Sutton, 2024). A sixth key point is individual differences, as the
theory acknowledges that people differ in their levels of expectancy, instrumentality, and
valence, which depend on their personal experiences, values, and goals (Sutton, 2024). Finally,
there is the choice theory, which, like expectancy theory, emphasizes that people choose
behavior based on their perceptions of what will lead to the most desirable outcome, aligning
with the core premise behind choice theory (Sutton, 2024).

Several theorists, including Peak (1955) and Porter and Lawler (1968), have contributed
to Vroom's expectancy theory over the years since its creation. Peak’s concept of instrumentality
has been used to complement Vroom’s expectancy construct. Instrumentality theory describes
the individual’s point of view regarding the relationship between the expected byproducts of
action needed to achieve a goal and the achievement of the outcome. Porter and Lawler then

expanded on expectancy theory by suggesting that performance results from the interaction
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between expectancy, instrumentality, valence, ability, and role perceptions, thereby bridging the
two theories. Porter and Lawler defined role perceptions as the actions believed necessary to
perform a job successfully (Bryant, 2020).

Other theories used to create Victor Vroom’s expectancy theory were Kurt Lewin’s 1951
field theory, Adam’s 1965 equity theory of motivation, Bandura’s 1960s cognitive theory of
motivation, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need (Need-based theories), and Skinner’s reinforcement
theory (Channel, 2021; Lunenburg, 2011; Souders, 2019; Sutton, 2024; Zadja, 2023). Each
model has a significant place in education and makes a substantial contribution to Vroom’s
expectancy theory. Understanding the other behavioral models and how they operate is essential
to a better comprehension of how expectancy theory works.

Kurt Lewin’s 1951 field theory is considered the foundational concept behind Victor
Vroom’s 1964 expectancy theory due to its emphasis on the idea that a person’s behavior is
influenced by the complex interplay of forces within their “life space” (i.e., their perceptions
(internal psychological space) and environment (external physical space)) (Jones, 2024; Qi,
2021; Talwar, 2021). Its perspective enables educators to approach teaching by addressing the
entire learning environment, thereby positively facilitating change and student development
(Cherry, 2023; Qi, 2021; Rama, 2023). Lewin used the term ‘group’ to refer to a set of actors
who depend on one another to achieve specific goals, and in martial arts, that may mean earning
a black belt (as cited in Kump, 2023). According to the Encyclopedia Britannica (2024), Lewin
stated that behavior is a function of a person’s environment and that everything in one’s
environment affects behavior. This environment can be found in various settings, including
martial arts schools, workplaces, and homes. In certain settings, the environment can lead people

to become compliant, be promoted, or even quit their jobs (McGee, 1995; World of Work, 2024).
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There is a valuable link between Vroom's expectancy theory and Adam's equity theory of
motivation. The two theories suggest that people will also compare their outcomes with those of
others based on their perceptions (Souders, 2019). Equity theory is rooted in social exchange
theory (Davlembayeva & Alamanos, 2023; Littlejohn et al., 2021). It suggests that those who
perceive themselves as under- or over-rewarded will experience suffering, leading them to seek
to restore equity within the relationship (Adams, 1965; World of Work, 2020). According to
Adam’s 1965 equity theory of motivation, people strive for fairness or equity in their social
interactions. Regarding education, they aim to recognize that the effort they put into their degrees
is reflected in the benefits they receive (Reyes & Zhang, 2024). This principle can also be
applied to martial arts instruction; those who invest effort into their training want to know that
the time they spend will be worthwhile (Freitas & Lacerda, 2019). This means that a lack of
clear evidence, which hinders informed choices, impacts a student’s motivation (Adams, 1963,
1965). Martial arts achievements are often linked to a ranking system, generally associated with
a colored belt award. The attainment of these belt ranks has been identified as having distinct
personal significance, meaning that people will measure themselves against them. Hence, the
belts measure their progress (Minosky & Dumoulin, 2023; Reis Da Silva Duarte et al., 2022;
Sanford & Gill, 2019).

Vroom's expectancy theory of motivation is linked to Bandura's social cognitive theory of
motivation through the concept of expectancy (Bandura, 1991; Riggio, 2015; Urhahne & Wijnia,
2023; Zajdo, 2023). Social Learning Theory has been successfully applied across various cultural
settings and used to understand how new behaviors are learned in diverse domains, including
leadership, athletics, and entrepreneurship (Morse et al., 2019). According to Nickerson (2024),

Bandura's Social Learning Theory (SLT) has had a significant impact on teaching methods and
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classroom management, and it can be applied to education in several ways. Instructors can use
praise and reward systems to foster positive behaviors and promote learning. Regarding positive
reinforcement, martial arts instructors are trained to encourage and support their students
positively. This is done by providing constructive feedback, celebrating victories and milestone
achievements such as belt promotions, and helping overcome obstacles. This helps individuals
feel valued and seen, boosting their self-esteem and confidence (Bandura, 1991; Biscaia et al.,
2021; Chung et al., 2022; Memarian & Doleck, 2024). The rewards may be given positively or
negatively (Larriba-Quest, 2017; Younas et al., 2019). Minosky and Dumoulin (2023), Reis Da
Silva Duarte et al. (2022), and Sanford and Gill (2019) have all discussed promotion in martial
arts and rewarding student performance with an advancement in rank/level through the tradition
of giving them a different-colored belt to show their advancement in training and increase in
knowledge.

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs can help us better understand the various rewards people
might find valuable depending on their level of need satisfaction (Amron, 2017; Lunenburg,
2011; McLeod, 2024; Sutton, 2024). While Vroom’s expectancy theory does not clearly define a
hierarchy of needs, it acknowledges that different individuals may value different rewards based
on their specific needs and goals. Therefore, it is similar to Maslow's hierarchy of needs theory
(Souders, 2019). While expectancy theory has been shown to have been influenced by Maslow’s
needs theory, it is different in that it emphasizes that motivation is driven by the perceived value
of the reward and the belief that effort will lead to the outcome (reward) whereas need-based
theories focus on the fulfillment of basic needs (Channel, 2021; Crandall et al., 2020; Frei-

Landau & Levin, 2023; Papalia, 2024; Souders, 2019).
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The variables of a research study are important as they are any attribute or characteristic
that can be measured, examined, observed, described, and interpreted. They can take on various
values within a study population, reflecting aspects of the subject under analysis to understand
the relationships among the different factors (Andrade, 2021). They can be independent
variables, which influence other variables (the cause), or dependent variables, which depend on
other variables (the effect) (Andrade, 2021; Bhandari, 2023). An example in this study was the
relationship between student retention and business growth (i.e., a martial arts studio's growth is
dependent on student retention). This study addressed four research questions, each examining a
different variable: barriers to retention in beginner-level martial arts training, the role of
motivation in sustaining engagement, the relationship between engagement and the decision to
continue training or drop out, and strategies to reduce dropout rates in martial arts schools.
Variables are important because they enable the framing of research questions, the creation of
hypotheses, and the interpretation of results (Stewart, 2025).

Barriers to Retention in Beginner-Level Martial Arts Training

Studies on barriers to retention in martial arts training are limited, with most articles
focusing on other barriers, such as the cultural differences between the martial arts (Biscaia et al.,
2021; Cynarski, 2021). The biggest issue with the availability of martial arts studios appears to
occur primarily in rural areas. Interest in training is relatively low, about 17%, so retention is
often even lower (Cynarski, 2021). In a study by Witkowski et al. (2021), the authors found that
the barriers to training in martial arts, specifically combat sports, are related to physical
conditions and poorly organized physical education classes, while the motives for training in
martial arts are related to a higher level of combat skills as well as trends that the media have set.

Another study found that approximately 21% of American adults have studied some form of
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martial arts in their lifetime, with only 2.8% of those individuals still actively training, indicating
a high turnover rate among new students (Gabelhouse, 2017; Guy, 2020).

Perceived barriers to physical activity and martial arts training, whether internal or
external, can be seen as roadblocks to participation. Internal barriers relate to personal factors,
such as preferences, whereas external barriers refer to the environment, including a martial arts
school (Aggarwal, 2024; Koh et al., 2022). It is essential to recognize that, due to variations in
populations, socio-economic status, and culture worldwide, barriers to physical activity and
martial arts training may also differ. As a result, perceived barriers can influence both physical
activity and sedentary behavior (Koh et al., 2022).

Retention in martial arts and combat sports is a crucial element of consumer behavior
research, and the education and knowledge gained can be applied in practical business marketing
situations. Trends in the fitness and martial arts industry are constantly changing and evolving,
requiring business owners to stay informed about the business environment and to assess market
demand to maintain and remain relevant in the field (Garcia-Fernandez et al., 2020; Thomas,
2017). Martial arts, combat sports, sports, and fitness organizations are unique when it comes to
the environment of customer service, as many of them offer a product in which the customer has
the option of being a consumer who chooses to be a spectator of a contest, a client who actively
takes part in a sport or physical activity, or both. Student client participation is vital to the quality
of what martial arts organizations offer, as students often assume multiple roles, including
consumer and participant, with expectations of receiving something of value in return (Ruihley et
al., 2020). These new paradigms and trends include systematic, humanistic, and cultural
approaches, among others (Cynarski, 2019). The quality of training that a student seeks may not

necessarily come from the equipment, style of training, or environment but rather the customer
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service and rewards that are shown, given, and gained by the instructor(s) and the owner(s) of the
facility thus making proper education on the wants and needs of the student vital to
succeed (Garcia-Pascual, 2023; Ruihley et al., 2020).

Breaking down barriers in the martial arts is crucial for the entire industry, as it can help
it grow and thrive by making training and learning more accessible to anyone with the desire to
participate. When individuals from diverse backgrounds choose to train, they also bring new and
exciting perspectives and a range of skills and talents. Additionally, by overcoming these
barriers, the industry will be able to increase its training participation, support, and revenue,
thereby becoming more vibrant and sustainable (Grow Pro, 2023; Guy, 2020).

Role of Motivation in Sustaining Engagement

Motivation plays a vital role in sustaining engagement in martial arts and sports
participation. It serves as a driving force that encourages individuals to continue training, remain
committed, and overcome barriers, thereby significantly impacting long-term participation and
retention (Deckers, 2022; Ley, 2020; Polycarpou, 2023). These rewards come intrinsically or
extrinsically. People who are intrinsically motivated participate in the task for internal reasons
such as satisfaction and overall enjoyment (Almagro et al., 2020; Hatch et al., 2025;
Malchrowicz-Mosko et al., 2020). Extrinsically motivated individuals may choose to train
because they crave external rewards, such as trophies, praise, and recognition, and tend to focus
on competitive and/or performance outcomes (Hatch et al., 2025; Malchrowicz-Mosko et al.,
2020; Tlemsani, 2021).

According to Witkowski et al. (2021), the primary motives for training in martial arts
among most people are excitement, body shaping, and comprehensive physical development,

which often stem from watching their favorite action stars in movies and playing video games.
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Other motives may be self-defense-oriented and focused on one’s own safety. For some, this
motivation may be strong from the moment they begin training in a martial art; for others, it may
take time to develop, if at all. Regardless, if the person is motivated, retention will remain strong;
however, when that motivation is lacking, it may lead to burnout and eventually to dropping out
(Malchrowicz-Mosko et al., 2020; Polycarpou, 2023; Szakal, 2022).
Engagement and Choosing to Continue or Drop Out

According to Anderson-Butcher et al. (2022), research suggests that engagement in sport-
based positive youth development programs leads to and contributes to key outcomes related to
social, cognitive, physical, emotional, and mental health. Youth, especially those who are
socially vulnerable, tend to derive the most benefits from consistent, long-lasting participation.
However, even when common barriers are removed, retention remains a challenge. These
barriers may include cost, time, lack of transportation, and other factors (Back et al., 2022a;
Bantham et al., 2021; Malchrowicz-Mosko et al., 2020). This means that understanding the
factors that influence retention and may lead to long-term participation among those groups that
tend to be the hardest to serve is also a priority (Anderson-Butcher, 2022; Back et al., 2022b).
So, understanding the barriers to retention and being able to keep the martial arts students
motivated, engaged, and wanting to return to training in more classes is vital for maintaining the
school and keeping the doors open (Almagro et al., 2020; Hatch et al., 2025; Mittermeir et al.,
2024).
Reducing Dropout Rates

Dropout and retention rates are significant issues for martial arts and sports business
management, as these businesses rely on customers to sustain consistent operations while

competing with other businesses with similar business models in their area (Malchrowicz-
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Mosko, 2020; Mittermeir et al., 2024). Martial arts schools not only need to be made available to
the masses, but they also need to offer consistent opportunities to train while also giving the
customer what they want, meeting the market demand of the customer, because when the
customer is happy, they tend to stay (Kim et al., 2021; Kim & Zhang, 2019; Thomas, 2017).
Having a better understanding of the client's wants and needs and how they come from all
circumstances of life is of special importance as it will aid in overcoming those barriers to
retention and may help to reduce the dropout rates (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2020; Anderson-
Butcher et al., 2022; Back et al., 2022a).
Student Motivation in Martial Arts

Motivation, including training and striving for perfection, is one of many predictors of
human performance. As a result, the lack of motivation in martial arts training and combat sports
is a significant issue, a primary concern across various fields of science and business
management, including sociology, physical education, and the psychology of sports and fitness
management (Wolska et al., 2019). Motivation is one of the major issues in sports training as it
determines not only the effectiveness of the training but also the desire to first and foremost
begin training and then continue training (i.e., retention) (Malchrowicz-Mosko et al., 2020; Silva
& Quaresma, 2019; Wafiiroh et al., 2022; Wolska et al., 2019). According to Wolska et al.
(2019), it is understandable that researchers have a vested interest in motivation related to sports
participation and acknowledge that improving athletes' performance requires a variety of well-
organized and appropriate motivational techniques. Unfortunately, research on martial arts and
sports combat motivation is limited and often specific to a single discipline or style (Deckers,

2022; Silva & Quaresma, 2019).
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Sports and martial arts training are intensive activities that cultivate and enhance athletes'
abilities, enabling them to achieve specific goals. Achievement includes several important
psychological factors, including motivation. Unfortunately, athletes, students, coaches, and
instructors still do not consider these factors (Wolska et al., 2019). According to Yildirim et al.
(2019), effective leadership techniques as an instructor are crucial behavioral processes that
significantly impact several educational concepts, including motivation.

Previous studies have demonstrated that age and gender can influence sports motivation
in various ways, encompassing both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Malcrowicz-Mosko et al.,
2020). Intrinsic motivation is related to the internal rewards detected within the brain’s inherent
satisfactions. It enables the acquisition of learning skills and complex behaviors that involve long
chains of actions to regulate needs. It refers to engaging in an activity for pleasure. Extrinsic
motivation is directly related to external rewards, which influence the equilibrium state that
guides behavior learning. Individuals experience less optimal levels of challenge or autonomy
(Berto et al., 2023; Daniels, 2024; Denomine & Hartzell, 2023; Houghton et al., 2024;
Malcrowicz-Mosko et al., 2020). People engage in physical activity for intrinsic rather than
extrinsic motivation, even though external factors may be used to enhance it at times
(Malcrowicz-Mosko et al., 2020; Rosario, 2023). A higher level of extrinsic motivation was
observed among men than among women in a social context; men tend to display a strong
orientation toward achievement driven by external factors, such as recognition from others and
prestige (Malcrowicz-Mosko et al., 2020; Walczak & Tomazak, 2019).

Student Retention in Martial Arts
Retention in martial arts refers to the progression of students from initially trying out and

sampling the school to becoming fully engaged, committed students dedicated to the training
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offered by the school (Berg et al., 2021). Failure to retain students may increase the cost of
recruiting and training new clients for the sports and martial arts program. Retention may be
challenging, but it often disregards organization within the process. Maintaining and increasing
the number of clients requires a thorough investigation into what keeps them engaged and
motivated to continue training. Most consideration must be given to specific perspectives that
lead to an increased interest in continuing their martial arts education. A thorough analysis of
what motivates individuals to stay and continue training is crucial for organizations to retain and
expand their student numbers (Boborol et al., 2023).

In a study on sports participation by Eime et al. (2022), retention was lowest among four-
year-olds, with the highest dropout rate. In this age group, 57% of children stopped participating
in their chosen sport within 2 years of starting, and 36.4% continued playing for 3 years. The age
group with the highest retention rate was 10—14 years, at 39.3%. The study also found that
participation in community club-based sports had a significant dropout rate, with 45% of
participants aged 4-29 quitting within 3 years. A Spanish study by San Emeterio et al. (2017)
reported that the likelihood of quitting decreased with the amount of money invested. They also
concluded that loyalty-building strategies, rewarding advance payments, and cross-selling can be
practical tools for increasing retention.

Student Engagement in Martial Arts

A student who participates actively has a vested interest in their martial arts training and
is motivated and engaged. Being engaged also includes practicing consistently, having a desire to
learn new techniques, and feeling a sense of connection to their training and martial arts
organization (Admin, 2024). Yu et al. (2024) found that when martial arts schools in China

emphasize their cultural significance, it becomes a culturally engaging form of physical activity
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for practitioners. The focus connected the students to their style’s heritage and instilled a sense of
pride and identity, thereby enhancing their motivation and desire to train. The structured
environment of martial arts classes promotes a clear set of rules and expectations for the students
while also supporting the development of self-regulation by providing a consistent framework
for the students to be able to practice and perfect their skills (Baumeister et al., 2007; Henderson,
2022; Papalia, 2024; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). Madireddy et al. (2023) suggested that
instructors should focus more on implementing a hands-on approach in their curricula to bridge
the gap between theory and practice, making martial arts practice more engaging and applicable
to students’ real-life experiences. Tailoring the curriculum to students' varying skill levels and
providing more inclusive opportunities may increase participation and interest in the training
(Madireddy et al., 2023; Yu et al., 2024).
Student Drop-out Rates in Martial Arts

Dropout has two meanings: the first, when referring to elite sports participation, is that
the athlete's career ends before they reach the peak of their athletic performance. This type of
dropout tends to be more prevalent among children and adolescent athletes. The contrast to this
interpretation is that ending a sports career after reaching peak performance is typically referred
to as retirement. According to the first interpretation (Zhang et al., 2024), retired athletes are
older than those who dropped out of the same sport. In short, dropout can occur at any age and is
characterized by the premature termination of any supervised physical activity (Saez et al.,
2021).

Preventing athlete dropout is one of the most significant challenges, especially among
youth participants; therefore, it is essential to explore the factors contributing to the dropout rate.

One of the primary strategies to reduce, and potentially prevent, early dropouts is to explore
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methods and tools that keep athletes engaged in their chosen sport, including those used by
martial arts practitioners (Zhang et al., 2024). Understanding the cause can involve various
factors, including the quality of the motivational atmosphere created by the instructors and the
strength of the relationship between the student and instructor(s) (Fang et al., 2024).

Several international studies have been published that offer valuable insights into why
people participate in sports and the importance of sports; however, far fewer examine why young
people drop out of sports. According to Hundito (2022), 33% of youth ages 10—17 drop out of
organized sports each year, affecting millions worldwide. Sports such as martial arts, which
require extensive training, high levels of endurance, and/or specialized skills, may also lead to
higher dropout rates (Brenner et al., 2019).

Several factors have been shown to influence one’s decision to continue training or drop
out, including personality, motivation and commitment, learning and development, and health. A
person’s personality can majorly affect sports-related behavior and achievement. Because of this,
it is no surprise that most research has focused on dropout as an outcome variable related to
personality. The discernment of success was also found to be a possible factor influencing the
dropout rate (Zhang et al., 2024). Positive emotion-related variables, such as enjoyment,
openness, and satisfaction with the chosen sport's practice, may also serve as a protective factor
against dropout (Calvo & Topa, 2019; Lea & Branco, 2020; Zhang et al., 2024).

Motivation and commitment were the next factors to be identified, encompassing
intrinsic, extrinsic, and overall motivation (Calvo & Topa, 2019; Malcrowicz-Mosko et al., 2020;
Zhang et al., 2024). Body-related motivation was one specific outcome investigated as a
plausible factor affecting persistence. Commitment was also proven to be a protective factor

regarding dropout (Zhang et al., 2024).
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Learning and development are also crucial for long-lasting participation in sports. These
include a variety of learning strategies, particularly affective, motivational, and cognitive-
metacognitive (Conson et al., 2021). These strategies include positive feedback, the athlete’s
chosen pursuit of learning, and the athlete’s pursuit of comparison, all of which can be seen as
protective factors against dropout (Zhang et al., 2024).

Finally, the relevance of health was found. Concerns about health and physical health
complaints were identified as possible variables that significantly influence dropout rates,
particularly the anticipation of someone dropping out of a sports activity. Therefore, poor health
and injuries can increase the likelihood of someone dropping out (Zhang et al., 2024).
Classification of Martial Arts Styles

The definition of martial arts is not universally accepted, as it often encompasses various
factors such as time, philosophy, place, worldviews, politics, and cross-cultural influences.
Martial arts are fighting systems typically developed in Asia as ancient forms of combat and self-
defense, often taught today as regular fitness activities. The practice of martial arts includes
training in multiple disciplines/fighting styles such as hapkido, karate, aikido, tackwondo, kung
fu, Taichi, judo, jujitsu, and many others (Boguszewski, 2019; Demilkhanova, 2024; Mataruna-
Dos-Santos, 2020; McNamara, 2008; Piepiora et al., 2024; Sanford et al., 2021; Thomas, 2017;
Werner, 2021). As a cultural and historical expression of humanity, martial arts are presented in
different contexts as a physical practice of human movement, ranging from inception to high-
performance sport, while also serving as an activity focused on health and self-defense (Baiao
Junior et al., 2024).

The practice of martial arts training has grown in popularity among children and

adolescents in the United States, increasing by 31% from 2010 to 2024, resulting in
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approximately 6.6 million participants (Statista Research Department, 2024). Over the years,
martial arts and sports have been the subject of research stemming from various scientific
disciplines. These studies have since provided a significant amount of valuable information,
including the health benefits of martial arts and sports training, their position in social and media
discourse, their role in both traditional and mass culture, and their potential and tangible impact
on the social attitudes of children and adolescents from a variety of cultural areas (Pawelee,
2020).

A wide variety of research on both sports and martial arts allows for research that is
specialized and specific to a variety of research areas, such as education, historical issues,
cultural contexts, issues of using martial arts in law enforcement and military dimensions, media
content regarding the subject matter that is indicated, theories on the physical education, religion,
philosophy, and science behind the training. For this reason, the treatment of martial arts and
combat sports is promoted in an integrative perspective to varying degrees across almost every
field of science (Cynarski, 2012; Cynarski, 2016; Pawelee, 2020). This encompasses all
scientific publications that cite the elements listed above as topical sources of interest sought by
many researchers (Pawelee, 2020).

According to Pedrini and Jennings (2021), martial arts and combat sports are systems of
integrated movements with underlying pedagogical and philosophical frameworks. Both have
intrinsic complexities that can improve a person's well-being, reshape the practitioner's life, and
hinder the pursuit of a long-lasting, healthy lifestyle. Conversely, martial arts and combat sports
exercises may help individuals become fitter, defend themselves, develop specific personal and
cultural values, and feel more relaxed (Jennings, 2019; Miller, 2023). However, Pedrini and

Jennings (2021) argue that many practices may be misguided, risky, and outdated, including
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exercises and drills that are incompatible with a healthy, sustainable lifestyle. Considering theory
as central to any discipline has necessitated a central role for theorizing in the study of martial
arts, and this further perspective can play a significant role in health-related studies (Bowman,
2017; Pedrini & Jennings, 2021).

According to Harris (2021), when martial arts training is conducted correctly, it can also
promote social acceptance, as the training can be tailored to focus on the practitioner's individual
needs, physical abilities, and mental capacities. As a result, martial arts instructors may be able
to challenge traditional views on acceptance and revise beliefs about competence-based
proficiency. This may lead to a sociology of acceptance, allowing instructors to choose and
modify the specific style to include different populations. This classification categorizes martial
arts into internal and external, traditional and modern, combat sports and sports, and striking and
grappling styles (Bowman, 2021; Harris, 2021).

Internal Styles vs External Styles

Internal or soft styles often focus on the practitioner’s spiritual, mental, and internal
power. Those who choose to study such styles use circular movement techniques and redirect the
attacker's force as the main principles of self-defense. The chosen method of self-defense
movement utilizes leverage and redirection rather than forcing them to attack and defend.
Therefore, in internal styles, strength and force are not necessary for effectiveness; rather,
technique and proper body mechanics are crucial (Bowman, 2021; Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021;
Jennings, 2019). Such characteristics often lead to the assumption that internal/soft styles are
more suitable and recommended for the elderly, individuals with specific health conditions and

concerns, and those who do not wish to focus on physical strength training (Harris, 2021).
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The opposite of internal or soft styles is external or hard styles, which rely on one’s own
physical strength and capabilities, as well as speed, to achieve a desired outcome in a self-
defense or fight situation. Speed, power, and force are employed to attack and defend, rather than
relying on circular movements and redirection, which are hallmarks of internal styles. This
means that attacks and movement are often more linear and straight-lined (Bowman, 2021;
Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021; Jennings, 2019).

Traditional Martial Arts

Traditional martial arts are often more process-oriented, emphasizing self-improvement,
consistency, and personal growth rather than relying on sport-related outcomes (Bowman, 2021;
Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021; Mataruna-Dos-Santos et al., 2020). This is often done with a
strong focus on meditation and kata/forms practice, a set of choreographed movements designed
to simulate fighting one or multiple imaginary opponents (Harris, 2021; Hopkins, 2021; Kane &
Wilder, 2005). Such practice can improve one's own mental acuity, self-control, and overall
psychological well-being. Traditional martial arts training enables practitioners to benefit from
physical training while also enhancing various aspects of their overall lives. This benefit extends
beyond the physical benefits of exercise alone. (Harris, 2021).

Modern Styles

Several similarities and differences exist between modern, sport-based, and traditional
martial arts. One such example is that modern sports styles generally focus on outcomes related
to the practitioners’ overall physical abilities. Those who train in these styles condition their
bodies for competition, incorporating elements such as cardio and strength training to be better
prepared (Harris, 2021). In contrast, traditional martial arts styles, while also focusing on cardio

and strength conditioning, focus more intently on enhancing their personal character and moral
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values and can tie their training to religious, philosophical, and educational foundations
(Bowman, 2021; Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021; Mataruna-Dos-Santos et al., 2020).
Striking/Combative Styles

Another common distinction among martial arts styles is whether they emphasize striking
or submission-based techniques (Bowman, 2021; Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021). Striking is a
term used to describe skills such as punching, kicking, blocking, knee, and elbow strikes or
techniques (Harris, 2021). Practitioners generally fight from a standing position, aiming to strike
their opponent(s) using any of the previously mentioned methods of attack and defense
(Bowman, 2021; Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021). These styles differ from the grappling arts in
that they rarely use wrestling, takedown, and ground-fighting techniques (Harris, 2021).
Grappling Styles

Unlike striking/combative styles, which often involve standing combat and focus on
knocking out the opponent, grappling styles place primary emphasis on the ground, aiming to
submit the opponent (Bowman, 2021; Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021). Submission happens when
someone experiences intense pain from joint lock manipulations and other forms of physically
compromising positions that cause them to stop and give up fighting, thus giving in to defeat.
This is typically achieved by taking the opponent to the ground and placing them in a restraint
hold (Harris, 2021). Like striking styles, grappling arts can be practiced competitively and non-
competitively (Bowman, 2021; Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021).
Mixed Martial Arts (MMA)

Mixed martial arts, also known as MMA, is a combat-based sport that combines a variety
of fighting techniques, including striking and stand-up, as well as grappling and ground-based

techniques, in competition in either a ring or an octagonal-shaped cage. The most popular
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striking styles are kickboxing, karate, and Muay Thai, whereas the most popular grappling and
submission styles are usually wrestling and Brazilian Jujitsu (BJJ) (Bowman, 2021; Cynarski,
2019; Harris, 2021; Jennings, 2019; Minosky & Dumoulin, 2023). The goal of the competition is
to determine which fighting styles or techniques are superior (Harris, 2021). The winner is
determined by the successful execution of a knockout, technical knockout (TKO), submission, or
by earning more points than the opponent. Matches are often 2 minutes and divided into 3 to 5
matches (Bowman, 2021; Cynarski, 2019; Harris, 2021).
Combat Sports

Combat sports are sports in which psychological aspects greatly influence performance.
They can be understood as the practice of martial arts and fighting in a sporting context, in which
the practitioner(s) are concerned with winning. Combat sports are characterized by pre-
established rules implemented by regulatory organizations, such as confederations, federations,
or leagues (Andreato et al., 2022; Bernick, 2021; Boguszewski, 2019; Correia & Franchini,
2010; Lewandowski, 2020). They are competitive contests of physical prowess, generally
between two people, that involve techniques such as punching, kicking, throwing, and grappling.
The goal is to overpower your opponent while avoiding being overpowered. Examples of combat
sports include mixed martial arts (MMA), wrestling, and boxing (Adejuwon, 2024; Ambrozy et
al., 2024).
Summary

For years, martial arts and fitness centers have experienced respectable enrollment
numbers but less-than-acceptable retention rates, which have thwarted the long-term educational
benefits of the training. This has been due to a lack of understanding of the best practices needed

to promote student retention among beginning martial arts students (Barbopoulos & Johansson,
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2016; Kim & Zhang, 2019). A vast body of research for motivation in sports and exercise that is
based on tenets of self-determination theory — SDT exists; however, when referring to martial
arts, that research is limited and generally related to specific disciplines/styles of martial art
(Barbopoulos & Johansson, 2016; Biscaia et al., 2021; Kim & Zhang, 2019; Silva & Quaresma,
2019).

This chapter has examined the resources and supports available for retention and
identified what may be necessary to overcome the barriers that prevent beginning martial artists
from earning the rank of black belt and beyond. This was accomplished through a
comprehensive examination of theories of educational practice and their practical application in
martial arts instruction to enhance retention. These theories include Victor Vroom’s 1964
expectancy theory (ET), also known as the expectancy theory of motivation. It was demonstrated
that ET differs from the content of various needs theories formulated by psychologists such as
Alderfer, McClelland, Herzberg, and Maslow, as it does not provide specific suggestions about
what motivates members of an organization (Lunenburg, 2011). This suggests that people will be
motivated if they believe that putting forth a little effort will lead to better performance,
indicating that expectancy theory is a cognitive, or mental-process, theory of motivation
(Lunenburg, 2011; Vroom, 1964; Zadja, 2023).

It has been demonstrated that Vroom’s expectancy theory is grounded in four specific
assumptions, which can be applied to martial arts schools. 1) People join martial arts schools
with expectations that are based on their individual needs, motivations, and past experiences. 2)
People can choose their behaviors, which are suggested by their expectancy calculations. 3)

People look to obtain different things from an organization, such as education, job security, etc.
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4) People will choose among various alternatives to optimize outcomes for them personally
(Lunenburg, 2011; Vroom, 1964; Vroom & Deci, 1999).

It was then shown that the four assumptions of expectancy theory lead to three key
elements: expectancy — a person is motivated to the degree that they believe that maximum effort
will lead to acceptable performance; instrumentality - a person is motivated to the degree that
they believe their good performance will be appropriately rewarded; and valence — a person is
motivated to the degree that they believe the value of the rewards is highly positive (Bateman et
al., 2019; Vroom, 1964). This led to the understanding that Vroom’s expectancy theory was
influenced by other theories, such as Kurt Lewin’s 1951 field theory, Adam’s 1965 equity theory
of motivation, and Bandura’s 1960s cognitive theory of motivation (Zadja, 2023). It has been
demonstrated that each theoretical model plays a significant and distinct role in education,
contributing substantially to Vroom’s expectancy theory.

This chapter explained that Kurt Lewin’s 1951 field theory holds an important place in
education. Educators can approach teaching by addressing the entire learning environment,
thereby having a positive impact on facilitating change and student development. Such factors in
the learning environment include interactions with the instructor, the social dynamics of the
classroom, the physical space itself, and its arrangement to facilitate learning (Cherry, 2023; Qi,
2021). It has been explained that field theory is the foundational concept behind Vroom’s
expectancy theory, as it relates to ET’s concept of how a person’s beliefs about the relationships
between effort, performance, and the value of potential rewards inspire motivation (Cranach &
Tschan, 2001; Qi, 2021). Therefore, field theory emphasizes that one’s behavior is influenced by
the interplay of various forces within one's perceptions, encompassing both psychological and

external physical space (Qi, 2021).
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The following theoretical model, which has been reviewed, is tied to Vroom’s expectancy
theory and is Adam’s equity theory of motivation. It has been shown that both theories suggest
that people compare their outcomes with those of others based on their perceptions (Souders,
2019). Equity theory, which stems from social exchange theory (Littlejohn et al., 2021), posits
that individuals who perceive themselves as under- or over-rewarded will experience suffering,
prompting them to seek to restore equity within the relationship (Adams, 1965). It was made
clear how equity theory can be applied to martial arts instruction, as it suggests that those who
invest effort in their training want to know that the time they invest will be worthwhile (Freitas
& Lacerda, 2019). This is important in martial arts because attaining the various belt ranks is
recognized as having distinct personal significance. (Minosky & Dumoulin, 2023; Reis Da Silva
Duarte et al., 2022; Sanford & Gill, 2019).

The final model that was studied, which is tied to expectancy theory, was Bandura’s
1960s cognitive theory of motivation and how it is not the same as his social learning theory
(SLT) as some have often thought as SLT was more focused on the cognitive process and later
evolved into social cognitive theory (SCT) (Nabavi & Bijandi, 2011; Schunk & DiBenedetto,
2020). This chapter has demonstrated how Vroom's expectancy theory of motivation is
connected to Bandura's social cognitive theory of motivation through the concept of expectancy
(Riggio, 2015; Urhahne & Wijnia, 2023; Zajdo, 2023). Social learning theory has significantly
impacted teaching methods and classroom management. It can also be used in martial arts
instruction by including the following techniques: modeling, peer learning, scaffolding, self-
efficacy, self-regulation, and reinforcement (Ko & Kim, 2010; Minosky & Dumoulin, 2023; Reis

Da Silva Duarte et al., 2022; Sanford & Gill, 2019; Torres, 2020).
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This chapter examines the barriers to retention in martial arts, the role of motivation in
sustaining engagement, and the factors contributing to dropout rates. Various studies focusing on
these topics were reviewed to determine their relevance to this study. It has been demonstrated
how the findings can be applied in this study and how they may relate to the potential outcomes
this study aimed to discover.

A review of these theories and research studies may help one better understand the
outcome variables listed in the research questions and what is needed to answer them. These
variables include the barriers to retention in beginner-level martial arts training, the role of
motivation needed to sustain their engagement in training, how former martial arts students
perceive the influence of their engagement on their decision to either stop or continue with their
martial arts training, and how to reduce the dropout rate in martial arts training.

This chapter outlines several motivational models and their complexities in relation to
education and retention in martial arts. The outlined models provide a solid foundation for the
education and best practices necessary to successfully retain beginning martial arts students.
Together, these models capture the key concepts of Vroom’s expectancy theory of motivation,

providing a solid foundation for the model.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

The problem to be addressed is that the lack of effective strategies for fostering student
motivation and engagement among beginner martial arts students leads to high dropout rates,
which undermines the long-term educational benefits of martial arts training (Biscaia et al.,
2021; Cynarski, 2019; Kim & Zhang, 2019; Ko & Kim, 2010; Silva & Quaresma, 2019).
Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative narrative study was to explore former martial arts
students' perceptions of barriers to retention and identify the strategies and supports that would
have promoted sustained engagement and motivation in their martial arts training. This chapter
includes information about the research methodology, design, population and sample, materials
and instruments, operational definitions of the variables, study procedures, data analysis,
assumptions, limitations, delimitations, ethical assurances, and an overall summary.

The research methodology includes a qualitative narrative study using semi-structured
one-on-one interviews to investigate the motivations of former martial arts students. The
interview questions were structured and included a predetermined number of open-ended
questions for every participant.

The problem statement and purpose of this research led to four key questions.

IRQI|

How do former martial arts students perceive the barriers to retention in beginner-level

martial arts training?
IRQ2|
What are the perceptions of former martial arts students regarding the role of motivation

in sustaining their engagement in martial arts training?
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|RO3|

How do former martial arts students perceive the influence of their engagement on their
decision to drop out or continue martial arts training?
RQ4|

What strategies and supports do former martial arts students perceive as necessary for
maintaining long-term engagement and reducing dropout rates in martial arts training?

These four questions served as the foundation for creating an interview guide (see Appendices A
and B). This interview guide served as the primary research tool for gathering valuable data for
the study, providing consistency that supported the efficient and timely completion of the
interviews.

Research Methodology

The study employed a qualitative methodology and thoroughly examined student
enrollment in various martial arts schools, which are growing exponentially but have received
very little research attention regarding recruitment and retention. A focus on qualitative
methodology yielded rich, subjective data presented in depth, in written form. To name a few,
the textual data from the study can take the form of interview transcripts, diary entries, and
observational notes (Creswell & Poth, 2024).

This qualitative study investigated why people prematurely end their martial arts training
and what factors may contribute to their retention. The use of inductive strategies helped to
analyze the data from the botfom up. This allowed the data to be analyzed without the bias of
preconceived notions and identify any themes that may be present (Fariba, 2016).

Although a quantitative method may be suggested for future studies, a qualitative design

was deemed the best choice for this study. Quantitative methods are less effective at answering



50

“how” and “why” questions and are better for surveys that tend to answer “who,” “what,”
“where,” “how many,” and “how much.” Therefore, quantitative methods are used to collect data
and perform complex statistical analyses. This is achieved by working with numerical data that is
collected and subjected to statistical analysis to determine whether a relationship exists between
a dependent and an independent variable (Bloomfield & Fisher, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2024;
Jones, 2023; Thomas, 2017). Alternative and null hypotheses are also used, rather than questions,
and the null hypothesis is either accepted or rejected based on the outcome of the statistical
analysis (Bloomfield & Fisher, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2024). One of the primary value
propositions of this research was that it generated substantial data to inform future quantitative
and mixed-methods studies.
Design

The design for this study was narrative. Narrative research is a design in which
researchers collect and then analyze the personal stories of the various individuals in their study.
This is done to help them better understand those individuals’ personal perspectives, experiences,
and meanings through their narrative breakdown. This is often accomplished through in-depth
interviews, which encourage individuals to share their stories in their own words, enabling a rich
exploration of their lived experiences. Therefore, narrative designs focus on the “story” as the
primary source of data, aiming to gain insight and a deeper understanding of a specific
phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2024; Dovetail Editorial Team, 2023; McLeod, 2024; Salmons,
2023; Scheffelaar et al., 2021).

A case study protocol was considered, as it outlines the procedures and general rules that
need to be followed during the case study. This includes the data collection methods, data

sources, and data analysis procedures (Creswell & Poth, 2024; Houghton et al., 2021; Miller et
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al., 2023; Nbane, 2023; Priya & Ambedkar, 2020). This is achieved by guiding the researcher
through the data collection process, thereby ensuring the reliability of the research (Priya &
Ambekar, 2020; Thomas, 2016). Case studies have limitations, including difficulties in
transferring findings, potential researcher bias, and challenges with replication and establishing
causality (Creswell & Poth, 2024; Radu, 2025).

Another qualitative design considered for this study was an observational study. The
research is conducted in the participants' natural environment, either at the martial arts school or
online, where data are gathered (Creswell & Poth, 2024; Jones, 2023). The researcher does not
attempt to influence the study’s outcome while data are being gathered (Jones, 2023). This
method of study was not chosen because it would be hard, if not impossible, to determine the
martial arts students motivations by observing them alone. The observational design method is
more effective when the phenomenon is observed as it occurs, but because the participants are
former students, that is not possible. Although the student(s) may appear to be happy and
content, it will still be challenging to determine what they are actually thinking (Creswell &
Poth; Jones, 2023). This led to the determination that the most suitable method for this stu