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THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF THE SOCIAL ASPECTS OF NORDIC WALKING: 
THE INSTRUCTORS’ PERSPECTIVE

MARTA ANNA ZURAWIK
Independent researcher

AbstrAct
Purpose. the health benefits of Nordic walking have been widely examined in previous studies. However, the social benefits 
of the activity are still unknown. the aim of this study is to explore various social aspects of Nordic walking from the instructors’ 
perspective related to the activity participation.
Methods. Overall, 14 Nordic walking instructors contacted electronically via the International Nordic Walking Federation 
instructor database completed open-ended questionnaires. the open-ended questionnaire consisted of 17 questions, grouped in 
sections (socio-demographic characteristics, career background, motives for becoming a Nordic walking instructor, charac-
teristics of Nordic walking groups, means of promoting Nordic walking in local communities, group dynamics, and perceived 
barriers to participation). the data were content-analysed by using qualitative-data-management software MAXQDA 10.
Results. Participation in Nordic walking focused on building and maintaining strong social relationships between 
practitioners and instructors, which offered social and emotional support within the groups. the study identified environ-
mental and psychological barriers to Nordic walking. Environmental barriers were associated with the weather and seasonal 
conditions, and the diversity of built and natural environments. Psychological barriers to Nordic walking referred to a negative 
image of walking with poles.
Conclusions. Nordic walking was suitable for people who searched for an opportunity to exercise with the intention for 
socialising and improving health.
Key words: Nordic walking, instructor, social support, physical activity, environmental barriers, psychological barriers

original paper
DOI: https://doi.org/10.5114/hm.2020.89909

2020; 21(2): 9–18

Correspondence address: Marta Anna Zurawik, 2 Wilson Avenue, Wigan, WN6 7HD, United Kingdom,  
e-mail: martazurawik@hotmail.com

received: October 29, 2018
Accepted for publication: september 3, 2019

Citation: Zurawik MA. thematic analysis of the social aspects of Nordic walking: the instructors’ perspective. Hum Mov. 
2020;21(2):9–18; doi: https://doi.org/10.5114/hm.2020.89909.

© University school of Physical Education in Wroclaw

Introduction

Nordic walking, also known as walking with poles, 
adds new options for choosing walking as a pastime, 
providing an alternative to other types of walking [1, 2]. 
It combines the classic cross-country skiing technique 
with fitness walking, which can be summarised as an 
enhancement of a normal arm swing that occurs when 
walking, with the addition of specially designed poles 
[3]. the benefits and desired fitness and health effects 
may be achieved by following the exercise precisely, 
especially in the initial stages of learning the correct 
technique of walking with poles [4]. the vital role in 
mastering the basic Nordic walking technique is played 
by instructors. In addition, instructors are informal 
conductors in walking groups who share positive ex-
periences of the activity and promote Nordic walking 

in local communities in order to change public aware-
ness of physical activity and implement active life-
style habits [5]. Over the last 2 decades, Nordic walk-
ing has received increasing academic attention in 
exploring its positive effects on groups of people with 
special needs and various medical problems.

Nordic walking is a suitable form of physical activ-
ity for preventing or managing symptoms of physical 
inactivity, such as obesity [6], back pain [7], diabetes 
mellitus [8], acute coronary syndrome [9], and mod-
erate to severe heart failure [10].

scientific evidence suggests that Nordic walking 
increases the exercise intensity owing to the active use 
of the poles, which results in an increased use of the 
upper body involved in the poling action, greater arm 
and shoulder movements [4, 11]. the activity evidently 
increases oxygen consumption by an average of 20%, 
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caloric expenditure by 22%, and heart rate response 
by 16% in comparison with normal walking [4, 12–15].

Nordic walking is also applied in various rehabili-
tation programs. For example, several studies revealed 
that Nordic walking was an effective exercise for pa-
tients suffering from Parkinson’s disease [16, 17]. the 
results of these studies suggested that Nordic walk-
ing training increased patients’ daily physical activ-
ity levels, improved functional mobility, and reduced 
daily symptoms of Parkinson’s disease. the activity 
also benefits rehabilitation of breast cancer survivors 
[18, 19]. Fischer et al. [20] reported a significant re-
duction in shoulder problems among women with 
breast cancer immediately after the Nordic walking 
intervention. In contrast, the psychological and social 
benefits of the activity have attracted recent atten-
tion, which is still very limited [21–23].

the growing academic literature on the social as-
pects of physical activity, including walking, has 
acknowledged that adults are more likely to become 
active and maintain an active lifestyle if they have op-
portunities to interact, communicate with others, and 
share experiences [22, 24, 25]. Moreover, interactions 
of individuals who consider themselves as a part of 
a group with other members generate a sense of be-
longing and identity with a particular group. this often 
leads to perceiving and understanding the world from 
a group collective perspective [26–28]. In particular, 
social support for regular physical activity has been 
one of the most studied psychosocial determinants of 
participation in physical activity. several studies have 
found strong positive associations between physical 
activity and social support [24, 29, 30], and friend and 
family support has been found to be the most beneficial 
influence in the participation in physical activity across 
a wide range of populations [31, 32]. Furthermore, 
group physical activities provide social settings for peo-
ple to share interests, socialise, develop and strength-
en friendships. by contrast, a lack of social support 
from family and friends is associated with lower lev-
els of physical activity, especially among women [33].

social groups often embrace certain distinctive 
cultural elements, such as a shared set of identifiable 
values and meanings that are transmitted socially as 
participants interact with one another [34]. In the case 
of Nordic walking, the subculture can be perceived 
through equipment, competence, and skill. In order to 
become a member of the Nordic walking community, 
all practitioners need to be trained to master a specific 
walking technique during specially designed courses 
[5, 35]. People are taught how to hold the walking poles 
and use them to the best effect in a variety of condi-

tions. All Nordic walking groups are organised and 
supervised by instructors, who provide advice and 
guidance on how to incorporate Nordic walking in an 
exercising regime. Nordic walking instructors act as 
activity promoters, leaders, and organisers [5]. they 
strive to change the public awareness of physical ac-
tivity and implement active lifestyle habits in the local 
communities. Owing to the instructors’ efforts, Nordic 
walking practitioners perceive themselves to be com-
petent and skilful members of the community within 
which walking with sticks and healthy living go hand-
in-hand. therefore, in Nordic walking, an important 
part of motivation is satisfaction with the performance 
and achievement.

the purpose of this study is to address the gap in 
knowledge on the social benefits of Nordic walking by 
identifying the potential role of social factors in the activ-
ity participation. this study focuses on exploring the 
social aspects of Nordic walking from the instructors’ 
perspective only, as it analyses social interactions, 
motivations for participation, and perceived barriers 
and enablers in Nordic walking practice.

Inasmuch, this research is solely based on the expe-
riences of the instructors; the study should be regarded 
as an introduction to further research into social and 
psychological benefits of Nordic walking.

Material and methods

the qualitative approach provides an opportunity 
for a detailed investigation of personal experiences and 
meanings, which is difficult to capture by applying 
quantitative methods.

because of a low response rate from british Nordic 
walking instructors who agreed to participate, an open-
ended questionnaire was chosen as a research instru-
ment in order to approach an international group of 
Nordic walking instructors. the choice of open-end-
ed questionnaire for the study was to simulate inter-
view questions since the procedures for developing 
questionnaires and interviews are similar.

the convenience sampling method, based on the 
participants’ availability, ease of data collection, and 
limited resources available, was employed in the study. 
the international group of Nordic walking instruc-
tors was contacted electronically via the International 
Nordic Walking Federation (INWA) instructor data-
base (https://www.inwa-nordicwalking.com/find-an-
instructor/) between september 2012 and December 
2012. the instructors interested in the study received 
a written open-ended questionnaire in a Word .doc 
format in English, including a research information 
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sheet. the information sheet referred to the purpose 
of the study, a broad indication of the survey cover-
age, and assurances of confidentiality and anonymi-
ty. the participants were asked to complete the ques-
tionnaire to the best of their knowledge on the 
subjects. the purpose of open-ended questions was 
to simulate interview questions since the procedures 
for developing questionnaires and interviews are 
similar [36].

Participants

A total of 14 Nordic walking instructors completed 
the open-ended questionnaires. the sample comprised 
9 females and 5 males. the detailed socio-demographic 
characteristics of the participants, including gender, 
nationality, age group, career background, and length 
of employment as a Nordic walking instructor, are 
presented in table 1.

Measures

the questionnaire consisted of 17 questions, grouped 
in 6 sections. the first part assessed the socio-demo-
graphic characteristics (age, gender, nationality, mari-
tal status, and employment status). the second part 
collected information about career background, mo-
tives for practising Nordic walking and becoming 
a Nordic walking instructor. Next, respondents were 
asked to share information about the Nordic walking 
groups (number of groups, sessions, intensity and du-
ration of sessions) and means of promoting Nordic 
walking in local communities (targeting particular 
age groups, health conditions, etc.). the fourth part 

investigated the social aspects of Nordic walking. the 
fifth part focused on describing the perceived barriers 
that may have affected regular participation and ex-
periences in Nordic walking. In the last section, the 
participants had the opportunity to add comments.

Data analysis

the open-ended questionnaires were content-an-
alysed by using qualitative-data-management soft-
ware MAXQDA 10 [37]. content analysis is a popular 
method for textual investigation. It offers convenience 
in simplifying and reducing large amounts of data into 
organised segments [38]. During the initial stage, the 
author developed initial themes, and for each deduc-
tive theme, inductive codes were created grouping 
together recurring phrases and keywords in the text 
featuring similar content. this step of analysis focused 
on capturing the complexity of meanings to produce 
some level of generalisation.

the author followed a consistent and systematic 
coding procedure and data analysis in order to reduce 
biases and ensure the integrity of the study. Further-
more, the analysis and the interpretation of the data 
were discussed and validated by senior researchers.

In the final step, the author refined the sub-themes 
and generated a thematic map of the data analysis 
(table 2).

Ethical approval
the research related to human use has complied 

with all the relevant national regulations and institu-
tional policies, has followed the tenets of the Decla-
ration of Helsinki and the guidelines of the University 

table 1. socio-demographic characteristics of respondents

Gender Nationality Age group (years) Years as instructor career background

Female british 40–49 1–2 Nursing
Female American 50–59 > 5 Education
Female british < 40  1 Line manager
Male Danish > 70 > 5 Logistics
Male british 60–69 3–4 Army
Female American 40–49 > 5 Fitness instructor
Female Italian 40–49 2–3 Marketing
Female Dutch 50–59 > 5 Physiotherapy
Female German < 40 3–4 sports therapy
Female French 40–49 2–3 communication
Male british < 40 2–3 Fitness instructor
Female Finnish 60–69 > 5 Health care
Male canadian 50–59 1–2 Marketing and sales
Male british > 70 2–3 Engineering
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of bolton code of Practice for Ethical standards in re-
search Involving Human Participants. Prior to the com-
mencement of the study, all procedures involving human 
participants were granted ethical approval by the 
school research Ethics committee.

Informed consent
Informed consent has been obtained from all indi-

viduals included in this study.

Results

benefits of Nordic walking

All respondents perceived Nordic walking as an 
‘inclusive activity’ and ‘suitable for everyone,’ regard-
less of age, fitness, and health status, as the activity 
offers diverse forms of exercising. For example, a ca-
nadian instructor noted that ‘all ages that can walk 
qualify; those who choose walking as their form of 
exercise’. Nordic walking practice varies from social 

to competitive modes and it can be practised at 3 lev-
els of advancement, depending on health needs and 
the endurance of practitioners. Nordic walking for 
health is typically practised in groups supervised by 
expert instructors. It can be viewed as a form of leisure 
owing to its links to outdoors and social benefits. the 
activity is suited for those who usually abstain from 
physical activity as it focuses on improving and main-
taining health and well-being. Fitness Nordic walking 
consists of running and jumping to improve fitness 
and muscular endurance. It offers a softer alternative 
to running because of a lower impact on the knees 
compared with running at the same speed [2]. sport 
Nordic walking is a competitive activity that develops 
individual performance during sports events, and it 
requires special knowledge, training, and skills [39].

A German instructor explained that ‘with Nordic 
walking, unless your doctor says no, there is no reason 
that you cannot participate at your own speed and pace. 
What you put in is what you get out’. According to 
many instructors, the most common group that prac-

table 2. thematic map of the data analysis

Main themes sub-themes Key words

theme 1.
benefits of Nordic walking

Instant benefits

Whole body workout Nordic walking poles

Physical therapy

suitable for everyone
Older adults
Women
children

theme 2.
Motives for Nordic walking

Leisure career

Get people active
Need for instructors
Passion for Nordic walking
Own business

Alternative exercise

rehabilitation

Health and fitness Whole body workout

theme 3.
social world of Nordic walking

socialising

Friendship

social sharing and support
Friends and family
Nordic walking instructors

theme 4.
barriers to Nordic walking

Environmental
Weather
Access
Darkness

Psychological Negative image

social Extensive socialising during workout
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tised Nordic walking were a ‘mixture of mums, self-
employed and retired ladies with ages ranging 38–71’ 
and older people with ‘an average age above 60’. More-
over, a few instructors from the UsA and France offered 
Nordic walking sessions to children and adolescents. 
For example, a French instructor commented: ‘I made 
an initiation to 13 years old people at school. It was 
really appreciated, a great experience’.

the activity is an effective workout that offers ‘a full 
body workout, which burns more calories and takes 
all the stress and strain off the joints’. Nordic walking 
reduces the impact on the joints, allowing for walk-
ing faster and longer without feeling tired. A Finnish 
instructor noted: ‘It gives a purpose to walking, helps 
those with balance and joint problems to walk further’. 
Also, owing to the active use of specially designed 
walking poles, it benefits coordination and synchro-
nisation, giving walking a purpose. For example, a brit-
ish instructor explained: ‘they gave purpose and rhythm 
to the walk and more length and speed to the steps’.

Walking with poles is more effective than ordinary 
walking by bringing instant physical and mental bene-
fits of exercising. An American instructor clarified: 
‘Everyone feels the benefits right away and from that 
comes confidence’. Also, many instructors stated that 
the increased intensity and body engagement in Nor-
dic walking allowed practitioners to achieve health- 
and fitness-related goals. For example, a Dutch instruc-
tor who was a physiotherapist recommended the 
activity to his patients: ‘I find it a good method to let 
my patients exercise and get a better physical condi-
tion. It decreases the weight on the joints and there-
fore can be done by people with joint problems’. An-
other british instructor viewed Nordic walking as 
a valid form of rehabilitation for cancer patients: ‘My 
fellow instructor runs a special session at a cancer 
rehab unit once a week which is funded by the charity 
itself. she sees this to be where Nordic walking can do 
the most good’. Achieving health- and fitness-related 
goals through Nordic walking was a source of overall 
happiness and satisfaction for practitioners. As a Dutch 
instructor stated, ‘I had some patients who couldn’t 
walk well in normal life. With Nordic walking, they 
found that they can walk longer distances, also walk-
ing without the poles improved. they were very happy 
about that’.

Motives for Nordic walking

the common motivation for participation in Nor-
dic walking was a mixture of extrinsic type of moti-
vations, which referred to body-related motives, such 

as health and fitness. several respondents perceived 
Nordic walking as beneficial for ‘developing fitness’ 
and started Nordic walking for their own health and 
wellness benefits. Others took up Nordic walking as an 
alternative exercise to running and cycling in order 
to exercise the whole body. For example, an Ameri-
can instructor practised Nordic walking to maintain 
fitness throughout the year: ‘I’m an avid cross coun-
try skier, and it seemed a natural fit to me, especially 
given its roots in Nordic skiing’.

Nordic walking is frequently used as a form of physi-
cal activity in rehabilitation programs, and several 
respondents started practising it in order to recover 
from various leg injuries. A british instructor com-
mented: ‘I had fallen down a pot hole running and 
badly damaged my ankle so I wanted something that 
I could do to get my weight off without damaging my-
self again’. Furthermore, Nordic walking was per-
ceived as an opportunity for a leisure career. For ex-
ample, an American instructor explained: ‘It was the 
next logical step in my love of the activity and my 
professional life’. Many respondents became Nordic 
walking instructors in order to share its health and 
fitness benefits and encourage people to be more physi-
cally active. A british instructor admitted: ‘I wanted 
to pass on my knowledge to others and to get people of 
all ages to become fitter and to keep mobile after in-
jury, surgery and getting older’.

In many countries, the activity was commercial-
ised and Nordic walking instructors acted as leading 
distributors of Nordic walking poles. In a number of 
instances, the main reason for becoming instructors 
was to ‘promote the Nordic walking poles business’ 
and ‘reach a larger number of customers’. In alterna-
tive circumstances, local organisations in need for 
Nordic walking instructors developed Nordic walk-
ing instructor networks and promoted the activity in 
local communities. For instance, a Danish instructor 
became engaged with the activity when ‘the National 
Association of Elderly (Aeldre sagen) needed volun-
tary instructors and arranged professional courses’.

social aspects of Nordic walking

Nordic walking is a group activity that allows social 
interactions. In Nordic walking, practitioners have the 
opportunity for ‘conviviality, group sharing experience’ 
whilst exercising. Group Nordic walks create support-
ive sociality, which for many participants developed 
beyond the workout and became a centre of their social 
lives. A british instructor commented: ‘I know that it 
has helped increase people’s social circle, which has led 
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to holidays together, dog sitting, coffees etc., so I think 
it has helped quality of life as well’. Many Nordic walk-
ing practitioners became close friends and did other 
things together, which improved their social lives and 
diminished feelings of loneliness. A british instructor 
noted: ‘It is very sociable, and I have found that peo-
ple who are now on their own (lost a partner) got the 
opportunity to make new friends and not be on their 
own’. Furthermore, close emotional bonds between 
the members in a group enhanced feelings of mental 
relaxation and enjoyment. For example, a british in-
structor stated: ‘My walkers tell me they feel relaxed 
when they walk not worrying that anyone is judging 
them looking at their weight etc. they can just go out 
for an enjoyable walk and chat whilst burning calo-
ries’. However, a few instructors claimed that social-
ising as a key motivation for participation in Nordic 
walking might have been detrimental to achieving 
health benefits from the activity. For instance, a british 
instructor observed: ‘as a group of instructors […] we 
have found that they don’t want to do any strength drills 
with tubes or things like that, they just like to walk 
and have a good chat’. In particular, extensive social-
ising between adults during Nordic walking practice 
prevented practitioners from focusing on correct walk-
ing technique, which resulted in not getting the full 
workout and reducing health benefits from the activity. 
A Danish instructor commented: ‘I seem to detect 
many participants’ superficial wish to partake in an 
activity, that they can speak about with family and 
friends as well as pretend to be active, rather than en-
gage in a real effort to improve health and strength’.

the importance of the social aspects in Nordic 
walking can also be noticed in the promotion of the 
activity, which tended to focus on a word-of-mouth 
communication between the Nordic walking practi-
tioners and non-practitioners. A british instructor re-
called that he was introduced to Nordic walking when 
walking a 47-mile charity walk: ‘I was getting a swollen 
ankle due to a metal plate in my let, so a friend recom-
mended Nordic walking’. the respondents disclosed 
that they often learnt about the activity and its ben-
efits through their friends and family members who 
had already practised Nordic walking. Another british 
instructor recalled: ‘My family in Germany do Nordic 
walking regularly and introduced me to it in 2005’. 
Peer recommendation is a successful form of Nordic 
walking promotion owing to the informative role of in-
structors, whose key role is to share their knowledge 
and promote the activity. An Italian instructor com-
mented: ‘the first time I heard about Nordic walking 

was from a Nordic walking instructor who invited me 
to try’. the instructors also advise on specifications 
of Nordic walking equipment, technique, and health 
benefits of the activity.

barriers to Nordic walking

In terms of the perceived constraints to Nordic 
walking, 2 types of barriers were identified: environ-
mental and psychological.

Environmental barriers to Nordic walking referred 
to the weather and seasonal conditions, which prevented 
participation in the activity. According to an American 
instructor, ‘weather is the No. 1 obstacle in maintain-
ing a Nordic walking program’. similarly, a british in-
structor stated: ‘Weather has been our biggest barrier 
this year. A poor summer and all the flooding through 
the winter meant I have had to cancel walks due to 
severe weather warnings’. In addition, darkness dur-
ing the autumn and winter months prevented Nordic 
walking practitioners from using the walking poles 
correctly. For instance, a british instructor comment-
ed: ‘When the evenings get dark it is hard to Nordic 
walk due to not being able to walk on grass. In the 
dark you only want to walk on lit pavements but a lot of 
people prefer grass walking as they can use the poles 
properly’.

Another environmental barrier to Nordic walking 
was access to aesthetically pleasing natural environ-
ments. the respondents noted that walking in the same 
settings prevented them from enjoying the workout in 
the long term as walking ‘the same routes every time 
is less inspiring,’ which may suggest that repetitiveness 
of the physical environment could negatively influence 
participation in group Nordic walking sessions.

Psychological barriers to Nordic walking referred to 
a negative image of walking with poles. several re-
spondents noted that walking with poles had an un-
attractive image among general populations, which 
discouraged some practitioners to exercise in public 
spaces. Predominantly, the negative image of walking 
with poles was discussed by the british instructors: 
‘british people do not like to look silly, hence not will-
ing to Nordic walk, understanding that it is not just 
for older people, poles are not walking sticks’. this 
may suggest there is a misunderstanding of the use 
of Nordic walking poles on flat surroundings amongst 
the british population because of its cultural and his-
torical links to another type of walking, i.e. rambling.
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Discussion

this study aimed to explore the characteristics of 
the social aspects of Nordic walking from the INWA 
instructors’ perspective, together with barriers and en-
ablers in Nordic walking practices in various countries.

the findings indicated that the suitability of Nordic 
walking is wide-ranging and depending on personal 
capabilities, interests, as well as physical and social 
needs. the results suggested that in general, partici-
pants recognised the core values of health and fitness 
benefits of Nordic walking, which were associated with 
an active and correct use of the walking poles.

the active use of poles gave walking a purpose 
– a whole body workout. the importance of poles dur-
ing the workout has been investigated by several stud-
ies [12, 15], suggesting that the active use of poles 
improved the upper body performance and reduced 
the perception of effort whilst Nordic walking [2, 11]. 
Moreover, this study supported the previous research 
advocating that Nordic walking was beneficial for 
people in rehabilitation programs, recovering from leg 
injuries, and those who looked for an alternative ex-
ercise to running or cycling [2, 18, 40].

Nordic walking is a sociable activity, in which com-
panionship and friendship in a group were important 
positive aspects, strengthened and grew beyond the 
activity participation. the social aspects of Nordic walk-
ing were enhanced by close social bonds within walk-
ing groups and sharing positive experiences that helped 
reinforce a sense of belonging and diminish feelings 
of loneliness in many practitioners. this adds to the 
academic literature proposing that companionship 
and social support are the strongest influences on par-
ticipation in physical activity [29, 32, 33, 41]. In addi-
tion, the social benefits of Nordic walking were related 
to the support of Nordic walking instructors in the 
initial and then regular activity participation when 
facing the psychological barrier of an unattractive 
image of walking with poles. the role of instructors 
was to provide a friendly atmosphere and positive feed-
back, which aimed to diminish the mental barrier to 
Nordic walking and provide satisfaction with the ac-
tivity [5]. the instructors played a key role in teaching 
participants the correct walking technique, supporting 
and motivating them in their continuous improve-
ments in order to enjoy the fitness and health benefits 
of the activity. they also encouraged regular partici-
pation by creating a supportive and friendly environ-
ment, in which practitioners felt comfortable and re-
laxed.

Nordic walking takes place outdoors and the access 
to diverse natural and built environments was the im-
portant environmental barrier and enabler for par-
ticipation. this is in line with the previous studies 
suggesting that individuals were more physically ac-
tive if they lived in areas with higher levels of mixed 
land use, street connectivity, safety of the environ-
ment, access to open spaces and other walking facili-
ties, such as aesthetic attributes or streetlights, trust 
in the neighbourhood, use of private recreation fa-
cilities and sports fields [42, 43]. On the contrary, the 
repetitiveness of the environmental stimuli tends to 
negatively influence participation in walking [27]. Ad-
ditional environmental influences on participation in 
Nordic walking were weather and seasonal aspects 
of the natural environment. For instance, the frequency 
and duration of walking for leisure decreases during 
colder and winter months as people are less likely to 
participate in outdoor activities when it is raining, 
snowing, icy, windy, or dark [44, 45]. similarly, this 
study reports that the weather and seasonal conditions 
were the most common obstacle against regular par-
ticipation in Nordic walking.

Conclusions

this research study is an initial investigation that 
has broadened the understanding of Nordic walking 
engagement and experiences.

the general findings correspond with previous re-
search that suggested that Nordic walking is suitable 
for everyone who searches for the opportunities for an 
advanced workout without adding too much effort. 
the results also suggest that the activity develops per-
sonal capabilities and improves health owing to the 
active use of the Nordic walking poles. Furthermore, 
the study adds a further dimension to the theoretical 
knowledge of social benefits of Nordic walking, which 
were centred on building and maintaining strong so-
cial relationships between practitioners and instruc-
tors, offering social and emotional support within the 
groups. In particular, the social support of Nordic walk-
ing instructors provided instrumental assistance in 
motivating participants to improve in Nordic walk-
ing technique and in encouraging walkers to achieve 
personal fitness and health goals.

the study also contributes to the knowledge by pro-
posing 2 types of perceived constraints to Nordic walk-
ing: the environmental and psychological barriers. 
Herein, the environmental barriers to Nordic walking 
were associated with the weather and seasonal con-
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ditions, and the diversity of built and natural environ-
ments; the psychological barriers referred to a nega-
tive image of walking with poles.

by considering personal, social, and environmental 
influences on participation in Nordic walking, this re-
search study proposes that the activity can bring in-
stant physical and social benefits of outdoor exercising.

Limitations and future research

this study must be considered in the light of its 
limitations. First, it provides descriptive accounts of 
a small number of international INWA Nordic walk-
ing instructors, who had a subjective view of the ac-
tivity. thus, the experiences and perceptions of 14 
INWA instructors may not reflect the experiences of 
other Nordic walking instructors and practitioners 
and should not be generalised. second, selection bias 
could potentially exist within the sample. It is possi-
ble that different results might emerge if non-volun-
teer individuals shared their experiences and knowl-
edge on the subject. Finally, although the author offered 
an interpretation of the data, the interpretation was 
subjective and readers are also able to draw their 
own conclusions.

Despite methodological limitations, this research 
study can be seen as a beginning of a journey to explore 
social and psychological benefits of Nordic walking. 
therefore, for a better understanding, additional re-
search is required to evaluate and supplement the 
findings from this study. subsequent studies could 
focus, for instance, on Nordic walking contributions 
to social and psychological well-being. Another in-
teresting avenue for further research is the leisure 
perspective, for instance considering participation in 
Nordic walking as a leisure-time physical activity.
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