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Chapter 9 

 

Managing sporting access and participation: An international perspective 

 

Juan L. Paramio-Salcines, Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, Spain 

Jaime Prieto, Universidad Complutense de Madrid, Spain 

Ramón Llopis-Goig, Universidad de Valencia, Spain 

 

TOPICS 

The changing nature, legislation and government sports policies to promote access to sport 

for the whole population in a variety of countries at world level; equality of access and 

participation in sport as a human rights issue for all groups of people in society; trends of 

sports participation by different groups in countries around the world; main drivers to 

encourage sports participation; similarities and differences in current trends of sports 

participation and methodological approaches to measure sports participation. 

 

OBJECTIVES 

At the end of this chapter you should be able to: 

■ Understand the changing nature, current status and growing interest in promoting sports 

participation for all groups by governments throughout the world. 

■ Identify the main international legislations and declarations to promote sporting access and 

participation as a human right issue. 

■ Discuss the main challenges that might refrain an increase in sports participation and access 

to sport by different groups internationally. 
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■ Understand and discuss the managerial and political implications and challenges of current 

trends in mass participation sport. 

KEY TERMS 

‘Sport for All’, though there is no unanimous agreement of how to define sports 

participation, through this chapter the term Sport for All represents an umbrella term that 

serves, to describe a range of policies adopted by international and national governments to 

promote active participation in sport for the whole population, to extend the benefits of sport 

to as many people as possible and to recognise the right of people to participate in sport 

(Council of Europe, 1975; Article 1). 

Sports participation rates seeks to define the proportion of a defined population which 

engages in an activity (sport) in a given period of time, though there is no international 

agreement about considering the time period of sports participation and other related issues. 

 

OVERVIEW 

 

Managing sporting access and participation for the whole population has been widely 

accepted as a major economic, social and cultural phenomenon at world level (e.g. Collins, 

2002; DaCosta and Miragaya, 2002; Hylton, Bramham, Jackson and Nesti, 2001; Llopis-

Goig, 2016; Taylor, 2011; Stewart and Nicholson, 2002). Apart from these worldwide 

concerns, promoting equity of sporting access and encouraging participation for the whole 

population and for ‘priority groups’ has come to be considered a human right concern in 

many countries (e.g. Donnelly, 2008; Roy, 2007; Veal, 2015) and has gradually consolidated 

as a ‘social need’ and a ‘public service’ as part of the Welfare State agenda (Bergsgard, 

Houlihan, Mangset, Nodland and Rommetveldt, 2007; Coghlan and Webb, 1990; Gratton and 

Taylor, 1991; Henry and Ko, 2014; Scheerder, Vandermeerschen, Van Tuyckom, Hoekman, 
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Breedveld and Vos, 2011). More recently, one of the key drivers to promote sports 

participation has been linked to public health which has attained a level of major 

governmental concern in Europe and elsewhere (European Commission, 2014; Taylor, 2011).  

 

Inspired by the Sport for All philosophy promoted by Pierre de Coubertin at the beginning 

of the twentieth century in one of his Olympic works and subsequently promoted officially by 

the European Council in 1966 and in other international declarations and legislations, 

promoting policies and programmes to increase sports participation rates as well as to 

facilitate equality of access and opportunity to mass participation sport and particularly for 

those valued as traditional ‘priority groups’ has been one of the key strategic objectives of 

any sport policy from macro level (central government) to micro level (local government and 

sports governing bodies) alongside the contribution of the voluntary sector in many nations 

over the last decades (e.g. DaCosta and Miragaya, 2002; Hylton et al., 2001; Frisby, Thibault 

and Cureton, 2013; Green, 2006; Hoekman, Breedveld and Scheerder, 2011; Llopis-Goig, 

2016; Stewart and Nicholson, 2002; Taylor, 2011; see also Chapter 4 to examine the United 

Kingdom (UK) sport policies from the nineteenth century to current times).  

 

Relevant to our analysis, the evidence shows that even today the trends and levels of 

sports participation for the general population and for traditionally targeted population in 

many European countries and beyond are far from the Sport for All principles and objectives 

stated above. Thus, different authors have argued that the Sport for All movement might still 

be considered a utopian objective in many countries (DaCosta and Miragaya, 2002; Green, 

2006; Hylton et al., 2001; Hylton and Totten, 2001; Hoekman et al., 2011). To illustrate the 

latter argument, the latest figures from the UK sports governing body, Sport England for the 

12 months to March 2015 showed that sport´s core market, 15.49 million people aged 16 
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years and over (representing only 35.5 per cent of England´s population), are regular sports 

participants (DCMS, 2015). This fact has contributed to an ongoing and heated debate about 

whether hosting a major event such as the 2012 London Olympic and Paralympic Games has 

contributed (or not) to boost mass sports participation in the country by an intended one 

million more participants as a legacy. Whether policies and programmes promoted by 

different UK central governments have shifted from concerns to provide Sport for All 

opportunities for ‘priority groups’ to the achievement of sporting excellence (Collins, 2002; 

Green, 2006). Related to the expected ‘trickle-down effect’ on sports events to increase sports 

participation (an issue that has been explored by Misener, Taks, Chalip and Green, 2015), 

news appeared in the UK press undermining the effect of this major event on encouraging 

sports participation saying that ‘figures show there are now more than 1.2 million more 

people doing no sport at all and the decline has been particularly marked among those poorer 

socioeconomic groups’ (Conn, 2017). This situation has forced Tracey Crouch MP, the 

Minister for Sport, to set up an Inter-Ministeral Group to address the steady fall in sports 

participation in the country and the steady inactivity of different groups (Conn, 2017; 

Perraudin, 2015). As a result, and over the next four years (2016-2021), Sport England would 

be clearly adopting a proactive approach to address this decline in sports participation and the 

steady inactivity in order to improve the prospects for participants. As part of this long-term 

programme entitled Sporting Future: a new Strategy for an Active Nation, the UK 

government will invest over £250 million, with around 25 per cent of these funds centred on 

reaching those groups that have traditionally been less active (women, older people, disabled 

people, people from particular ethnic groups and those from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds), regarded by Jennie Price, Chief Executive of Sport England as ‘the largest 

investment in tackling inactivity ever made in England’ (Sport England, 2016, p. 5; see also 

Sport England, 2017).  
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As we moved into the twenty-first century, scholars in sport management has shown great 

interest in the study of management of sporting access and participation worldwide and how 

to boost mass sports participation not only in the UK as noted above, but also internationally. 

Much of the work incorporated in this chapter is comparative as the analysis and comparison 

of sports participation trends and rates internationally is perhaps one of the most prolific and 

dynamic areas of contemporary research within leisure and sport management, though most 

of the studies are mainly focused on European countries (e.g. Bocarro and Edwards 2016; 

Downward and Rasciute, 2010; Gratton, Rowe and Veal, 2011; Gratton and Taylor, 1991, 

2000; Lim, Warner, Dixon, Berg, Kim and Newhouse-Bailey, 2011; Llopis-Goig, 2016; 

Nicholson, Hoye and Houlihan, 2011; Scheerder et al., 2011; Van Tuyckom and Scheerder, 

2008, 2010), except DaCosta and Miragaya´s book (2002) ‘Worldwide experiences and 

trends in Sport for All’, regarded as one of the largest international comparative studies ever, 

which examined sport policies in 36 countries from all continents (see also Chalip, Johnson 

and Stachura, 1996; Cushman, Veal and Zuzanek, 1996, 2005). Since the 1990s, there is also 

an extensive body of literature that evaluates sports policies aiming to boost sports 

participation from different perspectives, including economic (Downward and Rasciute, 

2010; Gratton and Taylor, 1991, 2000; Pawlowski and Breuer, 2011), political (Coghlan and 

Weeb, 1990; Green, 2006), sociological (Hylton and Totten, 2001; Llopis-Goig, 2016), 

sporting (Chalip et al., 1996; Cushman et al., 1996, 2005; Nicholson et al., 2011; Stewart and 

Nicholson, 2002) and managerial (Taylor, 2011) themes. 

 

This interest stems from at least four interrelated factors. The first of which is that despite 

an steady increase in sports participation in the 1980s and the 1990s, regarded as a common 

international trend (Collins, 2002; Gratton et al., 2011; Roberts and Kamphorst, 1989; Llopis- 
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Goig, 2016; Taylor, 2011), the reality is that in the early part of the twenty-first century 

sports participation levels, according to Lim et al., (2011), continue to decline or remain 

stagnant in most European countries, except Nordic countries (for a recent discussion of this 

political concern, see also The Special Eurobarometer Sport and Physical Activity launched 

by the European Commission (2014) which reveals high levels of inactivity in the EU) and 

others such as Australia with 87 per cent of adult population being active (Australian Sport 

Commission, 2016) or Canada (Frisby et al., 2014) which manages to have the highest 

proportion of people actively engage in sports activities. Similar results have been found in 

other studies analysing the sporting activity in the 27 European Union member States (Van 

Tuyckom and Scheerder, 2008, 2010) or more recently, Llopis-Goig (2016) analysing sports 

participation in 14 European countries. See the last section for a more complete discussion of 

the analysis and measurement of sports participation worlwide. 

 

Second, legislation concerning promotion and access to sport for all groups has developed 

in a piecemeal fashion over the last 50 years, with significant differences between countries 

and regions (described in Section 2 of this chapter). Despite this positive legislative 

framework, and from the sport management perspective, it is still a challenge to make sports 

participation more attractive and accessible mainly for members of those groups who 

traditionally have been excluded from sport (e.g. Englefield, 2012; Green, 2006; DCMS, 

2015; Sport England, 2016, 2017). For example, recent studies revealed that the levels of 

sports participation among members of ‘priority groups’ remains lower than general 

population in most European countries and beyond (see the box for a brief description of 

sports participation of people with disabilities (PwD) worldwide). 

 

Third, designing and implementing appropriate policies and programmes to increase mass 
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sports participation in order to reduce inactivity of those under-represented groups as well as 

evaluating the success of those policies and programmes has been part of the priorities of 

international and national sports government bodies (e.g. Australian Sports Commission, 

2016; European Commission, 2014; DCMS, 2015; Sport England, 2016, 2017; Ministerio de 

Educacion, Cultura y Deporte, 2016; Statistics Canada, 2008) and academics (e.g. Gratton et 

al., 2011; Frisby et al., 2014; Green, 2006; Taylor, 2011).  

 

Fourth, and as examined by Gratton and Kokolakakis in this collection, the level of sports 

participation has had a profoundly positive related consumer expenditure in many of the sub-

sectors of the overall global sport market, particularly in areas such as sport clothing and 

footwear, sport equipment, sport facilities and so on. In other words, the more people take 

part in sport, the greater the expenditure in all sub-sectors of the sport market. In the same 

way, those authors argue that over the long term the single most important variable that 

determines the economic health of the sport market is precisely the level of sports 

participation. As a relatively novel area of scholarship in sport and leisure management, there 

are few studies that examine the economic impact of sports participation nationally and 

internationally –e.g. Taylor (2011) refers to the UK case or Australian Sport Commission 

(2016) refers to the Australian case–. For example, in Australia citizens spent more than 

Aus$10.7 billion on fees for participation in sport or physical activity in 2015 (Australian 

Sports Commission, 2016). This economic expenditure obviously proves that it is critical to 

grow the sports participation rates as this may represent business opportunities for different 

stakeholders.  

 

While the above and similar work have advanced our understanding of sporting access 

and participation, there is still no unanimously international agreement, as Coakley (2001) 
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and DaCosta and Miragaya (2002) note, regarding important managerial issues such as: 

which traditional or new sport or leisure activities should be considered as sport (for instance, 

fitness walking or walking is the most popular sport activity in those countries that show 

higher sports participation, while in others it is not valued as a sport, as Llopis-Goig´s (2016) 

study confirms), which should be the most suitable methodologies to measure and compare 

sports participation rates worldwide, and which groups should be considered the traditional or 

new ‘priority groups’. For instance, and as part of the evolution of the Sport for All 

movement, the Council of Europe has recently launched specific policies to increase the 

engagement as well as participation by members of new ‘priority groups’ such as lesbian, 

gay, bisexual and transgender persons (LGTB) (see Englefield, 2012). Beyond Europe, 

Frisby et al. (2014) referred to the case of Canada where immigrants and ‘visible minorities’ 

are one of the four target population by the Canadian Sport Policy (including also girls and 

women and people with disabilities). These particular issues will be examined in the 

following sections. 

 

Taking all the above into consideration, and drawing on official international and national 

official sports statistics –see in Europe, the COMPASS (Co-ordinated Monitoring of 

Participation in Sports) (UK Sport, 1999), MEASURE (Meeting for European Sport 

Participation and Sport Culture Research) (www.measuresport.eu) and Eurostat studies in 

the last decade–, reports and academic studies,  the chapter´s primary goal is to outline the 

major issues related to sporting access and participation worldwide (such as numbers of 

people participating from different traditional and new demographic groups, their 

participation rates, patterns of sport trends, consumer expenditure, factors that influence 

positively or negatively on sports participation for the whole population and members of 

traditional and new ‘priority groups’, similarities and differences in sports participation from 
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different groups internationally); issues that are essential for any student, researcher or sport 

business manager interested in managing sporting access and participation for all citizens in a 

global sport marketplace. The first section of the chapter focuses on understanding the origin, 

evolution, current status and future of the Sport for All movement and objectives at 

international level. The following section examines the main legislations to promote sporting 

access and participation for the whole population as a human rights issue. Finally, the chapter 

draws on an international comparative perspective on sports policy in order to examine sports 

participation rates and trends in general population and target groups, analysing traditional 

and current similarities and differences across a wide range of countries and not least 

relevant, methodological approaches to measure sports participation are also discussed.  

 

ORIGIN, EVOLUTION, CURRENT STATUS AND FUTURE OF SPORT FOR ALL 

WORLDWIDE 

 

This section examines the history of Sport for All movement from inception to the present 

day. As such, in the early part of the twenty-century, Pierre de Coubertin in one of his 

Olympic-related writings (compiled by the International Olympic Committee, see IOC, 

2000), was one of the first to espouse the objectives of the Sport for All movement after 

saying “All sports for all”. These words originally written in French (“Tous les sports pour 

tous”) constitute the main foundation on which the Olympic movement of the Modern Era 

was not only rebuilt, but also represented the motto of what would later become the Sport for 

All movement worldwide. A currently almost universal conception whose development has 

been intimately linked to different inititatives, strategies, regulations and/or legislations, both 

at local, national and international level. 
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After the First World War, the first notable initiatives emerged in Europe in the 1920s and 

1930s, with national governmental initiatives for the promotion of mass participation in 

physical training activities. These initiatives were primarily aimed to men of all ages and 

classes, and eventually to women. These included, for example, the Sokol movement, as an 

all-age gymnastics organisation whose activity spread across all the regions populated by 

Slavic cultures in Eastern Europe (Nolte, 2002), several initiatives carried out by the Weimar 

Republic (i.e. unofficial historical designation for the German state between 1919 and 1933) 

to promote the participation of the German population in sport on all levels of society 

(Woeltz, 1977), or the ‘Ready for Labour and Defence’, abbreviated as GTO, as the All-

Union physical culture training programme introduced in the former Soviet Union in 1931 to 

involve people in sport activities (Howell, 1975). From the 1950s, the number of initiatives 

increased considerably in a variety of countries (see, for instance, the Australia case in 

Stewart and Nicholson, 2002), while they focused on a new direction, moving from general 

calls to mass participation to the need to integrate the development of sport within the 

development of the nation, which led many countries to implement programmes for the 

promotion of mass sports participation that included the construction of an increasing supply 

of public sports facilities (DaCosta and Miragaya, 2002).  

 

Various authors (e.g. Coghlan and Webb, 1990; Collins, 2002; DaCosta and Miragaya, 

2002; Stewart and Nicholson, 2002) have noted that the main actions for the progressive 

growth of sports participation among all population groups started in the 1970s. In particular, 

the adoption of the term Sport for All, firstly brought to the international scene after its 

adoption by the Council of Europe in 1966, is widely considered another historical landmark. 

It is important to note that this document was the first international text to emphasise the 

concept of Sport for All and to recognise the right of people to participate in sport not only for 
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the European signatory countries stating that “every individual shall have the right to 

participate in sport” (Council of Europe, 1975; Article 1), but also at the international level 

as the United Nations Economic Scientific and Culture Organisation (UNESCO) incorporated 

in the International Charter on Physical Education and Sport in 1978 (Donnelly, 2008; 

UNESCO, 1978; Veal, 2015). 

 

Since then, sports public policies of those member States that ratified and signed this 

document were endowed with a common programme for sports policy in order to provide 

their citizens with opportunities to access sport. Such aspirations were finally consolidated 

upon the principles of the subsequent European Sports Charter of 1992 –revised in 2001– 

(Council of Europe, 1992, 2001), in which signatories committed themselves, always in close 

co-operation with non-governmental sports organisations, to take the steps necessary to apply 

the provisions of this Charter in order to enable every individual to take part in sport.   

 

The 1980s and 1990s saw remarkable political, economic and social transformations 

worldwide that had their impact on sport. As stated in the introduction, these last two decades 

saw the proliferation of several national policies and strategies linked to the health and social 

benefits coupled with a growing expansion of the public sector sport provision to promote 

mass sports participation. Interestingly, countries like Britain and Australia offer insights into 

the historial development of Sport for All, as both countries have been at the forefront in the 

promotion of equity and access to sport for the general population and for particular groups 

(Collins, 2002; Green, 2006; Stewart and Nicholson, 2002). In general, national sport policies 

and strategies began to focus on three fundamentals that are crucial to understanding the 

current status and future of Sport for All. First, the social awareness that physical activity is a 

key element of a healthy life, thus staying active through the participation in sporting and 
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physical activities is seen as an essential factor contributing to enhance citizens’ health and 

quality of life (e.g. Bocarro and Edwards, 2016; Gratton and Taylor, 1991), a fact that is 

highlighted by national governing bodies of sport and academics as critical to saving costs 

related to sports participation (DCMS, 2015; Sport England, 2016). On this issue, Taylor 

(2011, p. 255), for example, argued that ‘the single biggest reason for (UK) government 

involvement in sport is public health’.  Public concern that had been historically driven by 

different UK governments as the 1975 White Paper Sport and Recreation indicated, and 

which was later ratified by the 1995 White Paper Sport and Recreation (Coghlan and Webb, 

1990; Collins, 2002).  

 

Second, the benefits of daily physical activity for the young and its effectiveness at 

increasing physical activity levels for children (Pangrazi, Bieghle, Vehige and Vack, 2003), 

thereby emphasising the key role of Physical Education classes in creating healthy school 

environments that promote the participation of their students in daily physical activity. Third, 

the widespread consideration of access to sport from a human rights perspective (Donnelly, 

2008), which led to a substantial body of international legislations, treaties and declarations 

to promote sporting access for all people regardless of nationality, sex, national or ethnic 

origin, race, religion, language, or other status (i.e. human rights basics). The consideration of 

sport as a human right played (and still plays) a vital role in the understanding of the 

developments of anti-discrimination and access-for-all in sport and deserved the following 

section in the chapter.  
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MAIN LEGISLATIONS AND DECLARATIONS TO PROMOTE SPORT ACCESS 

FOR ALL AS A HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUE 

 

From early twentieth century to present times, a growing body of international 

legislations, treaties, declarations and documents, from the United Nations to the Council of 

Europe European Sport for All Charter in September 1976 (Council of Europe, 1975) and 

other organisations such as UNESCO (UNESCO, 1978), have been passed in many countries 

around the world that incorporate the ‘Sport for All’ philosophy into the mainstream political 

and sporting agenda (table 9.1 summarises the most relevant international sporting access and 

participation legislation and declarations over the years). As an area relatively little explored 

in the sport and leisure management literature, Veal (2015) offers a complete list of all 

positive contemporary leisure and sport human rights declarations and documents (see also 

Donnelly, 2008; Roy, 2007). The same author argues that despite the fact that ‘the idea of 

human rights permeates many aspects of national and international life, it has not permeated 

the field of leisure studies to any great extent’ (2015, p. 250). Concern that extends to the 

sport field as Donnelly (2008, p.381) notes, saying that ‘despite the human rights 

achievements in sport…human rights are also continually and routinely violated in ways that 

are directly or indirectly related to sport’. 

 

One of the most influential documents to note is the European Sport for All Charter 

passed in 1975 whose impact was (and still is) considerable in European countries and 

beyond. However, as Coghlan and Webb (1990) argued, this document did not have any legal 

imperative to the European countries that ratified and signed it. At that time, the importance 

of facilitating equal opportunities and access to sport to the whole population was (and still 

is) a human rights concern saying that ‘everyone has the right to participate in sport’. As part 
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of these policies, it is widely acknowledged that to encourage sports participation of the 

general population and priority groups has been one of the main concerns of any sport policy 

from macro level (central government) to micro level (local government and sport governing 

bodies). In the UK, for instance, a Sport for All campaign was launched in 1972 to ensure the 

right to participate in sport at all levels from foundation to excellence levels as part of the 

sport development continuum (Hylton et al., 2001). Initiatives that were followed suit for 

other countries, not without some debates in some countries about considering at the same 

level the needs of elite sport, by other sport governing bodies in Western countries.  

 

During the 1970s, and drawing on the UK case, women´s access to sport was limited in 

scale and their participation still lagged behind that of men, but the need to increase 

opportunities for women in sport gradually emerged as part of a wider debate on gender 

relations. Britain offers an interesting case of how different central and mainly local 

governments in the 1990s and the 2000s have developed policies to encourage particular 

target groups such as women, disabled people or ethnic minorities to participate in sport 

(Collins, 2002; Green, 2006). However, with the restructuring of the Sports Council and the 

establishment of the UK Sports Council, it was anticipated that the emphasis of public bodies 

would be placed on the achievement of sporting excellence rather than on Sport for All; an 

issue that has also been criticised by Green (2006). 

 

Over the years, one of the under-represented groups in sport policies at macro level in 

countries around the world has been those people with disabilities. However, the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, passed in December 2006, is 

relevant as it represents the first legally binding instrument that urges governments to take up 

proactive policies, including legislation, to ensure specifically the right of people with 
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disabilities ‘to participate on an equal basis with others in recreational, leisure and sporting 

activities’ as article 30.5 of the Convention remarks (United Nations, 2006; Veal, 2015). 

Similarly, organisations such as the World Health Organization (WHO and WB, 2011; WHO 

2013), the World Leisure Organisation (Sotiriadou and Wicker, 2014), the Council of Europe 

or the International Paralympic Committee (IPC) (IPC, 2015) coincide with the United 

Nations to approach disability sport from the human rights perspective.  

 

A decade after the United Nations passed this legal framework, the key question remains 

as to how effective this global treaty has been in guaranteeing the rights of people with 

disabilities in relation to sports participation. The reality is far from ideal, as authors such as 

Darcy and Taylor (2009), Darcy, Taylor and Green (2016), Roy (2007), Veal (2015) and the 

United Nations itself (2016) coincide in noting that disability sport has not (yet) been seen as 

a human rights issue not only in Western countries, but principally in developing countries. 

To compare evidence as a whole before and after the establishment of the Convention, it is 

therefore instructive to take account of the United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon´s 

statement in December 2016 which clearly states that “in the past decade, we have seen much 

progress. But, persons with disabilities continue to face grave disadvantages” (United 

Nations, 2016). To address this situation, the UN Secretary-General urged “the international 

community to end discrimination, remove barriers and ensure equal participation for all 

persons with disabilities, who are still commonly denied fundamental rights, and are more 

likely to live in poverty” (United Nations, 2016), where sport is not an exception.  

 

Despite the launching and implementation of a wide number of positive policy statements 

and disability and accessibility legislations worldwide (see Chapter 27 of this collection for a 

much detail discussion), there is nonetheless a growing body of evidence which shows that 
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people with disabilities around the world are still at a disadvantage compared to non-disabled 

people in critical areas such as employment and unemployment, annual income, health, and 

in our case, sporting participation, from the lowest to the highest level of achievement 

(Australian Sport Commission, 2016; Brittain and Wolff, 2015; Eurostat, 2015, 2016; WHO 

and WB, 2011, WHO, 2013). The reality of sporting opportunities for our target group has 

not fully been achieved in many countries around the world as the case study ‘Sports 

participation of people with disabilities worldwide’ shows in the next section. 

 

Table 9.1. International Landmarks in Contemporary Sporting Access and Participation 

Legislation and Declarations over the years. 

International  

Level 

1978. International Charter of Physical Education, Physical Activity & 

Sport (UNESCO) (updated in 2014) 

2006. United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(Art. 30.5) 

European  

Community 

1975. European Sport for All Charter (Article 1) (Council of Europe)  

1992. European Sports Charter –revised in 2001– (Council of Europe 1992, 

2001) 

2004. European Commission. The citizens of the European Union and Sport 

(Special Eurobarometer 213) 

2007. White Paper on Sport  

2010. European Commission. Sport and Physical Activity (Special 

Eurobarometer 334) 

2014. European Commission. Special Eurobarometer 412. Sport and 

Physical Activity. 

Source: Adapted by the authors 
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MEASURING AND ANALYSING SPORTS PARTICIPATION INTERNATIONALLY 

 

As discussed earlier, sports participation linked to public health has been a central 

element of sport government policy in Europe (European Commission, 2014)  and elsewhere. 

Indeed, as Taylor (2011) argued previously, this concern serves to understand why many 

countries have encouraged policies and strategies to increase sports participation among its 

citizens. However, this interest goes beyond health benefits to achieving other important 

social goals like promoting integration and social inclusion. Likewise, an expansion of 

governmental responsibilities has occurred in many countries broadening the scope of interest 

from basic tasks to be a social need and even a public policy within the framework of the 

Welfare State. 

 

The increasing importance of policies oriented to promote sporting access and 

participation has motivated a number of studies addressed to measure sports participation 

among population. Public sports governing bodies or agencies in many Western countries 

started to conduct national sports participation surveys on a regular basis following the Sport 

for All philosophy (Veal and Darcy, 2014) –see more in relation to research methodologies 

on mass participation Downward and Rasciute (2010) who offer an extensive list of authors 

and countries and methologies related to measuring sports participation in a variety of 

countries worldwide–. According to Veal and Darcy (2014) the United States were pioneers 

in launching the first national sports participation survey in the early 1960s, particularly 

focusing on outdoor physical activities. European countries such as Denmark and Finland 

launched the first national survey on sports participation in 1964 and 1969 respectively, and 

from the end of the twenty century all EU members have been carrying out national sports 

participation surveys periodically (Hallmann and Petry, 2013).  
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As evidence in the sports participation literature, males are considerably more likely to 

take part in sport than females (García Ferrando and Llopis-Goig, 2011; Gratton and Taylor, 

2000; Scheerder, Vanreusel, Taks and Renson, 2002; Taks and Scheerder, 2006; Seabra,  

Mondonca, Thomis, Malina and Maia, 2007; Kligerman, Sallis, Ryan, Lawrence and Nader, 

2007; Sport England, 2016, 2017); except the case of Australia where adult men and women 

participate at similar levels at all ages (Australian Sports Commission, 2016). And those 

studies of sports participation have indeed found that that sports participation declines with 

age (Gratton and Taylor, 2000; Humphreys and Ruseski, 2006; Van Tuyckom and Scheerder, 

2008), although Breuer and Wicker (2009) –using longitudinal instead of cross-sectional 

data– found that not age but cohort effects are responsible for decreasing sports participation. 

When it comes to migration background, comparisons should be taken carefully since this has 

been operationalised differently by the researchers. The studies point to a negative effect of 

migration background (Downward, 2007; Stamatakis and Chaudhury, 2008), most likely, as 

Snape and Binks (2008) argued that people with this kind of background experience cultural 

barriers. Furthermore, and with regard to the socioeconomic characteristics, a growing 

number of researchers concur that individuals with higher income and educational 

background are more likely to participate in sport (Breuer and Wicker, 2008; Downward, 

2007; Farrell and Shields, 2002; Humphreys and Ruseski, 2006; Stamm and Lamprecht, 

2005; Scheerder, Thomis, Vanreusel, Lefevre, Renson, Vanden Eynde and Beunen, 2006; 

García Ferrando and Llopis-Goig, 2011). These insights should be significant valued in order 

to manage sports participation and access more efficiently. Meanwhile, as the case study 

below shows, there is relatively less attention to evaluate the sports participation of people 

with disabilities at international level.  

 

 

http://irs.sagepub.com/search?author1=Gaston+P.+Beunen&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
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CASE STUDY: Sports participation of people with disabilities worldwide 

The importance of sport and leisure provision and its impact on people with disabilities´ (PwD), 

regarded as the world´s largest minority group, quality of life was officially recognised by the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006) which urges governments 

throughout the world to take appropriate policies to ensure the right of people with disabilities to 

‘accessible sport and leisure provision’ (article 30). In the same way, the World Leisure Organisation 

calls for governments to implement policies to promote leisure and recreation opportunities for their 

citizens, including those with disabilities and other groups such as older people (Sotiriadou and 

Wicker, 2014). Despite these developments and policy statements, there is still evidence that people 

with disabilities are at a disadvantage compare to non-disabled people in critical areas such as 

employment and unemployment, annual income, education, and in our case, sporting participation 

(e.g. Australian Sports Commission, 2016; European Commission, 2014; Eurostat, 2015, 2016; Sport 

England, 2016, 2017; WHO and WB, 2011).  

While analysing the sports participation and trends of people in general has been part of the priorities 

of international and national government bodies, academics and practitioners, there is less attention to 

determine the sports participation and trends of our group. In this debate, not only is there no 

consensus on how to measure the level of mass sports participation and of PwD in particular at 

international level, but also there are clear inconsistencies in knowing the level and patterns of 

participation of those people in sport programmes, activities and facilities as Sotiriadou and Wicker 

(2014) note in the case of Australia. In relation to sporting participation, differences between people 

with disabilities (PwD) and those without disabilities are quite significant. Recent studies confirm that 

sports participation by PwD in countries like the United States (Erickson et al., 2014), the UK (Sport 

England, 2017; EFDS, 2015a,b), Australia (Australian Sports Commission, 2016; Sotiriadou and 

Wicker, 2014) or Spain (Spanish Paralympic Committee, 2016) still lags significantly behind able-

bodied participation. In England, for example, the latest study undertaken by Sport England estimates 

that there are significant differences between those with and without a disability, with “only 36 per 

cent of those with three or more impairments are active compared with 65 per cent of those without a 



20 
 

disability” (Sport England, 2017, p.12). Figures that show that this ‘untapped market’ is worth taking 

proactive actions towards. In this sense, Sport England is working with national governing bodies of 

sport, National Disability Sport Organisations, the English Federation of Disability Sport, Disability 

Organisations and others to reduce this gap. In Spain, there is no data on the level of sports 

participation of PwD (MECD, 2016). Trying to fill this official lack of interest for Spanish sport 

governing bodies, the Spanish advocacy group CERMI (the Comite Español de Representantes de 

Personas con Discapacidad (Spanish Committee of Representatives of People with Disabilities)) 

argues that “nearly one million people with disabilities (out of an overall figure of 3.8 million people 

with disabilities in the whole country) take part in sport as part of their leisure time, around 25% of 

the overall number of people with disabilities, and around 20% of those interviewed said that they 

would like to do more sport and physical activity” in their free time for leisure (Spanish Paralympic 

Committee, 2016, p.3). Similar concerns are found in countries like the UK, the US or Australia as 

they want the same opportunities for leisure and sport as non-disabled people. As different advocacy 

groups worldwide such as English Federation of Disability Sport (EFDS) in England (EFDS, 2015a, 

b) or CERMI in Spain demand, people with disabilities need to have the same opportunities to play 

sport as non-disabled people.  

 

While the aforementioned studies analyse sports participation in a single country, 

international comparative research on this subject has been much less frequent (DaCosta and 

Miragaya, 2002). Before giving an overview about the current state of research in the sport 

management field, it is important to distinguish between the two different approaches, based 

on the type of data being used, existing in comparative research: national or harmonised data. 

The first one implies using data collected nationally for comparative purposes. The second 

one consists of collecting the same data cross-nationally based on harmonised questionnaires 

(Scheerder et al., 2011, p.30). Next we are referring to the main initiatives undertaken over 

the last years with both type of approach and their results.  
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One of the key advantages of a national data approach is that “country specific cultures 

and traditions are taken into account in the data collection and research methodologies” 

(Scheerder et al., 2011, p.30). However, data is hardly comparable due to differences in 

definitions, operationalisations and data collection. After analysing the national sports 

participation survey phenomenon worldwide, Veal and Darcy (2014, p.207) observed that 

“each country has tended to adopt different design principles, particularly in the way 

participation is defined, so that the findings between different countries are generally not 

comparable”. To some extent, this is because there is no common definition agreed upon in 

the literature. Some scholars define sports participation as having been physically active 

during the last four weeks or during the last fortnight (Breuer, Hallmann and Wicker, 2011, p. 

270). On the other hand, Sport England defines sports participation as “the percentage of the 

adult population (aged 16 years and over) who have taken part in the sport at moderate 

intensity for 30 minutes or more at least once in the last week (at least four days out of the 

previous 28 days)” (Sport England, 2009, p.1). More recently, Sport England itself has 

modified this criteria adopting a new measurement system that estimates patterns of sports 

participation “over a twelve month period rather than just four weeks” (Sport England, 2017, 

p.2). As previously mentioned, another concern refers to what kinds of activities are 

considered sport, since some researchers take a broad view on sport that would include 

activities like going for a walk, riding a bike or even gardening –an approach followed by a 

national sport governing body like Australian Sports Commission (2016)–, others explicitly 

focus on sports in a narrow sense (Breuer et al., 2011, p. 270).    

 

Despite these barriers and disadvantages, the possibility to make cross-national 

comparisons –taking into account that national data is usually available in the short term– is 
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an important strength and there are some studies that have faced up to the methodological 

differences and have ensured at least a certain degree of homogeneity in the 

operationalisation of the term sport. The earliest examples of this national data approach are 

the studies of the sport behaviour of European population conducted by Rodgers (1977) –

commissioned by the European Council– which compared seven European countries. This 

study represented a turning point regarding making international comparisons of trends in 

sports participation and marked the start of the growing academic and government interest in 

examining sports participation internationally (Gratton and Taylor, 1991, 2000; Gratton et al., 

2011). As evidence in the surveys on sports participation, men participate more in sports than 

women and that sports participation rates decrease with increasing age. Rodgers’ findings 

were confirmed in a study that included eight European countries by Kamphorst and Roberts 

(1989), carried out in a larger context, as it attempted to make larger comparisons of mass 

sports participation across 15 different countries, which included Canada, India, Japan, New 

Zealand, Nigeria, and the USA and eight European countries.  

 

Similar cross-national initiatives have continued to be published as, for example, the 

study commissioned by Nike Europe and carried out by Dutch Mulier Institute with the 

involvement of the (former) 25 member States of the European Union (Van Bottenburg, 

Rijnen and van Sterkenburg, 2005). However, this research was based on repeated cross-

sectional data of different European countries in order to compare trends and differences 

between groups within a country, so results from the various countries were not comparable 

(Hoekman et al., 2011; Van Tuyckom and Scheerder, 2010). A similar approach was taken 

by the work of Nicholson et al., (2011), who focused on how effective sports policies have 

been in sixteen countries at international level in increasing sports participation. 

 



23 
 

A real landmark came with the launching of the COMPASS project at the end of 

twentieth century –which stands for Co-Ordinated Monitoring of Participation in Sport 

Statistics– (UK Sport, 1999). This project ran from 1997 to 2004, focusing on improving the 

comparability of sports participation research in different European countries. COMPASS 

succeeded in developing a framework, but the results achieved in the different countries were 

not really comparable (Van Bottenburg et al., 2005). The guidelines did not prescribe exactly 

what to do in different phases of the research process like sampling, fieldwork, question 

formulation or analysis procedures and the different approaches in these domains lead to 

differences related to outcomes (Hoekman et al., 2011). The project was finally cancelled due 

to a lack of funding (Scheerder et al., 2011).  

 

A new initiative focused on improving the understanding of differences in sports 

participation in Europe was launched in 2010, during the 7th Conference of the European 

Association for Sociology of Sport in Porto: MEASURE, which stands for Meeting for 

European Sport Participation and Sport Culture Research. The research network has 

produced a number of outcomes in the last years like a special issue on sports participation in 

the European Journal for Sport and Society (Hoekman et al., 2011) and different books of 

international and European scope on sports participation (Scheerder et al., 2011; Hallmann 

and Petry, 2013; Llopis-Goig, 2016), running (Scheerder, Borger and Vos, 2015), sports 

clubs (Breuer, Hoekman, Nagel and Van der Werff, 2015) and sports federations (Scheerder, 

Willem and Claes, 2017). 

 

The harmonised data approach, on the other hand, refers to collecting the same data cross-

nationally from harmonised questionnaires. The main advantages of this approach consist of 
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the use of a similar research methodology favouring the comparability and the validity of the 

data. However, this data does not offer the same detail at most national data, which implies 

less information and precision that using national surveys. Examples of this approach are the 

Eurobarometer 62.0 (European Commission, 2004), the Eurobarometer 72.3 (European 

Commission, 2010), the Eurobarometer 80.2 (European Commission, 2014) and the 

International Social Survey Programme on Leisure Time and Sports (ISSP, 2007). There are 

other international surveys which do not focus exclusively on sport, but do include sport-

related questions such as the World Values Survey (WWS) 

(http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp), the Harmonised European Time Use Survey 

(HETUS) (https://www.h5.scb.se/tus/tus/), the European Values Study (EVS) 

(http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu/)  and the European Social Survey (ESS) 

(http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/).  

 

In 2004, the European Commission launched the first Eurobarometer focused on physical 

activity and sports participation among the inhabitants of the EU members (European 

Commission, 2004). Two other Eurobarometers on sports participation have been carried out 

in 2004 (European Commission, 2004) and 2009 (European Commission, 2010), although 

with some changes in the questions wording. These surveys have been the main source for a 

number of different studies on sports participation (Hartmann-Tews, 2006; Van Tuyckom and 

Scheerder, 2008, 2010). From the research it was found that sports participation among the 

EU members is both geographically and socially stratified. Differences between North and 

West European countries on the one hand and between South and East European countries on 

the other hand are evident: sports participation declines when going from north to south and 

from west to east. More precisely, sports participation rates tend to be highest in Nordic 

countries such as Sweden, Denmark and Finland while Southern (Greece, Italy and Portugal 

https://www.h5.scb.se/tus/tus/
http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu/
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but not in Spain) and East countries (Bulgaria, Romania and Poland) are found at the bottom 

of the ranking in terms of sports participation, as can be seen in figure 28.1. This tendency 

confirms what had been detected in the aforementioned Eurobarometers (European 

Commission, 2004, 2010). 

 

INSERT FIGURE 9.1 AROUND HERE  

FIGURE 9.1. How often do you exercise or play sport? (never) 
Source: European Commission (2014) 

 

But sports participation in the EU members is also stratified according to sex, age, income 

and education as the aforementioned studies have persistently evidenced, what implies that 

the democratisation of sports participation is not yet realised despite more than thirty-five 

years of the Sport for All philosophy as research continues revealing that sports participation 

still reflects the social positions and the social stratification patterns that exist in society. 

Following Van Tuyckom and Scheerder these social differences can be summarised as 

follows:  

 

“more men than women take part in sport; sport participation is proportionally related 

to age –increasing age, decreasing sport participation–; there is a higher percentage of 

sport participants in groups with a higher socio-economic status (education, profession 

and income level); and individuals living in (large) towns take part more in sport than 

those living in villages” (Van Tuyckom and Scheerder, 2010, p. 498).  

 

The International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 2007 survey on Leisure Time and 

Sports is another relevant example of the harmonised approach. The ISSP is an ongoing 



26 
 

programme of multinational cooperation on surveys covering topics that are important for 

social sciences research. In 2007, a Leisure Time and Sports module was administered as part 

of the ISSP with 34 countries participating in the survey. The survey asked about frequency 

of different leisure time activities, reasons for doing them and barriers preventing 

participation. This makes the ISSP Sports module a rich source of information on sports 

participation at international level. As in other studies, the evidence from this survey shows 

that European countries rank on top, with Nordic countries; particularly Sweden, Finland and 

Norway alongside Switzerland achieving substantially the highest rates of sports participation 

–see figure 28.2 with the countries grouped in the same way as Haller, Hadler and Kaup 

(2013) suggest–. The countries from other continents that find themselves in between the 

better ranked European countries are New Zealand, Australia and United States, which 

clearly shows that the more prosperous countries tend to achieve the higher rates. At the time 

of writing, as evidence in the survey commissioned by Australian Sports Commission, 

Australia offers an interesting insight as it is another country that has high level of sports 

participation (87 per cent of adult population) (Australian Sports Commission, 2016).  

 

INSERT FIGURE 9.2 AROUND HERE  

Figure 9.2. Physical activity and sport participation rates by country (daily, several times a 

week, and several times a month) 

Source: ISSP (2007) 

 

An analysis of Hover, Romijn and Breedverld (2010) with the ISSP 2007 survey dataset 

and data of the World Bank showed the positive correlation between national economy 

indicators and sports participation rates. In another study with this ISSP 2007 survey, 

Humphreys, Maresova and Ruseski (2012) found that the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per 
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capita and economic freedom are associated with higher sports participation while past 

success of the national team in the Olympics and hosting sports mega-events are associated 

with lower sports participation. 

 

The aforementioned studies by Hover et al., (2010) and Humphreys et al., (2012) show 

another advantage of international comparative research consisting of the possibility of 

including macro level factors like national economic conditions, institutional characteristics 

or sport policy factors, what clearly broadens the understanding of the key drivers to 

encourage sports participation. Another example is the study by Van Tuyckom (2011) using 

Eurobarometer data where she found that physical activity is positively associated with GDP, 

public expenditures on health, independence of media, political stability, government 

effectiveness, rule of law, and control of corruption.  

 

SUMMARY 

The chapter has highlighted some of the economic, social and sporting issues that 

increasing sports participation rates and trends can have at economic, social and sporting 

levels in many countries worldwide. The chapter has also highlighted that progress towards 

the achievement of the original Sport for All movement and objective in many countries 

around the world has not advanced enough, as there are considerable differences in sports 

participation rates and trends in many countries as different international research studies 

show. As one of the managerial concerns as part of the Sport for All movement and objective, 

there is a need to acknowledge the needs of existing participants as well as to integrate those 

traditional and new groups that have been not being considered as participants in order to 

increase sports participation in many countries. At the same time, the demographic ‘Gray 

Tsunami’ worldwide with population getting older requires sport managers to find innovative 
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ways to address the needs of this growing segment of sport participants.  

 

As we have moved into the twenty-first century there has an increasing interest in the 

implementation of new programmes in different countries (e.g. Australian Sports 

Commission, 2016; DCMS, 2015; Sport England, 2016, 2017), as well as by the accession of 

more countries to the existing treaties and/or its adaption in order to effectively offer answers 

to contemporary challenges such as the decline of sports participation by existing participants 

and the most relevant, the lack of physical activity of traditional and new under-represented 

groups. This poses an attractive challenge to all aspects of Sport for All that will require the 

joint action of all the stakeholders involved, in particular academics and researchers in order 

to examine sporting access and participation from an international comparative perspective, 

trying to find out the key similarities and differences worldwide that may lead to a better 

understanding of the Sport for All movement. 

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What are the key arguments advanced by those that claim the benefits of boosting 

mass participation sport? 

2. Examine why certain countries excel in increasing mass sports participation, while in 

others the levels of sports participation have either declined or remains stagnant. 

3. What are, in your opinion, the main challenges that different stakeholders have to face 

to increase sports participation for existing and prospective participants? 

 

WEBSITES 

 

Government bodies 
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Australian Sport Commission 

http://www.ausport.gov.au/information/ausplay 

Council of Europe 

https://edoc.coe.int/en/384-sport-for-all 

Spanish Sport Council 

http://www.mecd.gob.es/servicios-al-ciudadano-mecd/estadisticas/deporte/anuario-

deporte.html 

Measuring sports participation 

Active People Survey  

https://www.sportengland.org/research/about-our-research/active-people-survey/ 

Active Lives  

https://www.sportengland.org/research/active-lives-survey/ 

Towards an Active Nation Strategy 2016-2021 

https://www.sportengland.org/activenation/ 

MEASURE (Meeting for European Sport Participation and Sport Culture Research) 

www.measuresport.eu 
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