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Abstract 

Sports is generally believed to improve well-being and to bring benefits ranging from health promotion to the 

enhancement of social capital. At the same time, research has indicated that living in poverty negatively affects 

the likelihood of practicing sports. Yet, from the literature, it is not clear how the lower participation rates of people 

in poverty should be understood. Based on 33 semi-structured interviews and four focus groups, we (i) explore the 

meaning of sports participation for people in poverty and (ii) evaluate the opportunities for practicing sports. As 

their voices often remain unheard, we take the perspective of people in poverty as a starting point. The results 

indicate, amongst other things, that sports practice remains possible when living with few resources, but potential 

social benefits of sports often stay out of reach. The link between scarcity of resources and social exclusion, as 

documented in the literature on poverty, is strongly present in the field of sports as well. In order to enhance the 

actual opportunities for doing sports, activities need to be organised in a financially, socially and physically safe 

way. 
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Introduction 

People in poverty are likely to experience social exclusion, being hampered to participate in society by their lack 

of resources. As a consequence, they are vulnerable to social isolation. As indicated by Castel (2000), “the present-

day challenge of poverty will not simply be relieved by distributing aid, but also by attempting to fill this social 

void” (Castel 2000: 520). In this paper, we explore the sports experiences of people in poverty, as in the academic 

literature on sports policy as well as in policy discourses, active leisure time sports is often put forward as a means 

to enhance social capital (e.g. Jarvie 2003; Nicholson and Hoye 2008) and to facilitate social inclusion (e.g. Bailey 

2005; Bloyce and Smith 2010; Donnelly and Coakley 2002; Liu 2009; Waring and Mason 2010).  

Whereas the exact potential of sports for social inclusion, and the necessary conditions to be met, remain an issue 

of debate (Bailey 2005; Bloyce and Smith 2010; Coalter 2007, Kelly 2011), it is clear that sports can only be 

expected to play a role in enhancing social inclusion if the people to be ‘included’ are effectively taking part in 

sports. Research has indicated that people in poverty participate less, compared to non-poor citizens (European 

Commission 2014; Liu 2009). For example, results from the Eurobarometer indicate that only 28 percent of 

European citizens who have difficulties paying the bills most of the time participate weekly in sports, whereas this 

is 45 percent among people who do not have difficulties paying the bills (European Commission 2014).  

It is not clear, however, how to understand these differences. Are people in poverty not interested in sports? Are 

they not aware of possibilities? Or are they hampered to participate by financial or other constraints? An enforced 

lack of resources is likely to play a role. Investigating which expenditures households cut back when facing 

economic difficulties, Deutsch et al. (2015) found that leisure is among the first to be curtailed. Yet, alternative or 

complementary explanations should be considered as well. Whereas, overall, differences in participation by socio-

economic background are mostly interpreted as problems of inequity and exclusion, Coalter (1998) stresses that 

people might also not want to make use of sports provision. Looking at differences in participation, Collins and 

Kay (2014) question the argument that people would voluntarily restrict their leisure in such a way. Liu (2009) 

states it is unclear to what extent underrepresentation is to be attributed to preferences or constraints (or how the 

balance is between these two explanations), and that further, qualitative research is needed to clarify this. The 
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current study contributes to filling this gap. Moreover, assuming constraints are an important explanatory factor, 

it is important to offer additional understanding as to how these operate. 

The aim of this study is two-fold. First, it will be investigated what meanings are attributed to sports participation 

by people in poverty. Is sport valued by people in poverty, and for what reasons? Second, we explore to what 

extent people have the actual opportunity to participate in sports practices. The goal is to gain more insight in the 

challenges that people in poverty are dealing with. In search of an in-depth understanding based on their own views 

on, and experiences with sport, 33 semi-structured interviews and four focus groups were conducted with adults 

living in poverty in Flanders (Belgium). Sports provision is heavily subsidised by public means, either directly 

(public sector sports provision) or indirectly, through the financing of sports accommodation for example. From a 

social justice perspective, it is essential that also people in poverty have the real opportunity to benefit from these 

investments. 

As argued by Collins and Kay (2014), there are only a few discussions of income and poverty within the field of 

leisure studies, and similarly, mainstream poverty studies have mainly ignored or neglected leisure issues (p. 32). 

Also Jackson (2005) observed that we do not have much understanding of the leisure of people in poverty. The 

same holds for sports more specifically. Sports is largely absent in the poverty literature, and whereas there is a 

rather large amount of studies on the social stratification of sports participation (e.g. Author 2010; Hartmann-Tews 

2006), a specific focus on poverty is rare within the sports literature, especially with regard to adults (i.e. the target 

group of this study). In addition, existing empirical research on sports participation – and in most cases, overall 

physical activity – among adults in poverty is mostly written with a strong focus on health and health enhancement 

(e.g. Kavanagh et al. 2005; Marlier et al. 2014; Yancey et al. 2006). In our study, on the other hand, a central place 

is accorded to the relation between social exclusion and active sports participation. 

This article is structured as follows. First, the concepts of poverty and social exclusion are briefly discussed. This 

is needed to comprehend the context of the interviews. Findings from previous studies with regard to the meanings 

of sports participation for people in poverty, and barriers to it, are subsequently presented. Next, the methodology 

of this study is introduced, after which the results of the study are explored. We conclude with a discussion of the 

findings. 

 

1. Poverty and social exclusion 

To date, there is no universally accepted definition of ‘poverty’. Many definitions coexist, and how to define 

poverty remains an issue of debate. Nevertheless, awareness has grown that poverty is not merely a material 

problem, but that it affects many aspects of one’s life, including participation in society. Though there is only 

limited consensus as to how the terms of poverty and social exclusion exactly relate to each other (Lister 2004), a 

common approach is to say that while one can be socially excluded without being poor, poverty is a specific form 

of social exclusion (Berghman 1995). As Hirsch (2006) explains, poverty can be defined in terms of income 

inequality, i.e. having an income a certain amount below contemporary norms, but also as not being able to have 

and to do the things that permit full participation in our society (p. 4). The lack of resources people in poverty are 

confronted with, often impedes social participation, and hence heavily augments the risk of being socially 

excluded.  

Like for poverty, also the concept of social exclusion is defined in multiple, and sometimes contradictory ways in 

the academic literature. A full discussion is beyond the scope of this paper. Here, we take the approach of Silver 

(2007), who defines social exclusion as “a dynamic process of progressive multidimensional rupturing of the social 

bond” (p. 1), or else, as “a structural process of social isolation, of stripping away multiple dimensions of social 

involvement” (p. 2). If social exclusion is a process, it involves agents acting as ‘excluders’, pushing others out 

and denying access to resources. As argued by Silver (2007), even if it looks like the excluded ‘choose’ to withdraw 

from society, they might still be pushed by others to do so, as a consequence of poor treatment (p. 2). An additional 

element to be mentioned, is the relativity of both poverty and social exclusion. One is never excluded in ‘absolute’ 

terms, but rather from a particular society, at a particular point in time (Burchardt et al. 1999; Richardson and Le 
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Grand 2002). Translating this to our context, it means that, given that in current Western societies, sports is seen 

as a customary activity (Collins 2004), not being able to participate in sports is a type of social exclusion.  

 

 

2. Meanings of sports and other leisure activities 

With regard to sports, there is a widespread belief that sports entails wider benefits, such as enhancing social 

capital, facilitating social inclusion, promoting health, etc. (Coalter 2007; Waring and Mason 2010). At the same 

time, within the academic literature, however, this ‘mythopoeic’ status of sports, to use the words of Coalter 

(2007), has also been widely criticised, arguing that there is a lack of empirical evidence to support the many 

claims made, and that conditions for the benefits to occur are not sufficiently taken into account (e.g. Hartmann 

and Kwauk 2011; Long and Sanderson 2001). Moreover, sport also presents downsides, as some scholars have 

stressed. For example, sport can also be detrimental for health, or lead to social exclusion rather than inclusion 

(e.g. Elling and Knoppers 2005; Waddington 2000). In addition to social welfare, it is also used for social control, 

which might diminish an individual’s autonomy (Spaaij 2011). In other words, conclusions on the (potential) 

contribution of sports to people’s life tend to be ambivalent.  

In addition, the available studies from the sports literature do not necessarily inform us about what sports means 

to the target group of this study. First, studies in the field of sports rarely focus on people in poverty, especially 

adults (on children and youth, e.g. Humbert et al. 2006; Reijgersberg and Van der Poel 2014). Second, most studies 

take a normative, functionalist view of how sport can ‘get people back on track’, the ‘right track’ being defined 

from a middle class point of view. The experiences of people in poverty themselves are seldom explicitly heard. 

We have little information about how people in poverty themselves perceive the value of sports. Exceptions are 

Frisby and Millar (2002) and Reid et al. (2002) for example, as they do focus on listening to the voices of people 

in poverty. Respondents (women in poverty) expressed that participation in local sport and recreation programs 

improved both their physical and mental health, amongst other things. The women also indicated that sport and 

recreation could help alleviate social isolation. (Frisby and Millar 2002). Studies on the meanings of sport for the 

overall population (i.e. without making a distinction between poor and non-poor) indicate that adults exercise for 

a sense of achievement, skill development, stress relief, and to spend ‘luxury time’ on themselves away from daily 

responsibilities (Allender et al., 2006; Vallerand & Young, 2014). It is also found that enjoyment and social 

networks offered by sport are important motivators. Among older adults, health benefits are particularly important 

(Allender et al., 2006). 

As active sports participation is regarded in this study as a specific form of leisure-time activity, findings from 

leisure studies with regard to people in poverty are instructive in this context as well, even though leisure is a very 

‘broad’ term and operationalisation differs widely. Research has shown that leisure more generally, has an added 

value for people in poverty, as it addresses some of the difficulties people in poverty are confronted with. From a 

study aiming to understand what it means to live in poverty from the perspective of people who are in this situation, 

Baker Collins (2005) concluded that the most important factor for a good quality of life are relationships with 

friends and family. Living in stress and worry, on the other hand, is the main determinant of a poor quality of life 

(Baker Collins 2005). Studies in the field of leisure and poverty indicate that leisure can influence both these items, 

i.e. leisure can furnish social connections and help to cope with stress. The extent to which this occurs, however, 

differs according to the type of leisure. For example, Bowling (2002) found that leisure generally offers diversion 

from daily problems, but that ‘social leisure’, involving a variety of social roles, is particularly beneficial to 

mitigate stress. The latter is explained by the development of social capital through these activities. Klitzing (2004) 

reached similar findings in a research on women living in a homeless shelter. She argues that leisure activities 

often provide a context for interaction with friends or family, and she concludes that both leisure and the social 

support from leisure can be a coping strategy in dealing with stress. In their study on leisure experiences among 

homeless people, and people at imminent risk of becoming homeless, also Trussell and Mair (2010) report the 

importance of social interactions through leisure. However, these interactions needed to be ‘safe’, in the sense that 

respondents indicated that they did not want to reveal themselves too much, due to negative experiences in the 

past. Lastly, studying the leisure behaviours of women living in poverty, Scott and McCarville (2008) found that 
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leisure played three fundamental roles. Leisure was very important for (i) bonding and companionship, (ii) escape, 

and (iii) advancement. Escape refers to the idea of having an outlet to escape from pressures (mostly related to 

family life). Advancement indicates that people want to improve their life conditions and hope to learn new skills 

through leisure.  

 

3. Barriers to participation 

Given the benefits from leisure activities, including sports, as revealed in the studies mentioned above, it does not 

seem very likely that the lower participation of people in poverty can merely be attributed to a lack of interest 

(Collins and Kay 2014; Frisby and Millar 2002). But why then are people in poverty much less likely to participate? 

To date, in the literature, various explanations have been given, and many barriers to participation have been 

identified. An overview of barriers for sport is given by Collins and Kay (2014), who call for a distinction between 

structural, mediating and personal factors, all of which can impact on participation. Structural factors are related 

to the environment. Examples are a lack of good quality facilities, a meagre support network, lack of transport, 

and a poor physical or social environment. Mediating factors refer to gatekeepers, such as coaches, teachers, or 

facility managers, who decide who is ‘in’ or ‘out’ of groups, as well as to society’s representatives, who label 

people as ‘different’ (Collins and Kay 2014: 2). Personal factors are a lack of time structure, a lack of income, a 

lack of skills or personal social capital, fears over safety, powerlessness, and a poor self-image. As indicated by 

Jackson (2000), almost every individual is constrained to some extent with regard to leisure (e.g. in terms of time, 

costs, lack of skills, isolation and availability of facilities, etc.). The difference between social groups is rather the 

number and severity of the experienced constraints. Poverty adds to the intensity of the constraints (Collins and 

Kay 2014). Yet, while this provides us with an overview of possible barriers, questions remain as to how these 

interact. 

Some studies on leisure and leisure constraints have specifically focused on low-income groups. For example, in 

a study on social exclusion and inclusion in community activities, Stewart et al. (2008) found that inadequate 

financial resources, ill-health and unwelcoming behaviours hinder participation among low income groups. Ill-

health and poverty are closely intertwined in their effect on participation (Stewart et al. 2008). Withall et al. (2011) 

identified cost, access to childcare, lack of time and low awareness as key barriers, based on the accounts of people 

living on a low income. Yet, the authors stress that addressing these issues might not be enough, and that 

psychological and social issues need to be dealt with in order to increase participation levels, as a lack of social 

support and low perceived confidence were widespread. Boon and Farnsworth (2011) investigated the processes 

through which people in poverty become excluded from social participation. They observed that an important 

concern of people at risk of marginalisation is to avoid the humiliation of poverty. The latter is given priority over 

social participation. Shame is identified as a key aspect in understanding the choices of people in poverty, as is 

also reported by Chase and Walker (2012). Waring and Mason (2010) stress that an ‘open access approach’ is not 

sufficient to include people in poverty. Inclusion requires intensive targeted and outreach work, recognizing the 

multi-faceted nature of the barriers to participation. This is also the main conclusion from our literature review: 

people in poverty are multiply constrained, and the many constraints operate simultaneously (see also Collins and 

Kay 2014). Yet, overall, there are still large gaps in the literature to understand the barriers and the way these 

interact, more particularly with regard to sports participation. More, and nuanced analyses are needed to fully 

comprehend the underlying mechanisms of constraints and exclusion and the dynamics of non-participation in 

sports.  

 

4. Methodology  

As the aim of this study is to gain an in-depth understanding of the experiences of people in poverty with regard 

to sports, we opted for a qualitative approach. On the field, in the provision of recreation for example, middle-

class (or upper-class) professionals make assumptions about the needs of socially vulnerable groups such as people 

in poverty, often without the participation of the people concerned (Frisby and Millar 2002). The same happens in 

academic research on poverty and social exclusion. Though there are a considerable number of exceptions, it is 
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often written by people in a position of relative affluence, whereby people in poverty become the objects of 

research, without actively participating (Adair and Dahlberg 2003; Bennett and Roberts 2004; Lister 2004). In this 

study, we deliberately start from the insider’s perspective. The data collection for this study was done in two steps. 

First, 33 semi-structured interviews were conducted, between February 2013 and March 2014. Second, four focus 

groups with people in poverty were held in June-July 2014 as a member check, in order to verify and refine our 

conclusions from the interviews. All data were collected in Flanders (Belgium), where Sports for All has been a 

consistent policy concern since the end of the 1960’s. Considerable public investments continue to be made to 

accomplish this goal.  

To identify respondents of our target group, we contacted five different organisations working with people in 

poverty (see Table 1)1. Yet, in the final analysis, only the interviews from four organisations were taken into 

account.2 The contact with respondents was made through the social worker in these settings. All interviews were 

held face to face. In most cases, the interviews took place in the setting of the organisation. In a few occasions, the 

interviews were held at the respondent’s home or in a public place. Table 2 provides more information on the 

respondents. The interviews were conducted by the first author and/or by one of two master students, who were 

trained beforehand. At the start of each interview, it was emphasised that when using the term ‘sports’, we meant 

to include physical exercise as well, and that it was to be understood in a broad sense, including physical activities 

such as bowling, billiard, etc., as well as recreational walking or cycling. As long as it was a leisure activity, 

practiced as a hobby, it was considered as ‘sports’. Not included were merely utilitarian activities (such as cycling 

to a shop because you need to buy groceries). The interview covered five key themes, namely (i) the 

presence/absence and importance of leisure in the lives of the respondents, (ii) experiences with sports and physical 

exercise, (iii) the social environment of the respondent, (iv) experiences with current sports provision, and (v) the 

meanings the respondent attached to sports. The interview guide used was identical across all interviews. 

 

[Insert Table 1 and Table 2 about here] 

 

As a second step, in each organisation, a focus group was conducted with approximately eight participants each 

time, introducing triangulation to the research. Some of the participants had taken part in the interviews, whereas 

others were ‘new’ respondents. The first author was present in all the focus groups, the second and third author 

each conducted one of the focus groups. Preliminary conclusions from the interviews formed the basis of the focus 

group discussions. The working definition of sports was repeated at the start. The aim of the focus group was two-

fold. First, it served to ‘give back’ information to people who participated. Second, our aim was to check our 

interpretations with the respondents. In the literature, it is suggested that focus group methodology is a very 

valuable method when dealing with socially vulnerable individuals, since the group setting encourages people to 

express, explain, and develop certain perspectives (Boon and Farnsworth 2011; Kitzinger 1994). This was strongly 

experienced in this research, as people indeed opened up, shared opinions and went into debate with each other. 

The interactions proved highly informative and allowed to refine our conclusions, but also brought new insights.  

Conducting research about and with people in poverty can be challenging. As people in poverty often have 

experienced a lot of hardship in their life and have accumulated negative experiences, additional care is needed. 

Therefore, in this study, we paid particular attention to providing a safe environment and building trust. Proceeding 

through existing organisations to contact respondents presented an important asset in this regard. The respondents 

are familiar with the other participants as well as with the social worker, with whom they have a trusting 

relationship. Confidentiality of the interviews was emphasised, and great care was taken to make the respondents 

feel at ease (through making social contact, stressing that there are no ‘right or wrong’ answers but that we were 

just interested in their own experience, etc.). In most research, when focus groups are used as a method to collect 

                                                           
1 In order to guarantee the anonymity of the respondents, we use pseudonyms for the organisations as well as the participants. 
2 The interviews from the fifth setting have been excluded, due to several methodological concerns. First, not all participants appeared to 

be living in poverty, which was not clear at the start. Second, some interviews were of low quality (different interviewer). Lastly, the strong 
focus on health in the programme, and the fact that all participants were practicing sports by definition, led to a selection bias which was at 
odds with the set-up of the study. 
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data, respondents do not know each other in advance. Here, on the other hand, we chose to organise the focus 

groups by poverty organisation, since for our target group, knowing the other participants made it easier to open 

up. In the focus groups, the social worker was present as well. The credibility of the findings was further enhanced 

by discussing the narratives between the members of the research team, who each brought in a different expertise. 

The presence of the social worker in the focus group had some influence on the interactions. At some occasions, 

the social workers fulfilled a bridging role, reformulating certain statements or questions. The social workers know 

the respondents well, and for a more extensive period of time, which allowed the social workers to ‘translate’ our 

question in a more tangible way where necessary, for example by applying the question directly to certain specific 

events in the lives of the respondents. The social workers offered clarifications, and sometimes confronted the 

respondents with seeming contradictions, which allowed for further specification of what was meant. They acted 

as a facilitator in the focus groups. Most likely, their presence has also influenced the group dynamics. The latter 

also holds for our own presence as (middle class) researchers.  

All interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were then coded and 

analysed in NVivo 10. In the coding process, we started by coding very close to the data, and then regrouped initial 

codes into broader categories, reaching higher levels of abstraction. The analysis was an iterative process in which 

we continuously went back to the texts to check and refine our interpretation. All interviews and focus groups 

were conducted in Dutch, which implies that fragments quoted in this paper have been translated by the 

researchers. 

We started off with the two-fold aim of (i) understanding the meaning of sport for people in poverty, and (ii) 

identifying ‘barriers’ in order to evaluate actual sport opportunities. Yet, with regard to the latter, during the 

analysis it was soon revealed that reality is more complex and cannot be captured by identifying barriers alone. 

What is at stake here, should rather be viewed as dilemmas and strategies or coping mechanisms, as will be clear 

from the results section.  

 

5. Results 

  

5.1. Meanings attached to sports  

The extent to which people feel intrinsically motivated to do sports, varies widely between respondents. This is to 

be expected, as it is also the case in the general population: preferences differ. Still, the majority of the respondents 

practice sports, or show interest in practicing sports. We asked people what pushes them to do sports or why they 

would like to be involved in sports, what they ‘get from it’, or what they would miss the most if they would no 

longer be able to practice sports. The analyses reveal that people in poverty do value sports participation. Four 

main meanings with regard to sport could be distinguished, more particularly i) taking care of the own body, ii) 

freeing oneself from negative energy, iii) broadening one’s social world, and iv) improving general well-being. 

These items were initially derived from the interviews, and later confirmed by the respondents during the focus 

groups. In what follows, we explain each of these items in more detail. 

A first main meaning attached to the sports practice, is that it is a way to take care of your body. This can take 

several forms. Some people, men and women alike, do it to improve or maintain their appearance (e.g. losing 

weight). Other respondents, particularly older people, consider it as a way to stay physically fit. In the words of 

Stephany, a respondent from Our Place: ‘if you rest, you rust’. More generally, many respondents mention sports 

as a way to stay healthy. This can be in a general sense (sport is good for health), or in relation to a particular 

health issue (e.g. someone with diabetes, or a person with only one kidney). Also developing physical strength is 

mentioned.  

Second, practicing sports allows people to free themselves from negative energy, and to leave problems aside for 

a little while. Several people in poverty indicated that sports allows them to ‘empty their head’. Respondents 

indicate that participating in sports allows you to forget problems, and provides a temporary escape from worries. 

Other people emphasise that it helps them to channel stress and negative emotions. Sport helps to let off steam, or 

to release the pressure. This second meaning corresponds to the role of ‘escape’ found in leisure, as reported by 
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Scott and McCarville (2008), and ‘diversion from daily problems’, as identified by Bowling (2002). In other words, 

even though sports does not ‘solve’ the problems encountered, it is helpful for coping. 

Third, sports practice helps to broaden one’s social world. This happens in different ways. Many respondents are 

at home due to unemployment, invalidity or retirement. Some of them indicate to be ‘sitting between four walls’, 

and that it ‘drives them crazy’. Sport then gives them a reason to leave the house, it enlarges their ‘social world’ 

and reduces social isolation. It brings one in a situation where one has other people around. A closely related 

element is social contacts. The people in poverty interviewed state that through sports participation, you can have 

a chat, you get to know more people, you meet people from different layers of society, with whom you 

automatically share an interest (the sports practice), etc. For some, sports make it possible to have a shared 

experience, and to be part of something. Michel, a respondent from Our Place, used to participate in the netball 

activities of this organisation, but due to health problems, he can no longer play. He nevertheless continues to go, 

and keeps the score. Elisabeth, who is still participating in the netball sessions explains: ‘being together is very 

important. And to get along and to be able to have a laugh with each other’. Some people indicated that through 

sport practices, one can experience friendship and social support.  

For example, Sophie, a respondent from Strong Together found the way to a local gym, and heavily enjoys the 

experience, especially the group lessons. She developed a group of friends there, and she explains that if she cannot 

go for a while due to health problems, she lets the others know, and people are concerned about her. If she would 

not show up, the other participants would ask her what’s up. She considers it as a sign of real friendship. Though 

Sophie has a real love for sports itself as well, the social contacts and the experience of social support (both giving 

and receiving) through her gym are very important to her: 

Sophie: It has happened that I took my sports bag and I didn’t get any further than the newspaper. The 

newspaper is there, you are reading it, and one person comes, and another person comes, and all of a 

sudden, it’s been two hours. And I go home because dinner will be ready. 

Jenny: And don’t you say like ‘I haven’t done anything’ then? 

Sophie: No. It gives me a good feeling. Because if you’re home all days, it’s nice to see other people. 

Especially Jessica, she’s alone and she also needs it sometimes, so we arranged to see each other, like, 

‘when will you come and read the newspaper again’?  

A fourth and overarching item with regard to the value of sports, is that sports participation enhances general well-

being. People in poverty expressed that sports made them feel good. Practicing sports makes you feel better, and 

more energetic. Also inner peace is mentioned by the respondents. A few respondents go a step further, and 

describe sports as ‘healing’, or as ‘climbing back up from a depth’, indicating that sports is beneficial for their 

mental health. 

Some respondents experience all four meanings described above, whereas others mention only a few, or one. There 

is no fixed order of importance, and the different meanings coexist. The relative importance of the meanings differ 

between respondents. Living situation plays a role here. For example, broadening one’s social world is strongly 

present in the accounts of respondents who are permanently at home (invalidity, retirement, ...) and who have no 

or few other engagements that make them leave the house and meet other people, as compared to people who have 

a job or other regular activities. Also personal preferences can play a role. Some respondents are more focused on 

staying fit or healthy than others. This is also connected to sports experiences in the past. The main line, however, 

is that it is clear from the results that sports, and the involvement in sports practice, can have a high value for 

people in poverty.  

Yet, it is also mentioned that sometimes, there is no room for sports. Some respondents indicated that in turbulent 

moments in their life, moments of crisis, it is not possible to practice sports or to think about it. The same holds 

for people with a depression. When experiencing a similarly dark period, it is very difficult to make you leave the 

house, to do sports for example, explains a woman from Our Place. Robbyn, a young woman from Strong Together 

held a particular position, stating that sports for her was ‘useless’. She used to do a lot of sports and deeply enjoyed 

it. Yet, she considers it as something from the past, a past she decided to block. She finds it very important that 

her children participate in sports, but for herself, she considers it pointless. Now, she only lives for her children. 
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5.2. Opportunities for doing sports 

Scott and McCarville (2008) reported that there were two underlying themes emerging from their research on 

leisure behaviours among people in poverty: scarcity and social isolation. This was also the case in our study. 

Social isolation was already mentioned with regard to the meanings of sport (e.g. ‘sitting between four walls’), 

and will re-emerge in the narratives of the respondents with regard to opportunities for participation. Yet, we 

cannot understand the (lack of) opportunities for people in poverty without understanding the idea of scarcity. 

While this framework was not used at the outset of our research, during the analysis, it was revealed that the recent 

contribution of Mullainathan and Shafir (2014) on scarcity, and the costs it entails, is key in understanding the 

experiences of the respondents in the context of sports participation as well. In what follows, we subsequently 

discuss the costs of sports and the dilemmas it entails, the social cost of poverty, the complex relationship between 

sports and health, and problems in finding access to sports. 

5.2.1. Scarcity and the costs of sports participation 

To understand the sports participation of people in poverty, the first thing to comprehend is that when talking about 

the costs of sports, it is not just a matter of ‘being able’ or ‘not being able’ to afford something. Reality is not black 

and white; it is rather a question of evaluating costs and benefits, and estimating consequences. In their book on 

scarcity, Mullainathan and Shafir (2014) underline that scarcity forces trade-off thinking. They explain: “When 

making a purchase, the frugal consider whether the price is ‘good’. The poor, in contrast, must ask themselves 

what they must give up to afford that price” (p. 98). In our study, we observed that this also holds true with regard 

to sports. For the people who are shortest on money, money spent on sports is always at the expense of something 

else. The trade-off is not distant or theoretical, but apparent and real. As Maria from Our Place explains:  Joe 

(social worker) says, five euro, it’s not a lot. But it’s five euro for this, three euro for that, just calculate. And I’m 

someone...I still spend too much on fruit and vegetables. And that’s where my surplus goes. And then I say, if I do 

that (=sports activity), I have to cut down on it (=fruits and vegetables). I would go crazy if they tell me you have 

to drop the fruits.” In other words, as choices have to be made, sport is often cut from the list, because it would 

entail to be denied access to more essential things.  

The shorter you are on money, the more doing sports puts you at risk of having to deal with adverse consequences. 

Samir, a young respondent from The Shelter, explains that the costs of sports give you a headache, and also René 

from Positive Prospects, amongst others, expresses this idea: “It’s good for your body, it’s good for your mind, to 

practice sports. And the fact is...if it plunders your wallet just to practice it, it entails other things that will make 

you suffer, mentally or physically.” Moreover, people who are in some type of debt mediation are not in the 

position to make the trade-off themselves. It was mentioned in the interviews that leisure spending was considered 

as non-necessary and therefore not allowed by the people in charge of managing the budget.  

Living on a very tight budget also implies that every euro has to be well spent (see Mullainathan and Shafir 2014). 

This is reflected in our findings. More particularly, in the context of our study, for the respondents it means you 

have to make full use of every part of the service you are paying for. In the case of commercial gyms, who often 

require long time subscriptions, this puts pressure on people. As a women from Our Place expressed it: “I think 

it’s very expensive. It’s your hours you can choose, but if you don’t reach your hours, then it’s very expensive. You 

have to (emphasised) go to reach your number of hours, to lower the price. The more hours you go, the cheaper it 

is. But then it’s very strenuous.” Another concern is that you might not be able to go for a month or more, due to 

illness for example, and in that case, you will have lost your money. Similar systems act as a deterrent for people 

with scarce resources to participate, as they do not want to risk wasting money.  

Decisions not to participate are not only based on ‘real’ or observed costs, but also on costs they anticipate that 

might occur. For example, Magalie (Strong Together) explains that “by putting folders in mailboxes, people don’t 

react on it. They don’t dare to take that step. The folder is in their mailbox, they read it, they would like to do it, 

but they know they can’t, financially, so they will not take the step. They won’t. Because they know that the clubs 

expect that money is paid.” Magalie often spoke in the third person, which seemed a way for her to express what 

she’s experiencing, while at the same time being able to keep some safe distance. Her statement illustrates that 
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often, people in poverty do not take the step to get precise information about the costs, or even to show interest in 

participating. They assume in advance that it will be too costly, so they refrain from taking part.  

 

5.2.2. The social costs of poverty 

Throughout the interviews and focus groups, it is revealed that if people want to practice sports, some type of 

sports practice usually remains possible, even when disposing of very few financial resources. People can always 

go for a walk or for a bike ride, or do exercises at home. However, having little financial means severely constrains 

the choice of sports activities, and determines the context in which sports can be practiced: “Of course there are 

alternatives, but your social life is curtailed” (Magalie, Strong Together). Practicing sports in an organised or 

semi-organised setting usually involves the payment of some type of member ship fee. Yet, as respondents 

repeatedly emphasise, this is only a small part of the costs. The actual costs of participating in sports in an organised 

or semi-organised context are often much higher. What makes it expensive, are mainly ‘additional costs’, such as 

the equipment, transport costs, drinks you ‘have to’ consume, etc.  Social pressure plays a large role here, as 

illustrated in the following extract from the focus group in Strong Together. 

Sharon: For example, I’d love to go cycling in a club. I found a club, but you have to pay your membership 

fee, and in addition to that, you have to pay your clothing. You have to pay new clothes in summer and 

winter, and you can say, this and that I’ll manage, but you also want to make sure you have decent stuff 

in order not to feel inferior in the group. So it’s really not just the membership fee, but everything that 

comes with it. 

Marcel: And being able to buy the others a drink at times, being able to ‘be social’, otherwise you’re 

antisocial. 

Jenny: or you’re stingy. Or they make fun of it. ‘You should just work for it’.  

As many people do not want other people to notice that they are poor, they might end up spending too much. 

Charlotte: but sometimes, say for example you go to [commercial swimming pool and sports center], you 

are integrated by a number of people, but then they go for a drink or they eat there for example...and 

there you are then…you take a toasted sandwich or something…it’s already quite a chunk of your 

budget…and you don’t feel comfortable…They will eat a steak with French fries, or scampi or something, 

and then you’re there with your sandwich, or just your drink…  

Evelyn: or you would deprive yourself, in order not to lose face. 

Charlotte: or put yourself financially deeper…to run with the crowd. (Focus group The Shelter) 

In sum, as demonstrated above, participating in sport in a social setting, can carry risks. People in poverty 

sometimes decide not to take part in sports, to avoid adverse financial consequences. Some refrain from 

participation because they cannot do it the way the feel they ‘have to’, and want to avoid the shame of poverty, or 

else, because their situation makes them feel generally bad. Facing the costs, they feel forced to stay at home, or 

lose motivation to get out of the house. In a sense, people ‘exclude themselves’ from participating, as a way to 

avoid worse. The findings indicate that the general mechanism of poverty leading to social exclusion, as mentioned 

in the literature review (e.g. Hirsch 2006), also operates within the field of sport. The lack of resources hinders 

social involvement and participation, and this occurs in various ways, either directly or indirectly. 

Some people do participate, but still drop out from the ‘social’ part. For example, they participate in the sports 

activity, but feel forced to go home straight after, as opposed to other participants. They skip the social gatherings 

– which often goes with consumption of drinks for example – but this implies they are losing out on the social 

contact as well.  

The sport activities as organised by the social organisations (The Shelter, Our Place and Strong Together) presented 

a way out for many respondents. The activities with these organisations were cheap, and there are no additional 

costs involved (drinks are often offered for free, or included in the price, for example), whereas it still takes place 
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in a social setting. An additional advantage, in the view of the respondents, is that other people are in the same 

situation (in the same type of misery, as phrased by Sharon), so there is no need to feel ashamed. One also knows 

there will be no obligation to consume or to make other extra expenses. The downside, however, as explained by 

some respondents, is that one stays within the same ‘circle’ of people. 

The socially vulnerable profile of many people in poverty can also make it difficult to find the way to other sports 

settings. Scarred by negative experiences in the past and feeling insecure, some people found it more difficult to 

make the first step “you cannot just walk in. Then you are definitely like a stranger, and you already have that 

feeling so quickly” (Rachel, The Shelter). Many people do not want to go alone, but do not have anybody to go 

with them.  

However, the ‘burden of shame’ does not hold for all respondents to the same extent. Some respondents feel more 

confident, and worry less about hiding poverty and ‘doing like the others’. For example, Sophie explains that at a 

certain moment, her daughter wanted to take ballet classes. After putting money aside, Sophie had saved enough 

to pay the subscription fee. She could, however, still not afford to pay for the clothes and shoes. She explained it 

to the teacher, who gave her old clothes from her own daughter. For Sophie, this was a good solution, as for her, 

the important thing was that her daughter could participate in the lessons. In the focus group, Sophie stood out 

because she is feeling confident about who she is, and able to talk openly about it. She challenged the views of 

other people who felt obliged to comply with ‘standards’, wearing the right clothes,… and stated that ‘poor’ was 

not written on their faces. She is much more emancipated from poverty than most other respondents in the focus 

group. Similar discussions took place in the focus groups in The Shelter and Our Place, where people expressed 

their concern to ‘stick out’ (in a negative sense), whereas others did not worry about it as much.  

Poverty often means being unable to do and behave ‘like the others’ (or have this perception). For some, this 

weighs heavier than for others. Personal characteristics play a role. Self-esteem is a crucial determinant here, and 

it varies largely among respondents. However, self-esteem is not a ‘static’ feature, but can change over time, being 

influenced by one’s context. For example, in the individual interview, Sophie shared that she had learned (and had 

had to learn) how to deal with emotions, to stand up for herself in a positive way and to express her needs. An 

assertiveness course helped her accomplish this, amongst other things. The accounts of the respondents also 

indicate that social exclusion and lack of self-esteem and self-confidence are tied together in a vicious circle, which 

needs to be broken: when feeling bad, it is harder to get out of the house, and staying home, you have less 

interactions with other people, whereas this could make you feel better. A positive identity needs to be created 

(author, 2006). For Jay, a 36 year-old, unemployed man from Positive Prospects, engaging in volunteering work 

had made a large change, and made him feel better little by little. For Sophie, who is not working because of 

invalidity, her sports practice gives her strength and increases her self-confidence. People also differ in the extent 

to which they have internalised ‘being poor’ and ‘being a victim’ (Author, 2008; see also the idea of ‘surplus 

powerlessness, as expressed by Lerner (1979)). Sharon, Marcel and Jenny for example, who were quoted above 

as suffering from not being able to do like the others and feeling stigmatized, express a strong sense of ‘us’ versus 

‘them’, ‘us’ being people who are in the same boat, and ‘them’ being middle class or higher (see Chase and Walker, 

2012). They strongly perceive a ‘split’ in society, they feel ‘different’ and feel being judged by the middle class 

people as well as by policy makers, who have no clue about their situation and the difficulties it entails. This 

discourse was absent in the account of Sophie, who dares to talk openly about her needs and problems when 

required. 

 

5.2.3. The ambivalent relation between sport and health  

Practicing sports is valued by many respondents for health reasons (cf. supra). Yet at the same time, health 

problems are an important barrier to participation. Many people state to have physical problems that prevent them 

from participating in sports, or heavily limit the possibilities they have to engage in sports. These problems are 

sometimes linked to old age, but also to surgery they have had in the past, to accidents, … As such, these issues 

are not directly related to poverty, as also people with a higher income can face health issues. However, people in 

poverty are more likely to experience health problems (e.g. Adena and Myck 2014; Pedersen et al. 2011), which 
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restrains the possibilities to practice sports. This was also observed by the social worker from Our Place, who was 

present in the focus group: “I notice it’s very different. That if you have had a lot of hardship, that some people of 

our group are physically older at a younger age”.  

Sport is also associated with risks. In the interviews, the concern not to force oneself is recurrently mentioned. For 

example, when asked what was really important to him in a sports activity, Joseph from Our Place replied: “Really 

important…that you don’t do wrong things…. And that if you do something which is not good, that they tell you. 

That they guide you. Some guidance, yes.”  

Respondents express the need for a physically safe sporting environment and stress the importance of good sports 

related guidance. It is necessary that a qualified person explains you what to do, taking your physical ability and 

limitations (due to health problems, old age, etc.) into account. In the experience of the respondents, proper 

guidance is often lacking. Yet, it should be mentioned that this concern may be related to age, as a share of the 

respondents were at the age of retirement or older.  

  

5.2.4. Finding access to sports 

The interviews and focus groups revealed that participants were poorly informed about sports possibilities, which 

limits the opportunities to do sports. This finding emerged from the data in two different ways. First, some 

respondents mentioned that it is sometimes difficult to know where to go when searching for particular sports 

opportunities, though not all agree. Most information has to be searched on the internet, but not every club has a 

website, especially not the cheaper ones. There is lack of centralised information in that respect. In addition, for 

some, having to find something on internet also presents an obstacle. Secondly, as researchers we noted that in the 

accounts of the people in poverty, very few respondents spontaneously mentioned non-profit sports clubs. Clearly, 

there are exceptions to this statement, as other respondents have had experiences with club sport in the past. Still, 

clubs were absent in the spontaneous reference worlds of most respondents. Furthermore, even when asked 

explicitly about non-profit sports clubs, respondents would automatically go on about gyms or other commercial 

settings, which was a striking observation to us.  

Even when information is available, reaching the sports setting might still be difficult. In The Shelter, being located 

in a small municipality, distance was reported as a major barrier to sports participation. In the municipality of The 

Shelter, there is little sports infrastructure available, and most activities require going to a neighbouring village, or 

to the city. Respondents mentioned that it takes a lot of time by public transport to get there, buses do not run late 

at night, or they do not feel comfortable waiting for the bus in the dark on their own. In other settings, mobility 

was less of an issue, but this can be explained by a higher proximity of sports accommodation. 

 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

The findings in this study show that ‘a lack of interest’ does not suffice as an explanation for a lower sports 

participation among people in poverty. This study has shown that people in poverty attribute various meanings to 

sports. First, sports is a way to take care of one’s health. Second, participation in sports allows to channel stress or 

to escape, albeit temporarily, from worries. This corresponds to the role of ‘escape’ found in leisure, as reported 

by Scott and McCarville (2008), and ‘diversion from daily problems’, as identified by Bowling (2002). In other 

words, even though sports does not ‘solve’ the problems encountered, it is helpful for coping. Third, it helps to 

broaden one’s social world. Scott and McCarville (2008) identified bonding and companionship as an important 

role for leisure; Klitzing (2004) suggested that leisure can provide the setting for social interaction. Our findings 

indicate that this holds for sports as well. Fourth, it enhances overall well-being. The meanings identified in this 

study are not unique to people in poverty. As mentioned in the literature review, health, stress relief, taking time 

off from daily responsibilities, and social networks are mentioned by the overall population as well (Allender et 

al.,,2006; Vallerand & Young, 2014). The main conclusion here, is that even though there can be temporarily no 

room left for sports in one’s life and mind, or not enough bandwidth, as Mullainathan and Shafir (2014) would 

phrase it, people in poverty generally value sports participation. Moreover, sports practice can address problems 
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that tend to be exacerbated by poverty, more particularly stress, health issues, or social isolation, making the need 

for sports actually even more stringent.  

Yet, the same factors can impede sports participation. Benefits often stay out of reach, especially the social 

advantages of sports. This study has shown that living in poverty does not impede sports participation. Rather, it 

heavily restrains the options for doing sports. Overall, people in poverty express that their lack of resources affects 

their social life, including with regard to sports. There are always possibilities to exercise, but poverty limits the 

possibilities to take part in ‘socially valuable’ contexts, or to interact with people. In other words, the link between 

scarcity of resources and social exclusion is very real, including in the field of sports. 

As mentioned in the literature review, Silver (2007) noted that it often looks like the excluded ‘choose’ to 

withdraw/not to participate, but that it is a consequence of poor treatment. In the context of this research, we see 

that people in poverty indeed often ‘choose’ not to participate in sports, but here too, this choice is not voluntary. 

Rather, it is a way to avoid worse. More specifically, not taking part in sports avoids the risk of having to 

compensate for the money spent on sports, which would entail larger suffering, as it would hinder essential 

expenditures. In addition, not taking part circumvents dealing with the shame of being poor. Boon and Farnsworth 

(2011) as well as Chase and Walker (2012) explained that avoiding the humiliation of poverty is a fundamental 

concern to people in poverty, which is often given priority over social participation. This is also reflected in our 

findings. Comprehending the feelings of shame is essential to understand the (non) participation of people in 

poverty in sports. This brings us to the core of poverty: it implies not being able to ‘do like the others’, which can 

have profound implications on how people feel, as was expressed sharply in most focus groups. 

Clearly, poverty is a highly complex problem that will not be eradicated overnight. In the interviews and focus 

groups, respondents shared that they did not feel understood by the rest of society, they felt left alone, and felt 

powerless. The close linkage between poverty and social exclusion cannot be ‘solved’ by sports policy or sports 

provision, whereas experiences of social exclusion ‘overall’ also affects the decisions and opportunities of people 

in poverty with regard to sports. Yet, relatively small interventions in the field of sports can be a first step to 

reducing experiences of exclusion. If people in poverty are to be given the real opportunity to participate in sport, 

a ‘safe’ environment has to be provided, at three different levels, i.e. financially, physically and socially. For some 

respondents, only the financial aspect will be a necessary condition, whereas for others (also) physical and social 

elements will be crucial, depending on one’s level of vulnerability. A financially ‘safe’ sport opportunity is a sports 

practice which is low cost, with cost being defined as the total cost, i.e. not only membership fees, but also 

including equipment, ‘mandatory’ (i.e. socially expected) consumptions, etc.  Ideally, only services effectively 

used should be charged. Participating in sport is ‘safe’ if it does not endanger the ability to cover other, essential 

needs, and does not lead to negative consequences or worries the next days or weeks. Clear communication is very 

important in this respect, as people in poverty base decisions also on assumptions about the costs involved. Second, 

a physically safe sporting environment means for example that the instructor has the necessary expertise, and takes 

limitations of participants into account. This study indicated that ‘good health’ is not only a possible goal of sports 

participation, it is also to some extent a precondition of participation (or in case of ill-health, a barrier). This is 

often overlooked. Lastly, a socially safe environment implies that people feel accepted. This is also related to the 

idea of judgement-free spaces, as reported by Trussell and Mair (2010). A socially safe environment is harder to 

achieve and requires more effort, also on behalf of sport providers, when dealing with people who feel more 

strongly excluded,  who feel different from ‘the others’ (middle class society), and/or who are more socially 

vulnerable (due to scarring from past negative experiences for example). Both physically as well as socially, it is 

important that people do not feel judged, nor ‘left alone’. 

When drawing conclusions from this study, it should be taken into account that the study was conducted in Flanders 

(Belgium), a country with a relatively strong, well-established welfare state, and where large investments in Sport 

for All are made, for example through subsidies to voluntary sports clubs, but also in terms of public sports 

provision and the availability of public sports facilities. If poverty engenders such struggles with regard to sports 

participation in a similar context, the situation might be worse in countries with less public investment in mass 

sports, and/or with larger social inequalities. Further research should bring more insight in this regard.This research 

has some limitations. The choice to contact respondents through existing poverty organisations is likely to have 

affected our results. It implies that only people who have already found the way to these organisations, and feel 
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comfortable in this setting, were part of our study. In other words, the most isolated people in society, for whom 

the bond with society is most fragile, were not included. More research is needed to include this group as well. 

Moreover, the fact that participation to our research was voluntary might have led to a selection effect and hence 

have somewhat biased the results. Also the fact that contacts were made through the social worker, who therefore 

had a significant role in the respondent selection, should be mentioned in this regard, even though the social worker 

does not exert a control function. However, we consider the use of the combination of interviews, followed by a 

focus group, a major strength of this study. The focus group allowed for a member check of our interpretations, as 

well as of a valuable refinement of the conclusions, and the combination made it possible to gain an in-depth 

understanding from an insider perspective.  

This study has contributed to the understanding of the sports experiences of people in poverty, more particularly 

the meaning they attach to sports, and the mechanisms that hamper participation. It has shown that the interplay 

between poverty and social exclusion is also present in the field of sports, which hinders the realisation of the 

social benefits of sport for people in poverty.  
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