
The power of sport and 
physical activity
Being physically active has the potential to help bring 
about positive, often interrelated, changes in:

Inclusion

› Reducing inequalities by creating opportunities 
which ensure that everyone can take part in sport 
and physical activity

› Involving people who may not traditionally get 
involved, or are underrepresented in sport or 
physical activity

› Building relationships between individuals

Health & Wellbeing

› People have improved physical and mental health
› People exhibit healthy behaviours and choices
› People recover from illness quicker

Life, learning and work

›	 Improved	confidence	and	self-esteem
› People are better equipped to make positive 

choices in their lives
› Young people’s learning experiences and 

attainment improves
› People develop their skills for life, learning and work
› People progress into learning, training, volunteering 

or employment

Communities

› Increased connections and cohesion within 
communities

› Families have positive relationships
›	 Communities	experience	reduced	anti-social	

behaviour	and	offending

The power of sport and physical activity to bring about positive changes has long 
been recognised. Getting more people more active, more often, whether through 
participation in sporting activities, or through broader physical activities such as 
walking, cycling or gardening, is a key policy priority in Scotland. But what physical, 
psychological and social changes can being active bring about, and what approaches 
are most likely to bring about these changes?
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Using sport and physical activity 
to intentionally bring about 
positive	social	benefits	for	
individuals and communities, to 
address	specific	need	>



What works?
Whilst participation in sport and physical activity can 
bring about change, it doesn’t happen automatically for 
everyone. Through work in this area, the evidence tells 
us that there are certain key factors that make positive 
change through sport and physical activity more likely. 
These are:

Having a clear intention to bring about change

Change is most likely to happen when you have a clear 
focus on what change you are seeking to deliver, who 
will experience the change and how you will know if 
it	has	happened.	Getting	buy-in	and	support	for	this	
change across your organisation will also help.

Understanding community and individual need

Gaining a better understanding of the needs of your 
wider community and the individuals you are working 
with will help you to identify target groups and develop 
appropriate services and activities for them. 

Removing the barriers to participation

It	sounds	obvious,	but	benefits	can	only	be	experienced	
by people if they participate. By thinking about who 
is and isn’t participating in your services, and what the 
barriers might be for those who aren’t, you can start to 
think	about	how	you	might	need	to	change	your	offer	to	
make it accessible to a wider range of people. 

What stops people getting 
active?
Barriers to participating in sport and physical activity can 
be complex and varied and can include time, money, 
location of activity, access to transport, confidence and 
negative experience of sport in the past. Considering 
these barriers, and how they might be stopping some of 
your community participating, will help you to develop 
services and activities that attract the widest range of 
people, including those traditionally least likely to 
participate.

Adopting appropriate person-centred approaches 
and delivering them consistently

Person-centred	approaches,	such	as	youth	work	
and community development approaches, focus on 
the needs, skills and aspirations of individuals and 
communities.  By building on sports development and 
person centred approaches, you can create services 
and activities which meet the needs of your community 
and your target groups. Change for individuals and 
communities doesn’t always happen overnight and 
requires long term, sustainable and regular commitment 
and support.

Having valued, committed and inspirational staff and 
volunteers

Your	staff	and	volunteers	are	most	likely	your	biggest	
resource. Engaging people from the particular community 
you	are	working	in	as	staff	and	volunteers	can	provide	
you with relatable, knowledgeable role models. Ensure 
they are well supported and that they understand and are 
committed to what you are trying to change. Help them 
to	develop	a	range	of	appropriate	skills	including	person-
centred and sports development approaches.

Working in partnership with others

No one organisation has the ability to make the changes 
we	need	in	our	communities	on	their	own.	Finding	like-
minded organisation, or groups in your local community 
that you can work with, can help you to make a bigger 
impact on the people you want to work with. Think 
about who else might be working with your target 
groups in your community and remember to think 
beyond other sporting organisations.

What next?
If you deliver sport or physical activity as part of what 
you	do,	and	you	are	interested	in	finding	out	more	
about how you can get more people active within your 
community, and support wider positive changes for 
them, here are some resources that might help you:

› Support and signposting for developing your 
organisation: http://scotfa.co/supptdirectory

› Support and ideas for planning and delivering your 
activities: www.thrivetoolkit.org.uk

http://scotfa.co/supptdirectory
www.thrivetoolkit.org.uk



