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1 Introduction  
The Chiles Webster Baston Commission (‘the Commission’) is examining how and why neighbourhood 

organisations use sport to mitigate against the health and social inequalities that impact on young 

lives in disadvantaged areas across England and Wales.  

The emphasis of the Commission is on finding, understanding, and amplifying the experiences of 

children, young people and the neighbourhood organisations that support them. 

The inquiry will focus on: 

 What role do neighbourhood organisations play in social change? 

 Why does sport matter to children and young people in ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods? 

 What do neighbourhood organisations have to say about what works? 

 What do commissioners expect? 

 What are the implications for future social and economic policy? 

StreetGames is the Secretariat to the Commission, supporting the process of bringing experts 

(academics, practitioners, policy makers, commissioners, and young people) together to fulfil the aims 

of the inquiry. 

The Commission is hosting a series of six roundtable events, each with a different theme. The first 

roundtable was held on 28th January 2020 and focused on the theme of ‘Community Safety’ (the report 

is available here1). The second roundtable was held on 14th October 2020 and focused on the theme 

of ‘the holiday gap’ (report is available here). 

Roundtable 3: Growing participation 

The third roundtable was held on 3rd March 2021 and focused on the theme of ‘growing participation’. 

It explored: 

 What are the barriers to participation for underrepresented groups? 

 How can the participation gaps in sport and physical activity be addressed? 

 How have projects successfully attracted more diverse participants? 

 What sort of support might community sports organisations require to help narrow the 
participation gap? 

 

The Roundtable drew on two sources of evidence: 

1. An online workshop chaired by Brendon Batson. The list of attendees is available in 
Appendix 1. 

2. A review of academic literature by Shibli et al (2020), which was carried out and circulated to 
participants before the workshop (available here) 

 

Due to COVID-19, the Roundtable was held entirely online. This meant the Roundtable could not 

include a visit to a locally trusted organisation (as in Roundtable 1). 

                                                           
1 https://sportcommission.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/BCW-Commission-Report-RT1.pdf 

https://sportcommission.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/BCW-Commission-Report-RT1.pdf
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsportcommission.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2020%2F09%2FBCW-Commission-Report-RT1.pdf&data=04%7C01%7CK.Southby%40leedsbeckett.ac.uk%7C9763b0f75feb40fda00a08d8c2b4a33e%7Cd79a81124fbe417aa112cd0fb490d85c%7C0%7C0%7C637473428530129288%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=vhzNNCL%2FdA8hWVfr8ftuBLBacDn%2BprpY27P5rbZdLpQ%3D&reserved=0
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What do we mean by ‘sport’? 

Any way people choose to be active, not just formal, rules-based games. 

What do we mean by ‘neighbourhood organisation’? 

Groups based in and run by local communities. They are often small, with limited budgets and 

resources. Whilst some organisations are focused on a single sport (e.g. football or boxing clubs) many 

provide less formal sporting opportunities, usually offering a range of sports and tending to not enter 

leagues. All have a broader remit providing local people with a place to go and something to do: 

community betterment is their raison d’etre. 

Report Structure 

This report brings together the information collected at Roundtable 3 and is organised around themes 

that emerged during the workshop discussion. Reference is made to where this is supported or not by 

the other sources of evidence. Five key themes arising from the discussions are presented: 

 Overlapping and multiple barriers to participation 

 Understanding needs and preferences to provide a localised offer 

 Schools and education 

 People-led solutions 

 Strategic, joined-up thinking 
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2 Findings of the Commission  
2.1 Overlapping & multiple barriers 
Round table participants said that young people can experience multiple barriers to participation in 

sport related to, for example, disability, ethnicity, gender, poverty, and geography. These barriers 

are very often not independent from one another. Rather, they can overlap and have a cumulative 

impact on young people’s lives.  

“How do we expect people to participate in sport when their worried about housing?” (RT 

participant) 

 

Roundtable participants discussed a number of barriers to sports participants that young people can 

experience at an individual level. Young people may experience physical barriers to participation, 

such as not being able to access sports facilities because they are too far away or because of cost. 

They may also experience psychological barriers to participation. Young people may internalise a 

view that ‘sport is not for me’, while, at the same time, some providers may think ‘we can’t include 

you’. Roundtable participants said this applied particularly to young people with disabilities but 

could also affect other groups of young people. Roundtable participants said there were cultural 

issues, which may prevent some young people from participating (i.e. girls from Pakistani Muslim 

communities). Roundtable participants also talked about class-based exclusion affecting young 

people from socio-economically deprived communities, preventing them from taking part in 

organised, competitive sport.  

In addition to the barriers to participation that individual young people may experience, Roundtable 

participants also talked about barriers to participation that existed at an organisational or ‘system’ 

level. Roundtable participants talked about ‘allies’ and ‘gatekeepers’ (i.e. organisation 

administrators, community leaders, Local Authority commissioners) that have the power to 

encourage or discourage young people’s sports participation. These stakeholders may not see the 

intrinsic value of sports participation and so what are the key strategies to engage them?  

Roundtable participants talked about the mixed-market economy for sports provision for young 

people, including the public sector (i.e. Local Authorities, schools), voluntary and community sector 

(VCS), and private providers. Each has its own agendas and priorities, which influences its approach 

to young people’s participation in sport. Roundtable participation talked specifically about the role 

of Local Authorities. They said that, due to ongoing budget cuts, local authorities are having to 

prioritise fixing acute problems; sport is not a statutory provision for local authorities and so it is 

little surprise that increasing participation it is not an immediate priority. Roundtable participants 

agreed that sport can contribute to a ‘preventative approach’ across a number of agendas (i.e. 

health, education, crime). For example, one participant said that if young people don’t get 

channelled into positive activities (i.e. sport) then they risk being drawn into negative things (i.e. 

crime). However, funding something that will not yield immediate benefit requires courage from 

local leaders.    

The theme of overlapping and multiple barriers to participation was picked up in, and supported by, 

the evidence review. Reflecting the Roundtable discussion, instances of how multiple barriers can 

interact in unique ways to affect sports participation are presented in the evidence review. For 

example, for individuals in low-income neighbourhoods, opportunities to participate in sport are 

limited by the physical environment and fear of crime and anti-social behaviour. Similarly, while the 



 

Chiles Webster Baston Commission on Poverty and Active Communities 
Report from Roundtable 3: Growing participatioin      4 

This Girl Can campaign2 had some effect encouraging women and girls in general to (re)engage in 

sport, participation among women in deprived areas, disabled women, and those from BAME 

backgrounds remained low.  

The evidence review also supports the idea of ‘systemic barriers’ to sports participation discussed in 

the Roundtable. The evidence review shows that the supply of space, for example, in which to 

participate in sport has increased faster in more affluent neighbourhoods than in poorer 

neighbourhoods. The evidence review also supports the discussion points about local authorities 

having to withdraw support for discretionary services, such as sport. It says that sport has suffered 

disproportionately from central government ‘austerity’ cuts, resulting in closures of facilities and 

reductions in provisions.    

 

2.2 Understanding needs and preferences to provide a localised offer 
In terms of how the gaps in young people’s sport and physical activity participation can be 

addressed, Roundtable participants agreed that stakeholders need to move beyond notions of ‘hard 

to reach’ young people. Instead, it is beholden on stakeholders to recognise the disconnect between 

their provision and young peoples’ individual tastes, preferences, and needs and then to make more 

effort to align their work to the preferences and needs of those young people. The Lawn Tennis 

Association’s (LTA) SERVES programme3 was given as an example of a programme that had 

successfully increased participation among previously excluded groups of young people by taking 

tennis to people in their communities and being delivered by peers. Moreover, the LTA’s Play Your 

Way4 scheme had been successful at increasing the diversity of tennis participation during 

‘lockdown’ by encouraging people to play in a way that suits them. (Although there was a 

recognition that being a naturally socially-distanced game increased the likelihood of people 

choosing to play tennis over other sports during lockdown).   

Roundtable participants agreed that more needed to be done to understand the multiple and 

overlapping barriers that young people face to participation – to “stand in the shoes of the people 

you’re trying to engage and think about what the barriers are”. This included understanding cultural 

diversity and multiple issues around deprivation. Then, it was felt, sports participation can be 

presented in a way that is more in line with different young people’s preferences. For example, Spirit 

of 2012’s work with the Scottish Government following the Glasgow 2014 Commonwealth Games 

identified a need to tap into people’s individual motivations for taking part in sport, which where 

often about doing something social and making friends rather than about getting fit. Streetgames’ 

Doorstep Sport programme5 promoting non-competitive, social activities had been successful at 

engaging young people who do not generally enjoy ‘sport’ by providing opportunities to do 

something fun with a locally trusted community organisation.   

As well as understanding young people’s barriers to participation in general, Roundtable participants 

said that all barriers have different saliences according to local context. As such, to increase 

participation requires an understanding of ‘place’ and of the specific barriers to be addressed in local 

communities – at a neighbourhood or ‘hyper-local’ level. Providers need to “know your patch”. This 

includes knowing not only the location of facilities and assets, but which are trusted by local people 

                                                           
2https://www.thisgirlcan.co.uk/ 
3 https://www.lta.org.uk/workforce-venues/community-tennis/ 
4 https://www.lta.org.uk/play-compete/back-to-tennis/ 
5 https://www.streetgames.org/doorstep-sport 
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and why. Roundtable participants felt that whilst this process can be hard and time consuming, 

especially if local people are involved, it is necessary to build trust. Such co-production and 

community engagement are, however, an emerging trend across other policy agendas. The example 

of group exercise (i.e. Zumba, dance, yoga) was given as an activity that can be delivered within 

communities with very little specialist equipment of facilities – often running out of church halls and 

community centres. Participants said stakeholders need to recognise that some communities will not 

(ever) have specialist sports facilities and so must identify physical activities that can be done in 

what facilities are available.        

Roundtable participants said that we need to be clear about the local ambitions for young peoples’ 

sports participation. Roundtable participants talked about the Chief Medical Officer’s physical 

activity guidelines6. They agreed that whist helping the most excluded and/or sedentary to increase 

their activity had the most immediate benefits for individual health, the CMO guidelines were 

actually a disincentive for physical activity because they seem unrealistic. Moreover, Roundtable 

participants said that very often children and young people living in the most deprived communities 

were already walking and cycling out of necessity because they have no other means of travel. For 

these young people, there is a need to look beyond just how much physical activity they are doing to 

support them to do more high quality and enjoyable activities. Roundtable participants talked about 

creating opportunities for young people from socio-economically deprived communities who want 

to be involved in more competitive and formal sport.  

Roundtable participants said we should look to existing evidence to gain a better understanding of 

what works to engage young people; what does evidence tell us about the right approaches for 

engaging young people, why have previous approaches failed, and where can we use generic 

strategies and where do we need to tailor our approach to specific groups? 

The evidence review does not engage in debate about the validity of terms such as ‘hard to reach’. 

However, it does provide evidence in support of understanding the needs and preferences of 

particular groups and providing a localised offer. The evidence review argues that interventions 

should consider the diverse influences and barriers to participation experienced by different groups, 

including demographic factors and external and internal influences. Using the language of economics 

– the price of a commodity; the income of potential consumers; the availability and price of 

substitutes; and the tastes and preferences of potential participants – the evidence review supports 

the point that efforts to increase participation among given groups need to address those factors 

which are affecting them. Like the Roundtable discussion, the evidence review highlights the 

successful approaches of organisations, such as Streetgames, taking the supply of sport to 

communities, reducing many of the barriers experienced (e.g. distance, costs, time).   

 

2.3 Schools and education 
Roundtable participants talked about the important role schools can play in increasing young 

people’s participation in sport – “they’re part of the solution”. Participants felt that by encouraging 

sports participation at a young age, schools can help establish positive habits and set young people 

on the right path towards doing more physical activity in later life. 

Roundtable participants said that school sport is the closest thing to a ‘universal offer’ available. 

They agreed that school sites have the potential to effectively engage socially disadvantaged young 

                                                           
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/physical-activity-guidelines-uk-chief-medical-officers-report 



 

Chiles Webster Baston Commission on Poverty and Active Communities 
Report from Roundtable 3: Growing participatioin      6 

people. One participant referred to data from the Millennium Cohort Study7 that showed that young 

people from poorer socio-economic backgrounds were more likely to do extra-curricular activity on 

school sites than off school sites. School facilities are very often not in use in evening and weekends 

and so could be used for activities for young people. Schools also have the opportunity to engage 

young people in physical activity as part of the curriculum. However, Roundtable participants noted 

a number of challenges associated with school sport. They felt sports participation and physical 

activity were generally undervalued within schools and little value was placed on Physical Education 

PE). A loss of ~53,000 hours of PE in England since 2012 was presented as evidence of this (citation 

needed). Participants said teachers (at primary school) do not get enough PE training and so, 

themselves, do not feel comfortable with sport. Participants also said the narrow focus of PE on 

‘competence for excellence’ meant young people did not learn to enjoy sport or want to participate. 

Instead, a shift to a more rounded approach to participation and enjoyment was necessary, where 

young people could fulfil the participation potential.   

Roundtable participants suggested that these challenges were not the fault of individual schools or 

education professionals. Rather, the result of government policy. Roundtable participants suggested 

a need for a collective effort to fight for young people’s right for high quality PE and to lobby 

government to increase PE time.    

The evidence review also highlights the important role of schools in promoting participation. The 

evidence review notes the consistent and significant drop in participation of school-leavers. 

 

2.4 People-led solutions 
Roundtable participants talked about the importance of people-led – rather than facilities-led – 

solutions. Roundtable participants felt that just providing sports facilities or making existing facilities 

more accessible (i.e. with wheelchair access) does not necessarily increase young people’s sport 

participation as this does not address the multiple and complex barriers they may experience. 

Instead, increasing participation requires a widening of opportunities, which may involve targeting 

efforts to address the needs and preferences of particular groups.  

Roundtable participants felt that local sports coaches and community leaders are the biggest asset in 

the effort to increase young people’s participation. They can be role models that inspire young 

people to keep participating and that young people feel they can look up to. An example from 

Chance to Shine’s Street Cricket8 was given. The Roundtable heard that, in the programme, 25% of 

coaches are ex-participants and in evaluations about 90% of participants said they look up to their 

coach.   

Roundtable participants said that more thought needed to be given to supporting community-led 

provision. Participants said a lot of investment is made in formal ‘sports’ structures (i.e. clubs) while 

informal structures largely get neglected. Community groups that are not constituted or do not have 

a bank account do not necessarily need lots of financial support – just a bit of “top up support” to 

support volunteers – but can have a lot of exposure to young people and, therefore, a significant 

influence on their sports participation.    

The evidence review does not engage with all aspects of the theme of people-led solutions that were 

discussed in the Roundtable but does highlight another human ‘asset’ that affects sport 

                                                           
7 https://cls.ucl.ac.uk/cls-studies/millennium-cohort-study/ 
8 https://www.chancetoshine.org/street/chance-to-shine-street 
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participation: volunteering. Volunteers are instrumental an helping to facilitate participation in sport 

(e.g. by helping to run clubs, coaching). The evidence review notes some trends in volunteering, 

which link to broader trends in participation. People from Lower Socio-Economic Groups are 

significantly under-represented among volunteers, while men are much more likely to support sport 

and physical activity as volunteers than women. 

 

2.5 Strategic, joined-up thinking 
Roundtable participants said that growing participation requires more strategic and joined-up 

thinking both within organisations and between stakeholders. Currently, ‘participation’ is very often 

the remit of one person or team within an organisation and approaches are very often small scale, 

time-limited, and funding dependent. Moreover, competition between providers and a mindset of 

individual sports working in silos to identify communities where they can increase their participants 

persists. This means that multiple competing programmes are started and then finish when funding 

ends rather than establishing sustainable mechanisms for communities to be active in ways that suit 

them.    

Roundtable participants said ‘participation’ needs to be embedded within organisational strategies 

so that even if individual programmes end the overall ambition and approach is maintained. This 

requires leadership to drive through change. It also requires knowledge of the complex and 

multidimensional challenges to participation that some young people face need to be better 

understood within organisations. The example of the LTA’s revised organisational strategy was 

given. This included developing a vision to open-up tennis to diverse communities and making 

facilities accessible to local communities in order to increase participation. This required senior 

leaders to think differently about the sport and what they wanted it to be.     

Looking across the sport sector, Roundtable participants felt stakeholders needed to be much better 

at working together. One participant raised the possibility of a united sport sector working together 

to provide communities with the opportunities they say they want. Roundtable participants also felt 

there was an important advocacy role to fulfil; for ‘sport’ to unit to present the broader benefits of 

participation to local and national decision makers and influence change in how sports participation 

is prioritised by decision makers. Participants suggested a need to think ambitiously about the 

synergies between sport participation and other government agendas (i.e. health, education, crime) 

and about the instrumental role it can play in changing narratives about deprived communities. For 

example, the Roundtable heard about Belong’s ongoing work with a range of stakeholders on an 

evaluation and design toolkit for developing social cohesion through sports activities9.  

The evidence review provides additional detail about the policy context around sports participation. 

It suggests that agencies charged with governing, maintaining and increasing participation in sport, 

such as national governing bodies (NGBs) and Sport England, have adopted a range of strategies to 

increase participation and that significant effort has gone into increasing participation among target 

groups. It also suggests that policies designed to increase participation have been well-funded, 

including support to measure outputs via continued investment in the Active People Survey (Sport 

England, 2006-2014) and the Active Lives Survey (Sport England, 2015-ongoing). The evidence 

review picks up the Roundtable discussion theme around advocacy. Whereas the evidence review 

suggests that, in England, the broader benefits of sport programmes are already recognised and that 

                                                           
9 https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/resources/the-power-of-sport-guidance-on-strengthening-cohesion-and-
integration-through-sport/ 
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sport has been used as a tool to try and develop wider social impacts, Roundtable participants felt 

there was more to be done. The evidence review suggests that, despite the investment and efforts 

of various stakeholders, rates of participation, particularly in deprived and disadvantaged areas, 

have been generally unmoved. Some of the potential reasons for this apparent are picked up earlier 

in this document.  

In deprived and disadvantaged communities, g. The evidence review concurs with the conclusions of 

the Roundtable participants that addressing the deep-set and longstanding patterns and trends 

around sports participation requires re-thinking approaches to long-term planning and investment, 

in order for the gains achieved by individual programmes to be sustainably scaled up and replicated.    
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3 Roundtable participants 
1. Brendan Batson, Chair of Commission 

2. Lee Mason, Active Partnerships 

3. Mark Lorey, Street Games 

4. Jo Broadfoot, Belong 

5. Marcus Kingwell, EMD UK 

6. Allie Oliver, Youth Sport Trust 

7. Chris, Greenhouse Sports 

8. Simon Chibley, Sheffield Hallam University 

9. Brian Storey, Sheffield Hallam University 

10. David Barratt, Sheffield Hallam University 

11. Jess Williams, Sport Wales 

12. Jane Ashworth, (ex) Street Games 

13. Andy Reed, Sports Think Tank 

14. Barry Horn, Activity Alliance 

15. Ollie Skadgill, LTA 

16. Vanesa Green, Chance to Shine 

17. Ollie Dudfield, Sport for Development Coalition 

18. Nicola Walker, Sported 

19. Ruth Hollis, Spirit of 2012 

20. Shaheen, Sporting Equals 

21. Chris, Sport England 

22. Steve Graff, Disability Sport Wales 

23. Sheffield Hallam University 

24. Kris Southby, Leeds Beckett University 

25. Mathew Maguire, Mencap 

 


