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The UK government are increasingly using sport and physical activity to achieve a wide range of health, 
wellbeing, and community policy objectives.  Community coaches, small charitable and local government 
organisations, and other volunteers in sport, play a crucial role in realising these goals as the policy enactors 
at the coalface, and yet we know very little about the everyday realities and challenges of ‘doing’ 
policy.  Building on this, we have conducted extensive research into the experiences of these pivotal policy 
actors to create a knowledge base that might be used to better prepare community sport workers to deliver 
on policy or simply bring about positive change to their lives and the lives of others. 

In 2016, Bucks’ Human Performance, Exercise and Wellbeing Centre was approached by Buckinghamshire 
County Council (Bucks CC) and the Bucks and Milton-Keynes County Sport Partnership (Leap With Us; now 
Active Partnership) to research the reasons why people with disabilities were not engaging with sport and 
physical activity. Working to the latest Government sport strategies, they wanted to increase sustainable 
participation among people with disabilities. Previous attempts to engage this hard-to-reach population 
had failed, despite trying to remove known barriers to participation. 

Bucks researchers conducted in-depth interviews and focus groups with local non-sporting disability 
organisations and their members to find out about sport and disability in their own words. The research 
concluded that lack of enjoyment was the key factor influencing non-participation and that physical activity 
and sport needs to be redesigned for disabled people.  Many of the findings simply confirmed some of the 
commonly reported barriers to participation, such as cost of transport and activities, ineffective 
communication and advertisement, preconceived images of sport as competitive and judgmental, and 
anxieties about athletic abilities and performances. However, the study also concluded that these reported 
barriers – although important – often masked a lack of enjoyment. As a consequence, attempts to remove 
external barriers, such as costs and transport issues, will always be fruitless unless providers can first ensure 

that sport and physical activity is attractive, enabling continued engagement. 

The researchers suggested moving away from ‘sport’ in favour of ‘activity’ and to place emphasis on 
creating a welcoming, inclusive and non-judgemental environment. They also recommended using a multi-
activity approach to allow disabled people to discover what they enjoy and to blend physical activities with 
non-physical activities, such as coffee-drinking and lunches to help promote social interaction and 
wellbeing. Further, the researchers suggested that coaches should receive basic training in how to deliver 
sport and physical activity for disabled people and, going forward, developing people working in disability 
support organisations so that they themselves might take on sustainable delivery in the future. This was 
especially important, because delivering sport and physical activity in a familiar setting, could remove many 
of the reported external barriers and anxieties. 

The findings of the research have made significant local impact, with the development of successful 
programmes to increase and sustain participation in sport and physical activity among disabled people. A 
local sport development organisation, Active in the Community (AitC), created a pilot programme offering 
bespoke multi-activity taster sessions delivered at facilities already attended by people with disabilities. 
These included clear signposting to opportunities to continue participation with mainstream disability 
sport providers in the area. Over 250 people took part, with 40% classified as previously inactive. The 
programme also trained 37 volunteers to deliver disability sport and physical activity. They were linked 
with schools and other community providers to offer future opportunities. 

As a result of Bucks research, Nclude (a division of the learning disabilities and autism support charity, 
Talkback) established their own sports academy with an aim to run daily inclusive sports sessions for all 
their members in familiar settings. According to Nclude manager, Helen Krauze, ‘we discovered that sport 
is a powerful means of enabling physical and mental wellbeing as part of a healthy lifestyle, it creates 



opportunities, inspires confidence and self-esteem and most of all helps people to feel good about 
themselves’. 

As part of the coaching development programme led by ‘Leap with Us’, Nclude staff and volunteers were 
trained as sports leaders and coaches. They now train new members in-house, including people with 
disabilities to become assistant coaches. By 2019, every disabled person at Nclude (160) had been exposed 
to sport.  Running five sports sessions per week, 44 members are attending sessions regularly. While still 
in its infancy, the Nclude sports academy has been recognised as an exemplary model for engaging disabled 
people in sport and keeping them engaged. 
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