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Executive summary 
Sport participation among lower income households in the ACT 
As part of a broader focus on improving health outcomes for ACT residents, Sport and Recreation (ACT Government) 
commissioned research to examine barriers to sports participation among lower income households in Canberra, and to 
better understand what could be done to assist them to overcome these barriers and be more active, and ultimately 
healthier.   

Understanding participation among this segment of the community was of particular interest, as people in lower income 
households tend to report relatively lower rates of participation in sport and physical activity compared to other groups.  

The research involved 30x in-depth individual and paired interviews with members of lower-income households from 
across Canberra, lasting approximately 60 and 90 minutes respectively. Interviews were conducted via online video call, 
between 14 September and 8 October 2021. 

Key Take Outs 

› The people from lower income households 
interviewed as part of this research were a very 
diverse group. They were not typified by any 
dominant characteristics aside from income, and to a 
lesser extent the reasons for having lower income. 

› Many people on low incomes ARE likely to be 
physically active, just not in ways that are readily 
picked up in commonly used activity and 
participation metrics (either due to the type of activity 
they do, or irregular frequency of participation). They 
are simply more likely to be active in ways that are 
free or low cost. Many are also less likely to have 
grown up playing sport, and less likely to be 
interested in traditional organised sport, seeing it as 
‘boring’, repetitive, and generally unappealing.  

› Lower income households tend to have little 
disposable time and money, spend more time on 
essential activities like work and care, prioritise the 
needs of the family unit over their own, and rely 
more heavily on public transport to get around. With 
less money to spend, they also have less access to 
allied health care and are relatively more concerned 
about the risk and consequences of injury. They are 
also more likely to work in physically and emotionally 
taxing jobs often with highly variable and/or 
inflexible schedules, and may be more tired at the end 
of the work day. They may also have a relatively 
greater need to obtain novelty, stimulation, and joy 
from leisure activities to counter working in often 
mundane and repetitive jobs.  

› While not directly caused by having lower income, 
lower income households are also more likely to face 
additional barriers to participation stemming from the 
high levels of impairment (physical, social, and 
psychological), social anxiety and relative isolation 
observed among this segment.  

› When it comes to sport participation, these factors 
mean that lower income households tend to be less 
aware of ways to be active and how to get involved, 
as well as less sure about how to progress in sport. 
They are likely to be less familiar with different types 
of sports and sport settings, and see trying something 
new as a bigger risk (financially, socially, and from a 
physical health perspective). With less access to 
private transport, they are more likely to rely more on 
local facilities. With less disposable income, they are 
also less able to afford (good) equipment, and may 
find common payment structures less suitable. In 
addition to budget constraints, people in this segment 
face many competing demands for their time, making 
regular attendance difficult. This means they may be 
reluctant to sign up to activities that require an 
ongoing commitment to participate at a set time or 
frequency. 

› Simply making existing activities cheaper, while 
important, would in practice likely have minimal 
impact on increasing engagement for people who 
aren’t aware of ways they can participate, or who see 
doing so as too big a risk. Similarly, cost-based 
initiatives would likely have a low impact on people 
who are simply not attracted to the traditional 
paradigm of sport participation.  

› The research suggests that increasing sport 
participation among lower income households will 
require finding new ways of engaging people and 
supporting them to participate, as well as enabling 
them to get something different out of doing so – 
something they see as worth the investment and risk. 
In the near term, initiatives that place a greater 
emphasis on helping people find activities that are 
right for them, and to build social skills and 
connection through participation are likely be more 
effective than ones that target cost or access alone. 

 

Definitions Used 

Sport participation  

Broadly defined to include organised club sport delivered through 
National Sports Organisations (NSOs), State Sports Organisations (SSOs), 
and commercial providers, as well as commercial and community fitness 
activities, and casual recreation and physical activity.   

 

Lower-income households 

Households within the lowest one-third of the ACT 
community (based on 2016 ABS Census data) – with a 
weekly income of less than $2,000 ($104,000 per year)  
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People living in lower income households – who are they?  

The people with lower household incomes interviewed as part of this research were a very diverse group, not typified by any 
dominant characteristics beyond income. The reasons for having lower income were multi-layered and complex, typically 
falling into at least one of the following themes, but often two or more: 

› Life stage – specifically being young 
or retired 

› Working in lower paid jobs or 
sectors (e.g. delivery, hospitality, 
and care sectors) 

› Significant changes in circumstance 
(e.g. relationship breakdown, 
accident, health conditions, or other 
unanticipated emergency) 

› Being less able to access (enough) 
well-paid work due to: 

› Disability or impairment 

› Caring responsibilities  

› Language or cultural barriers 

How does having lower income affect participation in sport? 

How lower income affects day-to-day life  

› No money for non-essentials - physical activity is 
already considered the #1 non-essential thing. 
Participation is primarily limited by lack of 
disposable income, not by prioritisation of other 
non-essential activities.  

› Finding ‘spare’ time is a challenge – relatively 
more time is spent working long and odd hours, 
commuting, performing household duties, and 
caring for others. 

› Getting to places is harder and takes more time – 
as a result of living further away, and relying more 
heavily on public transport. 

› Needs of others are prioritised – any ‘spare’ time 
and money tends to be directed towards things 
that benefit children, partners, or the family as a 
whole. 

› Greater need for executive functioning may not 
be supported by capability – individuals may have 
need to navigate more complex commutes, 
changeable working arrangements, healthcare 
needs, and tight budgets. They may also have had 
fewer opportunities to develop planning and 
coordinating skills growing up or at work. 

› Less access to information, inspiration and social 
re-enforcement related to sport – less likely to 
have grown up playing sport, and to have friends 
now who play sport. Also less likely to find out 
about available activities through social networks, 
which can be less well developed. 

› Higher need for engagement and stimulus 
outside of work hours – low paid jobs and caring 
responsibilities can feel repetitive and mundane, 
resulting in a greater need to get engagement and 
stimulus from leisure activities. 

› Higher need for physical and psychological 
accessibility supports – while not directly caused 
by having lower income, higher incidence of 
impairment (physical, psychological and social) 
among lower income households means these 
factors disproportionately affect sport 
participation in this segment. 

Implications for participation in sport  

› Low awareness of available ways to participate and 
the process of getting involved. 

› Greater reliance on local services – time poor and 
more reliant on public transport, travelling more than 
5-10km from home (or work) can be seen as 
impractical.  

› Less ability to progress in sport and activity –being 
active in more informal ways, means lower exposure 
to, and awareness of ways to develop skills or 
progress in sport (e.g. coaching).  

› Reduced access to allied health care limits 
participation – less able to afford (sufficient) allied 
health supports to treat injuries, and/or manage 
ongoing conditions. Physical activity may be avoided 
to minimise the chance of getting injured or 
aggravating existing conditions thereby protecting 
ability to work and earn money. 

› Trying something new feels like a bigger risk – 
participation costs (fees, equipment, clothing) 
represent a much higher proportion of discretionary 
income. This means trying something new is seen a 
bigger financial risk, potentially too big a loss if the 
activity doesn’t end up being suitable.  

› A higher value proposition is needed to get people to 
choose to participate – fear of wasting time and 
money plays a greater role in driving decision making 
for this segment. In order to choose to participate, 
trying something new really needs to be seen as 
worth it.  

› Reduced access to (good) equipment – purchasing 
equipment can be delayed or avoided altogether, 
because many feel they need to be certain they will 
get good value from it before they go through with 
the purchase – this can be a high threshold to meet 
for activities they (or their children) are doing for the 
first time.  Good equipment is more expensive again. 

› Less ability to comply with common payment 
structures – paying fees up front can be difficult. 
Monthly payments are more manageable but typically 
also more expensive, and may be facilitated by risky 
financial products which makes them unappealing.   
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What do people get out of the things they do in their spare time?  
The research found a wide range of factors that motivated people to do whatever they chose to do in their spare time, be 
that sport and physical activity, or other pastimes. These largely reflected aspects known to be strong drivers of all human 
behaviour. In the simplest sense, they can be boiled down to wanting to feel good, and to be connected to others.  

Most common factors  

› A fun, enjoyable experience: easy 
to do, not a chore 

› Social interaction and connection: 
meeting new people, maintaining 
existing connections, and feeling a 
sense of belonging 

› Intellectual engagement / 
stimulation: novelty, creativity, 
problem solving, learning 

More individual factors  

› Relaxation, stress relief and 
recovery: self-care, day-to-day 
health management 

› Maintaining physical and mental 
health: more of a chore, ‘you do it 
‘cos you know it’s good for you’ 

› Endorphin hit / feeling energised: 
for those active, or if sport is an 
important part of their lives 

 

› Sense of accomplishment and 
control: seeing progress, being good 
at something, improving 

› Sense of awe: experiencing the 
beauty of nature, time outdoors 

› Avoiding feelings of discomfort or 
anxiety: going against routines or 
expectations, meeting new people 
or doing new things, feeling 
uncomfortable, gross or unsafe 

Factors that impact participation among lower income households 

Things that make it easier to participate  

› Knowing what’s out there!!! – and ideally finding ways to 
participate without actively looking for them, by seeing 
promotions/ads, or having someone else come up with the 
ideas (ie. activity programs). 

› Convenience – simply having to do less to fit activity into 
one’s day (less planning and logistics).  

› Knowing what to expect, and feeling confident enough to 
take the first step to get involved. 

› Access to guidance around ‘onboarding’ – having 
someone to show people how to get involved, typically a 
friend who already participates, or someone local who is 
experienced in the activity.  

› Being an extrovert / a social person – social people are 
thought to know more people, be more likely to hear 
about activities through word of mouth, and feel more 
comfortable to reach out and ‘give it a go’.  

› A good experience – often described as fun, safe / 
welcoming, a ‘no fail’ environment, not boring, and/or 
involving fancy facilities that make one feel special, or 
where they can experience the beauty of Canberra.  

› Access to flexible, safe, low-cost childcare  

› Feeling confident of success (or at least of not failing) – 
the activity feels ‘doable’, being able to demonstrate / 
develop skills quickly, not letting anyone down. 

› A low-pressure way to engage or get involved – without 
(active or implied) pressure to sign up, being able to 
participate when possible, and to cancel/reschedule at 
short notice without repercussions. 

› Being able to access appropriate facilities – with suitable 
accessibility supports and program types, and which are 
close to home/work, well-connected via public transport, 
not isolated geographically, and ideally have free parking. 

› Low risk of wasting time and money – being able to ‘suss 
out’ if it’s for them before actually trying it, low or no 
upfront costs. 

› Having access to the right equipment without incurring 
high cost, knowing where to get suitable equipment and 
how to tell what is good or not, or already having the 
equipment needed at home.  

› Deriving extra value from the activity – being able to learn 
new skills that can be used in other contexts. 

Things that make it harder to participate 

› Lack of awareness of what activities are available in 
their local area and how to get involved  

› Lack of free time to participate – cumulative effect of 
spending more time working, commuting, and on 
household and caring duties. 

› Physical impairment and mental health conditions – 
being unable to find ways to be active that meet 
specific support needs. 

› Social anxiety – finding it hard to connect and form 
bonds with others can act as a prominent barrier to 
finding out about available activities, trying something 
new, and sticking with an activity. 

› Weather – use of free facilities can be more limited by 
seasonal and day-to-day weather conditions.  

› Lack of suitable activities or facilities in local 
community – it takes time to get to and from places in 
Canberra, and commuting via public transport can be 
stressful, which makes it hard to balance other 
priorities when time poor.  

› Limited familiarity with sport skills and settings –for 
those who aren’t naturally skilled at sport, 
participation can be frustrating, and demotivating. 
Plus it can be hard to find the time to develop 
foundational skills. 

› Negative attitudes associated with doing something 
new or being active in general – perceived lack of 
fitness and/or skill leading to a fear of being judged by 
others, and fear of letting others down. 

› Structured activity programs with limited flexibility – 
it can be hard to find activities in the local area that 
are available on days and times that work in around 
other commitments. Having to commit to attending 
regularly can be stressful as last-minute changes and 
cancellations will be inevitable when other priorities 
come up. 

› Cost – simply not having enough money to spend on 
other things after covering essentials, needing to pay 
for multiple children to take part, having to make 
lump sum payments or obtain finance, needing to sign 
up for ongoing financial commitments that can be 
difficult to get out of.  
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Opportunities to drive change at the system and program level 

The research points to a number of opportunities for change across the whole sports and activity sector, including for 
governments, sports and physical activity providers, and community organisations. Many of the suggestions listed below 
would benefit the whole community, but have particular relevance to lower income households.  Each of these could be 
done in isolation, but many would benefit from being done in purposeful combinations. 

Supporting discovery 

› Develop a collated central source of information 
about sport and physical activity that ideally: 

› Requires minimal effort, time, and skill to find 
and use. 

› Includes a broad range of activities including but 
not limited to sport and physical activity. 

› Contains information that helps address common 
concerns and anxieties about suitability of the 
activity, steps to take to get involved, what’s 
expected (fitness levels, skills, social rules/norms, 
etc), and what to do to progress to the next level.  

› Makes it easy and intuitive to find and sort 
relevant options by time and location of activity, 
skill and fitness level required, time commitment 
required, suitability for ‘people like me’, ability to 
try in the next few days (‘available now’). 

› Has built in functionality that allows users to 
connect with others with shared interests, 
express interest / book / cancel / reschedule easily 
and at short notice, choose to receive prompts 
and reminders about the activity, and plan how to 
get to and from the activity.  

› Identifies existing apps and resources that can 
help people find ways to be active. 

› Support people to plan to be more active when 
opportunities arise, potentially through a system of 
prompts or communications, such as: 

› “Good weather warnings” to help people plan to 
make the most of upcoming good weather. 

› Ideas for ways to be active when the weather is 
poor or in the winter. 

› Prompts to get out and be active again after 
winter is over for those whose activity patterns 
are more seasonal. 

› Periodically suggesting new and different ways to 
be active around Canberra – perhaps a new 
walking track, or urban treasure hunt event. 

› Providing tips and suggestions that help people 
build new skills that over time make it easier to 
incorporate activity into their day, such as flexible 
/ adaptive planning and time management 
strategies.  

› Provide small rewards or incentives upon 
reaching certain activity goals or re-engaging with 
activity after stopping (such as a coffee 
redeemable at the local coffee shop). 

› Provide a toolkit for sport and physical activity 
providers to help them to better engage and 
support lower income households to take part, 
potentially including pictorial guides to ‘show’ 
people what’s involved, communication and 
marketing materials, and ways of encouraging 
crossover activity events among local clubs or 
facilities. 

Overcoming anxieties around suitability, skills required, 
and how to get involved 

› Offer a “get ready to get fit” type of program. Introductory or 
bridging programs specifically designed for people who may be 
unfit, have limited familiarity with sports settings and skills, or 
people who don’t feel confident about being active, or who 
might be unsure about how to approach trying to fit activity 
into their lives. 

› Create a database of local ‘activity champions’ who are into 
their activities, and who would be open to buddying-up with 
people who want try the activity but don’t know anyone who 
does it, and who may not have relevant experience or skills. 

› Use local community centres as central coordination points 
for provision of information and connection with relevant 
supports.  

 
Addressing threshold support needs 

› Create practical and subsidised ways for people to access 
allied health services. This would assist lower income 
households to engage in suitable forms of sport and activity, 
and support ongoing participation through appropriate 
management of injury, and injury risk.  

› Provide safe, flexible, low-cost childcare at or near where 
adults can be physically active.  

› Provide facilities where people of all ages and abilities can be 
active together (especially, where parents can be active 
alongside children). This could include casual facilities that 
offer parallel activities for multi-age groups, or more organised 
activities where activity is offered to children and adults in the 
same place at the same time. 

Access and accessibility  

› Create more opportunities for participation in local 
communities, which could include:  

› Creating more small-but-functional places to be active in 
the local area which can be accessed at minimal or no cost 
(eg. half basketball court). 

› Taking activities to local communities, so that people in 
each area can access them sometimes.  

› Providing a ready source of information about local 
facilities and / or activities and events. 

› Providing transport to and from facilities that are harder 
to access (eg. via a community shuttle service). 

› Provide and maintain facilities in parklands and green 
areas where people can be active for free. This includes 
toilets (beyond just those available at established facilities 
and ovals, though these too are important), information 
about public walking routes (eg. distance, difficulty of the 
terrain, facilities available along the way etc.), and 
numerous and interspaced rest stops with access to water, 
shade, and drop off and collection points. 

› Provide subsidies to clubs and facilities in lower income 
areas for implementation of accessibility supports. This 
could include on-site allied health services, chlorine-free 
pools, dedicated services or areas for people with 
particular needs.  
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Financial supports 

› Create a second-hand equipment market specifically 
geared towards providing people on low incomes with 
access to reasonable quality equipment at lower cost, 
with options to hire, buy, and re-sell equipment for a 
range of sports and activities. Such a marketplace may 
also be able to provide advice to people about: 

› What is necessary or important for participation 
and safety, so that they can feel confident that what 
they spend money on is suitable, and represents 
good value.   

› How to maintain equipment in order to get 
maximum value and life from purchases.  

› Explore supports specifically targeted at lower income 
households (potentially expanding to include middle 
incomes with high medical needs, which can consume 
all disposable income and leave families with ‘no money 
to spare’). These could potentially include: 

› Companion discounts – similar to the NDIS 
companion card, enabling people on lower incomes 
and/or with various mental and physical 
impairments to bring a support person with them to 
a sport or activity for free,  
or at a discounted rate. 

 

› Government funded gym access or low-cost gym 
equipment rental for lower income households and/or 
people recovering from illness or injury requiring access 
to specific equipment to support physiotherapy.  

› Explore potential ways to support low-income 
participants via financial models for clubs. These could 
include:  

› Teaching clubs how to raise funds in ways other 
than via participant fees (eg. what funding can they 
access via aggregate sponsorship or fundraising that 
could be used to reduce participation costs for the 
individual). 

› Providing clubs with funds in advance for casual 
participants (ie. government pays in full up front, 
and then participants pay in instalments). Weekly or 
fortnightly payments would be advised. Any pay-by-
instalment program would need to be facilitated 
through systems that do not require participants to 
meet credit-check requirements, and should not 
result in higher total costs for households which can 
least afford that.  

› Co-payments for memberships for eligible 
participants. 

 

Practical opportunities to improve experiences of sport 

The research also suggests some more practical ways to improve experience of sport and activity for lower income 
households by targeting the relatively higher need or desire for discovery, stimulation, overcoming anxieties, skill  
building, flexible engagement, and social connection among this segment of the community. 

 

Supporting discovery 

› Explore options for linking with other clubs and activities 
via cross-club trial days. The activities do not need to be 
related, in fact it may be helpful if they are not, adding a 
sense of novelty and exploration. 
 

Stimulation  

› Provide a variety of experiences for people who want 
different things. Challenge assumptions around why 
people participate in certain types of sports or activities, 
and what value they get from participation. This could 
include offering different ways to participate for people 
who seek competition, skill development, relaxation, and 
social interaction. Critically, having some mechanism to let 
people know of these different formats and to help identify 
which version or format is right for them would also be 
important. 

› Participating needs to be fun first, everything else second. 
This could involve incorporating gamification elements 
such as collecting badges or stamps for participation, or 
integrating other non-traditional elements to the activity 
format, like food and drink, or creative pursuits so that it’s 
not just about the core physical activity (eg. obstacle 
course with tasting stations or stations with creative 
‘challenges’ for individuals or teams to complete along the 
way). 

Flexible engagement  

› Provide flexible ways of participating in the sport 
or activity, and allow people to vary when and 
how they participate without financial penalty, or 
letting others down. This could include:  

› Expanding the number of ways people can 
take part to include all aspects of participating 
(eg. playing, umpiring, event organising etc.).  

› Providing participation options with varied 
time commitment requirements – including 
one-off ad-hoc attendance, short programs 
(less than 4 weeks), options to participate in a 
given series or event, as well as for the 
duration of the season.  

› Providing casual or intermittent participation 
options, with the flexibility to drop in and out 
of the program at short notice as things come 
up, without financial penalty. 

› Providing a range of social participation 
options, including things people can do 
together as a family unit (especially across 
children and adult ages), and activities that can 
be done with a group of friends.  
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Overcoming anxieties around what to expect 
and how to prepare 

› Easing people into the activity is important. 
Help set people up for success by giving them 
the information they need to prepare 
themselves (before even trialling an activity). 
Have information sessions that precede trial 
days and events. Give people a chance to get 
familiar with the settings, the language, the key 
people, and what happens, so that they feel 
comfortable and prepared to give it a go. This 
information will also enable them to plan ahead 
and help to ensure they have a positive 
experience – both during the activity and 
afterwards (setting aside enough time for 
commuting, rest and recovery etc.) 

› Proactively provide (a lot of) information and 
guidance for new starters and re-entrants about 
what to expect, and practical steps around how 
to get involved or progress in the sport. 
Creating dedicated information packs could be 
useful. Information should provide clear, and 
unambiguous (but not overwhelming) guidance 
around: 

› What to expect, bring, wear etc.; 

› How to access the facilities or events, 
including transport options if possible; 

› Who to contact for different things; 

› What processes need to be followed; 

› Different options for participating and how to 
figure out which one will work best for them; 

› Upfront and ongoing costs involved, as well 
as any fees associated with making changes 
or failing to turn up; and 

› Any supports that are available – financial 
and otherwise – and how to access them. 

› Actively promote the accessibility of activities 
and supports that may be available. Don’t make 
people ask for this information. This 
information should be available in any 
information kits, as well as easily located on 
websites.  

› Provide sufficiently detailed information 
about what’s involved in taking part in a 
given activity to allow people to assess 
whether it might be suitable for them 
without trialling it. 

› Be clear about what equipment is needed – 
and also what equipment is not needed, so 
they can understand and manage costs.  

Overcoming anxieties around skills and capability 

› Offer separate programs aimed at new starters, re-entrants 
and people seeking to level-up, including: 

› Beginner up-skilling programs that provide a critical 
entry pathway for those unfamiliar with a sport or 
activity, particularly in adult life. These should focus on 
allowing people to learn and experiment with new skills 
in a fun and low-pressure environment, with limited or 
no competition, and flexible attendance options. 
Programs should support participants to build their skills, 
participation routines and support structures at their own 
pace. They should also assist people to build social 
connections with other participants, and members of the 
sports community. 

› Re-entry and progression coaching programs for 
community sport that allow people to ‘ease back into it’ 
or ‘prepare to take the next step’. These programs 
should be similar to beginner programs, but more 
focused on: 

› (re)connecting with the key people involved, and 
(re)familiarising participants with standard processes 
and expectations. 

› refreshing skills and rebuilding fitness – not starting 
from scratch – coaching should be level appropriate in 
terms of practical skills and intellectual understanding 
of the activity (rules, strategies etc.).  

› being able to practice and reskill with similarly fit / 
skilled people doing the same thing. 

› providing accelerated pathways to mainstream, 
ideally enabling participants to move through levels of 
competition and re-engage or progress at their own 
pace.  

Social connection 

› Actively create opportunities for people to connect with 
others to help them stick with activities. This could include: 

› creating opportunities for people to meet others like 
themselves,  with similar aims, interests, or who may 
face similar challenges (eg. parents, women, people with 
disability, just-for-fun participants, looking to learn 
specific skills / niche rules etc.).  

› Facilitating the creation of local support structures  
(eg. carpool club for locals).  

› Rewards or incentives to help build social connections 
among participants by encouraging attendance (eg. free 
drink / coffee at the end of each game, free BBQ for all 
those who completed 8 sessions that month). In addition, 
such rewards may provide an additional positive 
experience that may contribute to the ‘fun’ factor and 
make people more likely to continue with the activity (ie. 
something extra that can be enjoyed or consumed, not a 
discount or more of the same, eg. additional free session 
for an activity the individual is already doing). 

 

 

For more information 

Sport and Recreation, ACT Government 

SportandRecreation@act.gov.au 

More detail from the research can be found at: 

www.sport.act.gov.au/clubs-and-organisations/research 
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Full Report 
Part A: Background and methodology  
 

Background and context 
Participation in sport and physical activity is associated with many positive mental and physical health outcomes in 
both the short and long term, and many Australian governments view participation through a preventative health 
lens. Seeking to understand how to encourage people to be more physically active is one of the ways governments 
work towards improving health outcomes in the community.  

While important at any time, supporting positive health outcomes through increased participation in physical 
activity and sport has taken on even greater prominence recently, with the COVID-19 pandemic and associated 
restrictions negatively impacting the mental and physical health of many Australians.  

As part of a broader focus on improving health outcomes, ACT Sport and Recreation sought to expand the current 
understanding of why some people in the community find it easier to be physically active than others, and what can 
be done to better support them to participate in sport and activity. Of particular interest was furthering 
understanding of participation among people in lower income households, who tend to report relatively lower rates 
of participation in sport and physical activity compared to other groups.  

To this end, ACT Sport and Recreation commissioned ORIMA Research to examine barriers to participation among 
lower-income households in Canberra.  

 

Objectives  

The specific objectives for this research were to better understand:  

• The barriers to participation in sport and physical activity for people on low incomes; and  

• What opportunities exist across the sector (including for governments, sports and physical activity 
providers, and community organisations) to better engage and meet the needs of this segment of the 
community, so as to assist them to overcome these barriers and be more active, and ultimately healthier.  

 

Definitions 

Sports participation 

For the purposes of this research, participation in ‘sport’ was defined in the broadest practical terms, encompassing: 

• organised club sport delivered through National Sporting Organisations (NSOs) and State Sporting 
Organisations (SSOs);  

• organised sport delivered through commercial providers; 

• commercial and community fitness activities; and  

• casual recreation and physical activity.   

 
This broad definition is consistent with changes in how participation is defined in the wider context of sport in 
Australia in recent years. Most notably, this definition reflects changes made in the Sport 2030 National Sports Plan 
that significantly broadened the definition of sport, the sport sector and participation.  

While the impact of COVID-19 has seen a short-term focus on the survival of the NSO / SSO network, it seems likely 
that the wider definition of physical activity will return, as it is consistent with the positioning of sport in 
government thinking as primarily a preventative health strategy.   
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Lower-income households 

For the purposes of this research, lower-income households were defined as those within the lowest one-third of 
the ACT community – with a weekly household income of less than $2,000 ($104,000 per year), based on 2016 ABS 
Census data. 

In the 2016 Census the median ACT weekly personal income was $998 and the median weekly household income 
was $2,070.  28% of households reported an income of under $1,750 per week, and 33% below $2,000 per week. 
While household incomes have likely increased slightly since 2016, given the macro-economic conditions, average 
wages increases are likely to have been marginal, and this threshold allowed the research to focus on a broad 
segment of the ACT community for whom challenges around sport and physical activity participation may be directly 
or indirectly impacted by income-related characteristics.   

 

Methodology 

Approach 

There is already a significant body of knowledge on the barriers to sport participation, and on the barriers to 
participating in society faced by low-income earners. Yet, despite this wealth of research, identifying effective tactics 
for increasing and then sustaining participation in sports and physical activity remains a challenge.  

With this challenge in mind, the approach for this research adapted key concepts from Motivational Interviewing. 
This approach is derived from a counselling method initially used in researching behaviour change for substance 
addiction, which is now more broadly applied.  

The approach seeks to create a conversation with people around change, but without directly trying to convince the 
person they need to change or even discuss how to change.  The approach was developed in response to situations 
where people talk about wanting to change behaviours – but still don’t. Rather than imply that their current 
behaviour is somehow ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’, which sets up an intrinsic win/loss dynamic, motivational interviewing seeks 
to simply understand and explore the benefits and costs of both the current behaviours and a possible change.  
From understanding these, governments and providers may be able to find additional avenues to positively 
influence behaviours, beyond what is well known.  

Much like behavioural economics, which basically works by getting beyond what people wish was why they did 
things, motivational interviewing creates an opportunity for change by simply understanding under what conditions 
a more desirable behaviour or choice might just be the easiest one to make.    

 

The Motivational Interviewing approach was intentionally selected and modified, to allow this research to: 

• go beyond obvious discussions of simple relationships between income and paying for participation;  

• understand how having lower income manifests as an influence in decision making about sport, physical 
activity and exercise beyond cost factors; and 

• explore what needs are met by not changing, and how else those needs could be met – without implying 
that this is desirable or ‘better’, and considering the risks and downsides of change. 

 

In practical terms, this involved exploring: 

• what participants get out of their current behavioural choices – the value and benefits it gives them;   

• potential alternatives, or costs or downsides of current choices (without these being the overt focus); and 

• what maintains the current (undesirable) behaviour, not just what barriers exist to doing something 
different.  
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Method overview  

This project involved conducting exploratory qualitative research with Canberra residents in households with a 
weekly household income of $2,000 or less. This consisted of 30x in-depth individual and household interviews 
(with two members of the same household in attendance, including children where they could participate with 
parental consent and supervision). 

Interviews were conducted by online video call between 14 September and 8 October 2021. It was originally 
intended that at least some interviews would be conducted face-to-face at the participant’s home. However, due to 
the stay-at-home COVID-19 restrictions in place at the time of fieldwork, all interviews needed to be conducted 
remotely.  

Participants were recruited via a specialist recruitment service provider, and were offered cash incentives of $80 
and $120 to take part in an individual and household interview respectively.  

All interviews were conducted by David Bruce and Paulina Hryniewiecka. 

 

Sample design and participant profile 

The sample design for the research sought to obtain views from lower-income participants (with a weekly 
household income of $2,000 or less), with coverage across gender, and life stage as the impact of children in the 
household was thought to be a potentially important factor which may affect sport participation.  

Acknowledging the practical limitations associated with recruiting participants from this group, targets for other 
characteristics such as location, cultural background, and disability were not set, allowing these to fall out naturally 
among those interviewed.  

Table 1 below shows the target sample design. Table 2 shows the actual breakdown of gender and life stage among 
the research participants.  

 

Table 1: Target sample design 
 
Household → 
Primary interviewee 
Gender  

Household income of $2000 / week or less 

Total 

Youngest child in household aged… 

No children / adult 
children only 

11 or younger 
(primary school) 

12-17  
(secondary school) 

Female 5 5 5 15 

Male 5 5 5 15 

Total 10 10 10 30 

 

Table 2: Breakdown on interviews achieved  

 
Household → 
Primary interviewee 
Gender  

Household income of $2000 / week or less 

Total 

Youngest child in household aged… 

No children / adult 
children only 

11 or younger 
(primary school) 

12-17  
(secondary school) 

Female 8 3 8 19 

Male 1 3 7 11 

Total 9 6 15 30 
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While location was not set as a target characteristic for recruitment of participants, recruitment efforts were 
focused on geographic areas considered to have lower ratings of socio-economic advantage using SEIFA rankings – 
Belconnen, Tuggeranong, Inner South / Weston, in addition to Gungahlin.  

Areas of lower socio-economic advantage were defined as those which contained suburbs that ranked in the lower 
quintiles of the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) – SEIFA Quintiles 1-3.  

Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage was assessed using the ABS’s Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA).  The 
interactive map shown below shows ACT suburbs by SEIFA quintile (1 = bottom 20%; 5 = top 20%)1. 

 

 

 
The profile of primary interviewees from participating households is outlined in the tables below.  

Table 3: Breakdown of demographic characteristics of primary interviewees from participating households  
Gender 

Female 19 
Male 11 
Total 30 

Age of youngest child 
No children 11 

0-11 years (primary school) 9 
12-17 years (high school) 6 

18+ (adult children) 4 
Total 30 

Disability and impairment in the household* (categories not mutually exclusive) 
Identifies as having a disability (or lives with someone who does) * 7 

Has an impairment  (or lives with someone who does) * 15 
No disability or impairment 15 

Total 30 
Culturally and linguistically diverse background   

Comes from a CALD background 9 
Does not come from a CALD background 21 

Total 30 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander  

Identifies as being an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander person  1 
Does not identify as being an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander person 29 

Total 30 

 

1https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2033.0.55.001~2016~Main%20Features~IRSD%20Interactive%20Map~15 
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Household income   
Less than $499/week ($25,999 per year or lower) 4 

$500-$999/week ($26,000-$51,999 per year) 3 
$1000-$1499/week ($52,000-$77,999 per year) 11 

$1500-$1999 ($78,000-$103,999 per year) 12 
Total 30 

Location   
Belconnen 2 

Cotter - Namadgi 3 
Gungahlin 6 

North Canberra 7 
Tuggeranong 4 

Weston Creek 3 
Woden 5 

Total 30 
Employment status 

Working full-time 11 
Working part-time / casual basis / self-employed  10 

Managing a household 4 
Not working  1 

Studying 1 
Retired 3 

Total 30 
Highest level of education attained  

Year 11 or lower 4 
Highschool 2 

TAFE or vocational accreditation 8 
University 15 

Total 30 
Age 

18 – 29 6 
30 – 44 9 
45 - 60  10 

60+ 5 
Total 30 

 

 

Note about language used to describe findings 

The following terms are used in the report provide a qualitative indication and approximation of the proportion of 
the participants who held particular views: 

• Most – refers to findings that relate to more than three quarters of the interviewed residents; 

• Many – refers to findings that relate to more than half of the interviewed residents; 

• Some – refers to findings that relate to around a third of the interviewed residents; and 

• A few – refers to findings that relate to less than a quarter of the interviewed residents. 

The most common qualitative findings are reported except in certain situations where only a minority has raised 
particular issues, but these are nevertheless considered to be important and to have potentially wide-ranging 
implications / applications. 

Throughout this report, the term ‘participants’ has been used to refer to those who participated in the interviews.  
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Part B: Detailed Learnings  
 

What does being lower income look like? 

Simply exploring how having lower income affects decisions related to sports participation is not enough to provide 
new insight into participation in sport and exercise amongst lower income households. Direct cost is only one of 
many factors that come into play. To really understand participation behaviours among this segment, it is important 
to understand why people come to have low incomes, and how this might influence sports participation behaviours.  

The participants interviewed as part of this research represented a very diverse group of people, not typified by any 
dominant characteristics or traits, beyond having a weekly household income of less than $2,000/week (which 
meant they were in approximately the lower one-third of all households in Canberra in terms of income).   

The reasons for having lower income were widely varied, multi-layered and complex. These tended to fall into at 
least one of the following broad themes, but often two or more: 

• Life stage – specifically being young, or retired.  

o Young people were at the start of their work lives and still developing their income generating 
capacity. They were employed in entry level jobs where the rate of pay was relatively low, but at 
least some were in organisations where advancement was possible and even likely with 
increased experience and tenure.  

o In retirement, some people face a significant decrease in income once they stop working, living 
on what money they may have accumulated during their working years, or having to rely on 
pension payments.  There is a lot of commentary and research into the sufficiency of retirement 
incomes and other welfare payments, and for the purposes of this research it is important just to 
understand that these discussions are relevant to some people and households. 

• Working in lower paid jobs or sectors – meaning jobs with a low maximum rate of pay and limited future 
opportunities for advancement and pay increases, such as delivery drivers, and people working in the care 
and hospitality sectors. People employed in this way were often less well educated, and/or had a family 
history of disadvantage, and so intergenerational influences can be present. People in these types of 
situations may not have prospects of future higher incomes.   

• Significant changes in circumstance – typically due to relationship breakdown, accidents, health 
conditions, or other unplanned or unanticipated emergencies.   

• Being less able to access (sufficient) well-paid employment due, at least partly, to: 

o A physical, mental, or social impairment – this included people who identified as having a 
disability, as well as others who reported a range of impairments that affected how they live 
their day-to-day lives but who either did not identify as having a disability, or did not meet the 
threshold to receive NDIS supports and thus believed the term could not be used to describe 
them.  While this includes formal or widely accepted definitions of disability, it extended to less 
immediately obvious situations, such as recovering from addictions, acquired conditions, social 
anxiety, and lifestyle associated conditions such as diabetes.   

o Caring responsibilities – including caring for young and school aged children, as well caring for 
partners with health issues and/or disability, and older children experiencing short and extended 
periods of difficulties with mental health. 

o Language or cultural barriers – predominantly among people from culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) backgrounds, with language barriers more common among more recent migrants. 
Canberra has a notably transient population, and this includes a segment who are from diverse 
backgrounds. 
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General observations  

In the course of conducting this research, a number of observations were made that provide useful context for 
interpreting the findings presented in the rest of the report, and for understanding sport participation among low-
income earners in general.  

 

1. Many people on low incomes ARE likely to be physically active, just not in ways that are readily picked up 
in commonly used activity and participation metrics (either due to the type of activity they do, or 
irregular frequency of participation).  

Among the people interviewed for this research, levels of physical activity varied greatly. Some were largely 
inactive beyond the (sometimes minimal) physical activity involved in conducting their daily tasks, while 
others actually dedicated significant time and energy to being active most days of the week.  Overall, most 
participants were at least moderately active, and keen to incorporate some kind of sport or physical activity 
into their lives to the extent that circumstances allow.  

There was limited evidence from this project to support the hypothesis that people on low incomes were 
less active than more affluent groups in the community. However, the research did find that they were: 

o relatively less likely to interested in, and participate in organised sport;  

o relatively more likely to be active in ways that were free or low cost such as walking or running in 
the local parks, hiking, actively commuting, and doing casual physical activity or sport using their 
own equipment outside of an organised sports setting;  

o relatively more likely to be active on an ad-hoc, irregular basis, as may be possible around 
changing schedules and other commitments; and 

o relatively more likely to also be working in physically demanding jobs and being active throughout 
the day. 

These patterns of activity are generally less likely to be captured in commonly reported participation 
metrics (eg. club membership, participation in competitions, or regular organised activities such as park 
runs), and/or less likely to meet the minimum threshold for recording (i.e. to what extent does on and off 
participation count). 

 

2. High levels of social anxiety and lower levels of social skills were noted among lower income households. 
This was noted as a prominent barrier to sports participation at various points in the journey of 
becoming and staying active, and potentially both more pervasive and more impactful than cost factors.  
While not specifically a consequence of living in lower income households, the prevalence of social 
considerations amongst lower income households makes it a meaningful and important consideration 
for increasing participation.      

Social connection issues consistently came through from interviewees as a factor that affects their sports 
participation. While having lower income does not necessarily directly hamper social connection, it appears 
likely that lower social ability generally acts as a barrier for some people to obtaining certain types of higher 
paid employment that rely on social interaction at least to some degree.  

Given the sheer pervasiveness of issues related to social anxiety and social skills among those interviewed, 
the research suggests that initiatives that also seek to help people better manage these anxieties are likely 
to be more impactful than ones that don’t.  

 

3. A surprisingly high level of ‘impairment’ was observed among this segment, which had the effect of 
limiting participation options in a range of direct and indirect ways. This highlights a relatively greater 
need for accessibility considerations for initiatives targeted at people from lower-income households. 

A comparatively high degree of impairment was observed among participants and the people in their 
households. These impairments went beyond formal definitions of disability, but are potentially important 
influences in participation in sport and physical activity.  Much of this research ultimately focuses on 
addressing the consequences of these various impairments, which were physical, mental, and social in 
nature.  Impairments in this context include a range of mental health conditions, acquired injuries and 
conditions that cause chronic pain and limit mobility and energy levels, severe allergies, as well as a notable 
incidence of autism spectrum disorder. Notably, only about half of these participants identified 
themselves or others in their household as having a disability. Those who did not, generally did not 
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consider their impairment a disability, or did not feel they would be classified as disabled because their 
particular situation did not meet the criteria for NDIS support. 

However, these impairments had a significant impact on the day-to-day lives of participants, with many 
requiring substantial adjustments or supports to help them or others in their household to go about their 
day and participate in the community.  These impairments also came through as a prominent barrier to 
participation in sport, particularly around pain and fatigue management, as well as risk of further injury, 
and suitability of environments and activities.  

While accessibility is a barrier for many people in the community, it is one particularly challenging to 
overcome for people on lower incomes, who may lack the disposable income to access specialist facilities, 
services and supports that would enable them to be active safely. Due to the extra operational cost of 
providing these services, such facilities also tend to be located in more affluent areas, requiring significant 
commuting time (and cost) to access – putting such services quite literally out of reach for some.  

Given the relatively higher incidence of impairment among this segment, compounded by the additional 
challenges faced in accessing suitable activities by lower income households with impairment, accessibility 
considerations should be given greater weight in initiatives targeted for this segment. 

 

How does having a lower income impact on sport participation? 

This section outlines some of the direct and indirect ways that lower income is related to whether and how people 
participate in sport and physical activity.  

The research found that having low income affects people’s day-to-day lives in a number of key ways that 
subsequently influence choices and behaviours in other domains.  

• No money for non-essentials – For many, physical activity is already seen as the #1 non-essential item. 
Increased or more consistent participation tends to be limited by lack of disposable income available 
after essential needs are met, not by prioritisation of other non-essential activities. Lower-income 
households, by definition, earn a relatively smaller amount of money which needs to be used to pay for all 
expenses. Needing to do more with less is a daily reality. After paying for necessities, many simply never 
have enough money left over to spend on any non-essential items or activities.  

When there are financial limitations, the first things to go are the ‘nice-to-haves’ rather than necessities.  
Sport and physical activity costs are therefore one of the things to go, because while they are desirable, 
they are not essential. As a consequence, where lower income households are active, they are often active 
in ways that have lower total and ongoing costs, so they tend to use more informal facilities rather than 
sporting clubs and exercise centres.    

• Finding ‘spare’ time is a challenge – Lower income households tend to be employed in jobs that offer a low 
hourly rate of pay, which means they need to work longer hours in order to earn their still limited income, 
often in manual or physical jobs.  

Compounding this further, lower income households tend to be located further away from the CBD. Those 
who work centrally bookend each workday with an often long and stressful commute, which eats into time 
they could be spending being active. 

Additionally, essential caring responsibilities often dominate non-work time for this segment, who are less 
able to afford various time saving supports that may be available to others on higher incomes (eg. Child-
care, housekeeping, garden maintenance, pre-prepared or take away meals).  

This means that as well as having less disposable income, they also have less time, and may be physically 
tired at the end of the day.  

• Getting to places is harder and takes more time – In addition to frequently living further away from the 
CBD and contending with long commutes, lower-income households tend to be less likely to have reliable 
access to a car, and rely more heavily on non-car transport or using public transport to get to places. Their 
commutes also tend to be more complex, requiring a number of connecting services, which can be 
unreliable.  

This inevitably means low-income households need to spend more of their time in transit, as well as 
thinking about how they’ll get from place to place. Having to rely on public transport also limited which 
activities could be accessed (certain activities and free facilities can’t be easily accessed by public 
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transport), and at what times for some people – women in particular may not feel safe travelling after dark, 
narrowing the window during which they can be active, especially in the winter months.  

• The needs of others are prioritised over one’s own – Spare time and money are scarce resources among 
lower-income households. Among those interviewed, those with children or partners generally prioritised 
others’ needs, or the needs of the family as a whole, over personal ones – this was true for both men and 
women. People reported feeling guilty or selfish when considering using their limited resources just for 
themselves.  

As a rule, those interviewed sought to devote whatever spare time or money was available to doing things 
that benefited their children, or their partner. This included actively trying to come up with ways to be 
active together, typically involving going for walks, hiking, camping or other low-cost activities.  

• Greater need for executive functioning skills not necessarily supported by capability – In some ways, the 
lives of many people living in lower income households require a somewhat higher level of executive 
functioning – navigating complex commutes, changeable working arrangements (often with variable hours 
and limited flexibility), relatively higher health management needs, and need for careful budgeting, along 
with the stresses of relationships, and family responsibilities faced by everyone.  

However, while their need might be higher, their capability to meet it may be less well developed. They 
may not have grown up in homes where organisation, research and time management skills were 
promoted and practiced, and may be working in jobs that do not require these skills. This may make it even 
harder and more stressful for them to manage competing priorities in order to find time to be active. 

• Less access to information, inspiration, and social supports – Lower income households tend to be less 
aware of what’s possible in terms of options for sport participation, in general terms and specifically in their 
area. At least in part, this stems from combinations of limited prior exposure to sport, weaker social skills 
and higher levels of social anxiety.  

o They were less likely to have a history of sport (they aren’t into sport, their family isn’t into sport, 
they weren’t good at it in school etc.), and less likely to have sport as a habit. Past exposure is 
therefore less likely to be a trigger for people to re-engage with sport or activity. This means this 
segment is more likely rely on social introductions for inspiration (which they are also less likely to 
have) and/or more like to be trialling brand new activities (which is a higher threshold for entry, 
requiring lots of motivation to surmount). 

o They are less likely to have strong social networks, and the people they do know are also less 
likely to be active. People are very influenced by what their friends do.  So here there is a cycle of 
non-reinforcement at play for lower income households. They are around lots of other people who 
are also not doing formal sport – and so there isn’t the mutual stimulus to start engaging with 
something in formal sport, because relatively few of the people around them are doing it either.   

o Weaker social networks also mean that they are less likely to spontaneously find out about 
potential activities in the area through opportunistic conversation – a key source of knowledge for 
participants, and the primary mechanism through which they often learnt of the activities they do 
currently pursue.  

• Relatively higher need for physical and psychological supports – While not directly a factor of being low 
income, the relatively higher prevalence of impairment in this segment is worth noting, as it affects the 
decisions people make with regards to participation.    

• Higher need for engagement and stimulus outside of work hours – Due to the nature of much of the low 
paid work that is available, many low income earners are working in repetitive, mundane roles. As a result, 
they may have a relatively higher need for engagement and stimulus from the activities they do outside of 
work .  

• Low awareness of available options - Lower-income households are relatively less likely to know what’s 
available in terms of sport participation options, and the process and pathways for getting involved. 

• Greater reliance on local services – Local facilities are much more important to low-income households, 
who are time poor, and rely more heavily on walking and public transport. Travelling more than 5-10km 
from home was often seen as impractical.  
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People on lower incomes are much more likely to use low cost or free facilities and activities (such as parks 
and playgrounds and walking places) rather than paid ones. Using informal facilities means they generally 
don’t show up in statistics about participation, but are still active in different ways to the extent their 
circumstances allow.  

• Less ability to progress in sport and activity – If people tend to be active in more informal ways for cost 
reasons, they are less likely to be aware of, and connected to anything that helps them to develop their 
skills or progress to the next level, such as coaches or even casual conversation with more advanced 
participants. 

• Reduced access to allied health care limits participation – There is more chance that lower-income 
households will experience a reinforcing cycle of ill health that limits how active they can be.  

o Working in low paid, often physical jobs, and with a relatively higher incidence of lifestyle 
conditions (eg. diabetes), people in this segment have a higher risk of injury or impairment, and 
are less able to afford to access appropriate allied health supports (eg. physiotherapy). When 
recovering from injury they may be unable to work (due to the physical nature of jobs), and 
subsequently even less able to access the health services they need to get them back on their feet. 
They may also return to work sooner than is ideal, over time turning injuries into more permanent 
impairments.  

o They are also less able to afford supports for mental health (eg. counselling and psychology 
services). As a result, fewer affected people in this segment may receive the support they need to 
manage their condition sufficiently to participate in sport and activity.  

o Specifically with respect to sport and physical activity, they are less likely to be able to access 
advice and support services which might help them be more prepared or able to participate.  This 
can include advice about activity or equipment, nutrition, personal training, podiatry services and 
the like.   

o As a result, some lower income households may be more likely to avoid doing physical activity, 
seeing the risk of injury and subsequent negative impact on earning capacity as too great. 

• Trying something new is a bigger risk than for those on higher incomes – Even relatively low costs 
associated with trialling a new sport or activity represent a much greater proportion of discretionary 
income. In effect, it is a proportionally bigger investment for people, and is perceived to be a bigger risk if 
they discover the activity doesn’t suit them. This affects paying for memberships and the like, but also 
investing in new clothes or equipment that may be needed. 

• A higher value proposition is needed to get people to choose to participate – Beyond the cash outlay, 
trialling an activity also comes with real opportunity costs that can be harder for some people in this 
segment to overcome. For many, spare time is incredibly limited. In order be active, people often need to 
forgo doing something else – typically work, or essential care and household responsibilities. Fear of 
wasting time and money (sunk cost) plays a greater role in driving decision making. In order to choose it, 
trying something new really needs to be seen as worth it.  

• Reduced access to good gear – Having lower income means people are less able to buy equipment, and 
even less able to buy GOOD equipment. Purchasing equipment is a significant investment, and many feel 
they need to be certain they will get good value from it in order to go through with the purchase. This can 
be a particularly high threshold to meet for activities they (or their children) are doing for the first time, and 
not sure how much they will use they gear (what if they get bored of it or just don’t like the activity?). This 
means they may delay purchasing gear until they absolutely need to, or are certain they will get value from 
the purchase – or simply don’t take up an activity at all. 

When they do purchase gear, lower income households tend to buy cheaper, lower quality equipment, 
which can be less enjoyable to use (as well as embarrassing if other people have expensive gear), impedes 
performance, doesn’t last as long, and can lead to injuries (eg. impact of poor-quality running shoes on 
knees).  

Having purchased equipment, lower income households tend to seek out free or low-cost places to use it. 

• Less ability to comply with common payment structures – Aside from the pure dollar value of 
participation, people from lower income households may be less able to pay to participate using common 
payment structures employed by sports and activity providers, and may avoid traditional organised sport as 
a result. Paying fees up front in lump sums can be difficult. Monthly payments are more manageable but 
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typically also more expensive. They may also be facilitated by risky financial products that may negatively 
impact the users credit rating. Being able to spread out costs without having to pay more in the long run, or 
being disadvantaged in other ways, is of particular importance for lower income households. 

 

What influences choices lower income people make about where to spend time, 
energy and money? 

 

What motivates people to do the things they do 

The research found that there was a wide range of factors that motivated people to do whatever they chose to do in 
their spare time – be that sport and physical activity, or other pastimes, activities and hobbies. These fell into a 
number of broad themes that are known to be strong drivers of human behaviour generally, regardless of 
household income, but which do express themselves in certain patterns that at times are at least correlated with 
income. In the simplest sense, these can be boiled down to wanting to feel good, and to be connected to others.  

In general, when it came to choosing how to spend their time, people from lower-income households tend to use 
their time in ways that provided them with the following benefits: 

Most common factors: 

• A fun, enjoyable experience – Seeking feelings of joy was the dominant motivator across all activities, and 
frequently described in the context of social activities. Fun, enjoyable activities were also ones that were 
easy to do, offered variety (something different, contrasting), and generally didn’t feel like yet another 
chore to complete at the end of an already long day. For those with physical impairment, it could also mean 
activities that were free of pain. 

• Social interaction and connection – Seeking a sense of connection with others also came through strongly 
across all activities people chose to do. Social connection was an equally strong driver for people who 
experienced high level of social anxiety as well as people who felt at home in social settings. In fact, 
connection tended to be a stronger motivator for those who felt more socially anxious and isolated. This 
concept covered seeking to: 

o meet new people or reconnect with the community after some time away – particularly prominent 
among people new to Canberra, and people who suffered greater levels of social anxiety;  

o maintain existing relationships, and connect with friends and family – particularly important for 
members of the CALD community; and 

o feel like they belong, feeling a part of something bigger than themselves that comes from 
belonging to a specific group, team, or community.   

• Intellectual engagement / stimulation – this included seeking a creative outlet, as well as learning new 
things, and challenging the mind in different ways (ie. solving puzzles, mysteries, strategy games). This 
aspect came up as a common driver of many activities across different domains, including rock climbing, 
playing video games, reading, and even gemstone polishing. Given lower-income households tend to work 
in more routine, mundane jobs, they may find activities that offer mental stimulation and variety relatively 
more appealing. 

More individual factors: 

• Relaxation, stress relief, and recovery – The lives of people in lower-income households are often quite 
stressful and physically tiring. This means activities that help them relax, recover and get ready for another 
stressful day tomorrow have significant appeal. This typically included low-cost low-pressure activities that 
can be done at home, at any time of day, and for short periods. This could include active pursuits such as 
going for walks, but typically involved home-based activities such as reading, crochet, and watching TV. 
These were also commonly seen as a mental health management activities.  

• Endorphin hit / feeling energised – typically only mentioned in the context of being physically active. Those 
who were already fairly active commonly mentioned seeking the endorphin hit that many feel after being 
physically active. Among those interviewed, this was a prominent driver of activity for those with fewest 
barriers to participation, higher levels of exposure to sport earlier in life, and a social circle that was more 
active in general.  
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• Maintaining mental and physical health – Endorphin hits were not generally mentioned by people who 
were less active, or who faced greater barriers to participation from a physical and social perspective. 
These participants were more likely to view physical activity as more of a chore – something they knew to 
be good for them, and which they consciously did to maintain current or long-term mental and physical 
health. Being able to stay healthy for longer was seen as particularly appealing. 

• Sense of accomplishment and control – At its most basic, this included positive feelings that come from 
‘just ticking something off the list’, or even just doing something good for themselves (self-care), as well as 
feeling a sense of progress and success that comes from developing skills and strength, and seeing oneself 
get better and better at something over time. Lower income households tend to have lower levels of 
control over many aspects of their lives, which makes it more important for them to get a sense of control 
and accomplishment from the things they choose to do in their spare time. 

• Sense of awe – A number of people also mentioned doing things to experience beauty or sense of awe. 
Typically this was discussed in the context of spending time outdoors and enjoying the natural landscape of 
Canberra, particularly on sunny days. The ability to readily experience this in and around Canberra is a 
particular characteristic and opportunity.   

• Sense of comfort / reduced dissonance – typically conceptualised as an absence of negative feelings, 
rather than the presence of positive ones. This generally took the form of: 

o Routine – just doing what they’ve always done and avoiding feelings of discomfort and anxiety 
associated with change. Depending on patterns established earlier in life, this could support or 
inhibit sport participation. People who grew up playing sport, with sport a central part of their 
family or social life tended to continue to be active out of habit.  However, for many lower income 
earners who evidently did not establish a pattern of participation in sport at an early stage of life, 
this acts as an inhibitor of participation   

o Meeting expectations – for some, seeking a sense of comfort or reduced dissonance was 
expressed more in terms of doing what was expected of them, typically devoting significant time 
and energy to caring and household management activities.   

o Avoiding feelings of anxiety – particularly social anxiety related to meeting new people and being 
in unfamiliar settings. 

o Avoiding other negative feelings and discomfort specifically associated with physical activity 
including:  

▪ Feeling ‘disgust’ or ‘ick’ using poorly maintained facilities, particularly toilets. 

▪ Feeling unsafe – typically related to poor lighting around facilities (be they sports facilities 
or parks), or isolated location of facilities, often also coupled with inadequate or 
infrequent transport options around facilities, especially after dark. 

▪ Feeling physically uncomfortable when doing physical activity – sweaty, hot, sticky, 
chafing, in pain, puffed out. 

▪ Feeling physically uncomfortable due to the environment or weather – hot, cold, wet 
(raining), sunburnt. 

▪  

Barriers to participating in sport and activity – what makes it harder 

Lower-income households face a range of barriers to being active, many of which have been explored in previous 
research.  Most of these barriers also apply more to the broader community, but appear here because they are 
specifically relevant, and in some cases more prominent, amongst lower income households.  

Among those interviewed as part of this research, the main barriers to participation seen included (in order of 
prominence):  

• Lack of awareness of what activities are available in their local area and how to get involved – typically 
thought to stem from: 

o Lack of time to research what’s out there (see next point around lack of free time). Finding ways to 
be active can feel like just one more thing on an already huge to-do list. 



 19 

#5182  ACT Sport and Recreation  Sports participation in lower-income households  

o Less well-developed social networks through which they might spontaneously learn of what’s 
happening via word of mouth – a factor associated with social anxiety, language barriers, and / or 
recently moving to the ACT. 

o Less exposure to different sports and activities earlier in life, meaning they have less familiarity 
with different sport settings and what’s involved in participating. 

• Lack of free time to spend pursing activities of interest to them – seen as the cumulative effect of a 
number of factors including:  

o Work commitments – often requiring one to work many hours to earn enough money to cover 
living expenses. 

o More time spent commuting – living in less affluent areas further away from the CBD, and often 
relying on public transport to get around. 

o Essential caring and household responsibilities – described as a never ending to do list of must-do 
activities – and frequently involving caring for partners or family members with significant mental 
or physical support needs. 

o Less well-developed social support networks that could be used to share the burden of care and 
household management.  

• Physical impairment – covering a wide range of permanent and temporary physical conditions that limits 
activity in participation, including officially recognised disability, acquired illness and injury, and lifestyle 
factors (ie. conditions associated with diabetes or other long term conditions). Decisions about whether 
and how to be physically active tended to be made with a view to maximising ‘being able to do it all again 
tomorrow’. Generally, this means thinking about how any activity might impact: 

o Recovery time – additional rest and recovery that may be needed after doing physical activity over 
and above to the recovery time needed from the stresses of the day (physical and/or emotional).  

o Risk of injury – avoiding injury or extra pain that may prevent or hinder them from carrying out 
day-to-day activities in future is a priority. Injury would add to the overall levels of life stress by 
limiting their ability to work or take care of themselves or others. 

• Mental health conditions – specifically being unable to be active in ways that meet the specific support 
needs of people with depression and autism spectrum disorder was observed, but this is likely to extend to 
a wider range of personal situations.  

• Social anxiety – noted as a prominent and particularly prevalent barrier among lower income households. 
Social anxiety can act as a barrier at various points in the journey of becoming and staying active, including: 

o Ideation and consideration – right from the start, stopping some people from finding out about, 
and then considering new activities. 

o Moving from intent to action (trial) – a threshold-type barrier to trying something new for many 
people, who may simply not feel sufficiently confident or comfortable to try a new activity by 
themselves. 

o Sticking with an activity (maintenance) – regardless of whether someone is an introvert or not, 
being social and connecting with others is a primary motivator for doing any activity – a source of 
pleasure, of ‘feeling good’, of ‘having fun’. People with relatively higher levels of social anxiety 
reported finding it harder to connect with others in most situations, but especially in the context 
of doing something new, or in a crowded setting.  

▪ Initially, being less able to engage in social interaction without anxiety, means people 
derive less pleasure from doing sports and physical activity in social settings, and so are 
less likely to continue with it.  

▪ Over time, reduced social interaction also means they form fewer / weaker bonds with 
others, and benefit less from the effects of feeling a sense of accountability and 
belonging that stem from building such connections.  

• Weather – lower-income households tend to be more likely to use free facilities, which are more subject to 
seasonal and weather conditions.  
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o Winter / cold weather – feels uninviting, can be hard to motivate oneself to be outside, especially 
when it gets dark so early. 

o Spring – asthma and hay fever can be problematic. 

o Summer – hot weather conditions can be exhausting.  

• Lack of suitable activities or facilities in local community: 

o Travel distance – it takes time to get to and from places in Canberra, and that makes it hard to 
balance other priorities when little time is available.  

o Need to commute – commuting was generally seen as stressful and a barrier to participation in 
things, regardless of whether people drove or relied on public transport.  

• Limited familiarity with sport settings and skills:  

o Limited prior experience of sport, or poor experiences, means people can find it hard to know 
where to start. 

o If they are not naturally skilled at sport: 

▪ playing can be frustrating, and demotivating if they do not feel like they are making 
progress. 

▪ may need more time and focus to build up foundational skill and confidence just to be 
able to start to play. Some have no time to do this extra upskilling in amongst other 
activities. 

• Negative attitudes associated with doing something new or being active in general: 

o Fear of being judged by others – often associated with poor experiences with sport and physical 
activity in earlier life, which may manifest in fear of being: 

▪ Perceived by others to be not good enough, fast enough, skilled enough, or not having 
the right gear (not wealthy enough to afford it).  

▪ being found wanting – proven not to be skilled enough, fast enough, etc. 

▪ potentially bullied by others.  

o Fear of letting others down – by not being fast enough, skilled enough, fit enough, not knowing 
enough, or able to attend regularly enough to sufficiently support the team. This sentiment was 
expressed especially strongly in the context of team and organised activities, driven by concerns 
about: 

▪ lack of fitness and/or skill; and 

▪ unpredictable schedules which almost guarantee that they will not be able to attend 
regularly or have to cancel at the last minute at some stage.  

• Choosing to be active (in organised activities) can simply seem ‘too hard’ – just getting the essential things 
done can feel like a challenge, adding to the baseline daily coordination load can feel unmanageable for 
some (both from a practical and emotional standpoint).  

People on lower incomes may have relatively more activities or demands to coordinate (including relatively 
higher health needs and caring responsibilities, and a less reliable or developed social support network to 
share the load of various responsibilities), may work in arrangements that offer less flexibility (casual and 
contingent roles), and less likely to have reliable access to a car (less likely to have a license, or access to a 
car, and more likely to sharing a car with others). This means they have a greater reliance on public 
transport to get around, and experience higher levels of stress from commuting.  

Choosing NOT to be active (in traditional ways) is a practical means for some people on lower incomes to 
better manage their overall levels of life stress – seeking to keep ‘overall levels of life stress’ at or below 
what each considers their ‘maximum manageable threshold’.   

For some people experiencing high stress levels, the nett benefit of being active is simply not seen as 
enough to offset the acute negative impact of potentially or actually surpassing the ‘maximum manageable 
threshold’ of overall life stress.  

Inflexibility of organised sport and activities directly contributes to this in two main ways: 
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o Limited availability of activities at times that suit – it can be hard to find activities in the local area 
that are available on days and times that work in around other commitments, which often change 
at short notice. 

o Having to commit to attending regularly, or at specific times – given personal commitments tend 
to change regularly for lower income households, they often need to make changes or cancel at 
the last minute when other priorities come up. 

• Cost – cost of participation was seen as an important, but relatively less prominent barrier compared to 
other items on this list.  Cost barriers largely related to aspects covered in earlier sections of the report, 
including: 

o Not having enough money to spend on other things after covering essentials. 

o Challenges with cashflow, including obtaining finance – making it hard to pay for things up front, 
or in lump sums, and meaning that any large expenses (such as season fees or equipment) need to 
be planned and saved for well in advance. 

o Subscriptions – needing to sign up for ongoing financial commitments that can be difficult to get 
out of. 

o Fear of wasting money, by not getting sufficient value from any investment made – whether this 
be trialling an activity, or purchasing equipment. 

o Needing to pay for multiple children to take part – overall cost can be too high. 

o Additional cost of getting to and from the activity.  
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Enablers to participating in sport and activity – what makes it easier 

Enablers to participation in activities broadly reflect ways of addressing key practical barriers, and were seen to 
include (in order of prominence):  

• Knowing what’s out there!!! 

o Knowing where to look to find out about what activities are available – a particularly prominent 
issue for people from CALD backgrounds, and people who recently experienced significant changes 
in lifestyle or circumstance (eg. moved house, retired, or a relationship breakdown when other 
people used to do the finding or organising of activities). 

o Not having to come up with the ideas yourself about ways to be active – having access to a 
structured engagement program (eg. via work, or targeted community engagement programs for 
elderly / disabled) was seen as very helpful. 

o Passive exposure to ideas about ways to be active – via advertising / promotion, or direct 
communications.  

• Convenience – simply having to do less to fit activity into one’s day, which comes down to: 

o A nexus of planning (make time, prioritise, get organised) and flexibility (in my own time, around 
higher priorities, without ongoing commitment). 

o Being able to avoid stress caused by practical demands (time and effort) of schedule management, 
commuting, finding a way to be active, learning or maintaining skills needed to take part. 

• Knowing what to expect – and feeling sufficiently confident to take the first step to getting involved, 
which is related to: 

o Knowing what’s involved in taking part in a given activity (physical requirements, intensity, time 
commitment etc.). 

o Understanding how to take next step to being involved (who to call, what to say, what processes 
are involved). 

o Knowing what to expect from practical aspects of how to take part (how clubs work, what to wear, 
where to go etc.). 

o For some people, being able to visualise the place and people they will interact with can be 
helpful. Creating pictorial guides that use photos to walk people through the process of getting 
involved and participating in an activity can be helpful.  

• Access to guidance around ‘onboarding’ – having someone to show people how to get involved, take them 
through the steps. Described as the most common pathway into sport, typically involving a friend who 
already participates, or someone local who is experienced and skilled in the activity.  

• Being an extrovert / a social person – social people were considered more likely to know more people, 
hear about things that are happening through word of mouth, and feel comfortable about reaching out and 
finding out more information, or to just ‘give something a crack’. 

• A good experience – one that is not seen as ‘a waste of time or money’. This could be anything that makes 
people feel good, but generally described as involving:  

o Fun and laughter 

o Variety – doesn’t feel like a chore, isn’t boring  

o Seeing and experiencing the beauty of Canberra 

o Learning something new and interesting   

o Spending time in fancy facilities that make one feel special 

o A safe and welcoming environment – feeling like you belong, and are accepted for who you are as 
you are 

o A ‘no fail’ environment  
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• Childcare – having access to some way for the children to be looked after (flexible, safe, confident) while 
being active. 

• Feeling confident of success (or at least of not failing)  

o The activity feels ‘doable’ from the outset. 

o Able to demonstrate / develop skills – be good at something. 

• A way to engage / get involved in a low-pressure way – this could involve: 

o A no-pressure way to try something new – without any (active or implied) pressure to sign up and 
continue. Free trials were seen to come with an implied obligation to continue, while a trial for a 
low, nominal fee was not. 

o Flexible time commitment – no need to consistently turn up and take part, ability to participate 
when possible, without letting anyone down, or preventing the activity from taking place. 

o Flexible attendance – ability to cancel or reschedule at short notice without repercussions. 

• Being able to access appropriate facilities – typically understood as facilities that are: 

o Suitable from the perspective of specific support needs and/or ability / skill level (eg. program with 
different intensity levels, different approaches). 

o Close – located within 5-10km of home (or work), and not requiring an additional commute to 
access.   

o Well-connected via public transport routes. 

o Not isolated geographically. 

o With free parking close by or on-site. 

• Low risk of sunk cost (financial and time)  

o No need to commit to big expenses or for a full season upfront.  

o Easy access to financial supports – no need to wade through lots of forms, or engage with 
predatory financial institutions/products.  

o Information sessions – being able to ‘sus out’ the environment, people, expectations before 
actually committing to participating or even doing a trial – finding out if it’s for them. 

• Having access to the right equipment 

o Having the right gear without incurring high cost. 

o Knowing where to get equipment, and how to tell what is good or not. 

• Already having the equipment needed – doing things that use what resources low-income households 
already have access to is just easier. Having relevant equipment at home makes it easier to take the next 
step to find ways to use it, and adds incentive to do so to get value out of the original investment.  

• Deriving extra value from the activity – being able to learn new skills that can be applied in other ways or 
contexts (eg. self-defence, or skills that can be applied to earn income), helping to see the investment as a 
good use of time and energy. 
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Part C: Opportunities for driving change 
 

This final section outlines a number of specific suggestions and opportunities to explore in order to assist 
Canberrans on lower incomes to participate more in sport and physical activity.  Many of the suggestions listed 
would benefit the whole community, but have particular relevance to lower income households.  

The opportunities listed have application across the whole sports and physical activity sector, but will naturally have 
different applications and levels of relevance and actionability for governments, sports and physical activity 
providers, and community organisations.  
 

This research was not conducted due to the impact of COVID-19, but for practical reasons was conducted at a 
time when the ACT was in its first extended COVID-19 lockdown.  Participants were asked to think beyond their 
immediate experiences, and most demonstrably did so during the interviews. 

From the interviews, there is a sense that COVID-19 creates an opportunity for both the Territory and sport and 
physical activity providers.  Lifestyle behaviours like participation in sport and physical activity are often habitual 
and well-established, and creating an opportunistic discontinuity for behaviour change is often difficult.  COVID-
19 is a major discontinuity for most people, and with that comes considerable opportunity to increase 
participation amongst lower income households, though also some risk.   

For all people, emerging from the imposed hibernation of COVID-19 creates an opportunity for people to re-start 
their lives, and to pick up behaviours that may otherwise be outside established habits.  No doubt some people 
will find it hard to pick up previous positive habits, and this will be a challenge for all people.  However, for people 
who were relatively inactive or didn’t have a regular habit, at least some will have found COVID-19 forced them to 
think about and plan physical activity and exercise in a way they may never have previously done.  For these 
people, the immediately post-COVID period may prove to be a one-in-a-lifetime opportunity to positively 
influence participation behaviours. 

 

Opportunities for change at system and program level 

Supporting discovery: 

• Develop a collated central source of information about sport and physical activity. 

Not knowing what was available in the area, how to get involved, who to contact, or where to look for such 
information consistently came up as a prominent barrier to being active for people in low-income 
households.  

A well-known, easy to find central site that enables users to explore options, find suitable activities, and 
understand what they needed to do to get involved had widespread appeal.  

To be most useful, such a site ideally should: 

o Require minimal effort, time, and skill to find and use – lower-income households simply do not 
have the time, energy, search skills or inclination to spend what little time they have researching 
potential ways to be active.  

o Include a broad range of activities including but not limited to sport and physical activity (such as 
creative arts, nature groups, and non-traditional ways of being active).  

▪ Activities that provide opportunities for learning and developing life and skills would be of 
particular interest. Combined life skill and physical activity programs were particularly 
appealing, providing additional value for the time invested.  

▪ Equally, identifying a broader range of non-traditional activities that are physical but low 
cost (eg. Geocaching) would also be highly beneficial in engaging people who may not be 
interested in traditional ways of being active.  

o Contain information that help minimise common concerns and anxieties, including about: 

▪ Advice on what sport or activity would suit an individual’s skills, interest, and capabilities 
(from a health perspective). 
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▪ What steps to take get involved – who to contact, what pathways and support programs 
exist. 

▪ What to expect in detail if they chose to be involved – a useful way to do this would be to 
develop pictorial guides so that people can literally ‘see’ what happens at each stage of 
the process, helping them to become familiar with what the front office looks like, who 
they’ll speak to if they call (put a face to a name) etc. This is a great way to communicate 
a lot of information quickly, simply, and in a way that everyone can easily understand.  

▪ What to do next when you reach a transition or want to progress to the next level. 

o Make it easy and intuitive to find and sort relevant options according to availability of activities by: 

▪ Time of day and day of the week. 

▪ Level of skill or fitness required.  

▪ Time commitment required (both per session and more generally). 

▪ Location – specifically with the ability to identify activities within a certain distance of 
home, work, or transport routes. 

▪ Suitability for ‘people like me’ – which could include age, gender, physical ability, specific 
interest (seeking competition, skill development, social connections), or specific support 
needs (eg. on-site allied health services). 

▪ Ability to try / participate in the next few days (‘available now’) – supporting spontaneous 
decision making, making it easier for people to be active in a way that works for them at 
the time when the opportunity comes up.  

o Have built in functionality that allows users to: 

▪ Connect with other people with shared interests – either to try activities together, or 
enable people to find activity ‘champions’ who can provide guidance and information for 
people about what’s involved, how to get started, or address specific suitability queries.  

▪ Express interest, book, and cancel or reschedule easily and at short notice (like certain 
restaurant booking apps – which were specifically referenced in interviews). 

▪ Choose to receive prompts and reminders about activities they are interested in or have 
signed up to. 

▪ Plan how to get to and from the activity using available transport options.  

• Support people to plan to be more active when opportunities arise, potentially through a system of 
prompts and communications 

Generally speaking, sport and physical activity needs to be planned for. Lower-income households tend to 
experience a relatively higher amount of “scheduling stress”, with many things competing for their time 
and attention, and with less ability to access time saving supports via social networks or paid services.  

Making it easier for people to manage the time they have would be valuable. Efforts to reduce the amount 
of effort required to find and take part in activities would be very worthwhile – particularly those that 
might enable people on low incomes to make the most of potential opportunities that are likely to arise (ie. 
plan to make the most of the next unexpected window of opportunity). 

In terms of communication and prompts, this could involve: 

o “Good weather warnings” to help people plan ahead to make the most of good weather when the 
forecast is good. 

o Ideas for ways to be active when the weather is poor or in the winter. 

o Prompts to get out and be active again after winter is over for those whose activity patterns are 
more seasonal. 

o Periodically suggesting new and different ways to be active around Canberra – perhaps a new 
walking track, or urban treasure hunt event. 

o Providing tips and suggestions that help people build new skills that over time make it easier to 
incorporate activity into their day, such as flexible / adaptive planning and time management 
strategies.  
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o Provide small rewards or incentives upon reaching certain activity goals or re-engaging with 
activity after stopping (such as a coffee voucher redeemable at the local coffee shop). 

• Provide a toolkit for sport and physical activity providers that will enable them to better engage and 
support participants from lower income households.  

Providers often rely on volunteers to deliver some or all of their activities, who may not have relevant 
experience in marketing and may struggle to proactively engage local community members. A toolkit of 
materials could be used to assist them to: 

o Facilitate word of mouth by helping providers to create information and materials that will make it 
easier for people to tell others about activities in their area – and importantly, giving recipients the 
necessary information to help them take steps to participate. Word of mouth is an important way 
for people to learn about and engage with activities, and this is spontaneously less common in 
lower-income households. 

o Encourage local clubs and groups to reach out to each other, and organise crossover activities – 
helping people to discover other activities available in their area in a safe environment.  As with 
facilitating word of mouth, this can help strengthen a mechanism that is important, but relatively 
less effective in lower-income households.   

o Help providers to develop communications and marketing materials that will encourage lower 
income households to feel sufficiently comfortable to get in touch and find out more about how to 
get involved. This could include helping providers develop short video content for use on social 
media, and pictorial guides about how to get in touch, and what might be involved in participating.  

 

Overcoming anxieties – around suitability, skills required, and how to get involved: 

• Offer a “get ready to get fit” type of program.  An introductory or bridging program specifically designed 
for people who may be unfit, have limited familiarity with sports settings and skills required, not have much 
confidence about sport or activity, or not sure how to approach trying to fit activity into their lives. 

o Such programs could be administered at a Territory-level to provide a general jumping off point 
for participants, as well as by local providers and community groups that could offer more 
targeted, area specific content and connections to specific sports and activities.  

o Participation would enable people to build confidence in being active, develop some basic fitness, 
meet other people at a similar level and with similar interests, help people identify what sport or 
activity might best suit their needs and interests, and connect them to local clubs or facilities.  

• Create a database of local ‘activity champions’ who are into their activities, and who would be open to 
buddying-up with people who want try the activity but don’t know anyone who does it, and may not have 
relevant experience or skills.  A community buddy system could enable people to receive the kind of 
personalised guidance and training that would give them sufficient confidence to take the next steps – 
personalised support which they might not otherwise be able to access or afford.  

As a bonus, this might give people in the community who are enthusiastic about an activity a practical 
outlet for their enthusiasm, and reinforcement for volunteering activity.   

• Use local community centres as central coordination points for provision of information and connection 
with relevant supports. Lower-income earners would benefit from low pressure ways to engage with social 
and sporting activities, with links to appropriate health and financial supports. Community centres are 
perfect for this, and already provide some or all of these services. They also tend to be local, easy to find, 
and an existing source of information about community life for many people on low incomes. There may an 
opportunity to make greater use of this capability to connect lower-income households to sports and 
activity, and to other support services as may be required.  
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Addressing threshold support needs / Making appropriate supports available: 

▪ Create practical and subsidised ways for people to access allied health services. This could assist lower 
income households to engage in suitable forms of sport and activity, and support ongoing participation 
through appropriate management of injury, and injury risk.  

People on lower incomes tend to be less able to access support and care from health professionals due to 
the associated costs. At the same time, they are also more likely to need such services, being at greater risk 
of injury from working in more physically demanding jobs, and being less able to afford good shoes and 
sports equipment. This creates a vicious cycle where without appropriate access to support services, they 
tend to sustain more injuries, take longer to recover, and are more likely to injury themselves further in 
future, further limiting their ability to be active and to earn money each time. As a result, some lower 
income households may be more likely to avoid doing physical activity, seeing the risk of injury and 
subsequent negative impact on earning capacity as too great.  

▪ Provide safe, flexible, low-cost childcare at or near where adults can be physically active. Lower-income 
households devote much of their time to caring for family and the household. Having less disposable 
income means they are less able to afford paid supports that would free them up to do other things, like be 
active. In addition, with relatively fewer social supports available to share the load of caring commitments, 
lower income households that would like to be more active may struggle to do so as caring responsibilities 
always take priority over ‘nice-to-have’ activities like physical activity.  

Being able to access flexible, safe, reliable and low-cost childcare would make it possible for at least some 
people in this segment to participate in sport by helping them balance their essential and non-essential 
activities. These services would need to be located at or close to sports facilities, and be open at the times 
when activities are taking place.  In an ideal world, facilitating. subsidising or validating in-home child-care 
services may allow some other people to participate.   

▪ Provide facilities where people of all ages and abilities can be active together (especially, where parents 
can be active alongside children). Beyond needing to spend more of their non-working time on care 
responsibilities, people in lower income households also tend to prioritise the needs of their family (and the 
needs of children especially) over their own.  

This means that when they do get the opportunity to choose how they spend their discretionary time or 
money, they generally choose activities they can do with their children or which their children prefer. Many 
parents also described how they intentionally look for ways to be active with their children in ways that 
interest them (eg. going for walks, hikes, camping etc). Creating more opportunities for families to be active 
together would make it easier for lower-income families to choose to be active. This could include casual 
facilities that offer parallel activities for multi-age groups, or more organised activities where sport or 
physical activity is offered to children and adults in the same place at the same time. 

 

 

Access and accessibility: 

▪ Create more opportunities for participation in local communities. Being able to access local facilities 
(ideally within walking distance) is relatively more important for lower-income households, who tend to 
spend more of their time working or commuting, and who may have less access to private transport. 
Finding time for additional commuting to and from sports facilities at the end of their day is simply not 
practical for many. Potential ways to address this could include: 

o Creating more small-but-functional places to be active in the local area which can be accessed at 
minimal or no cost (eg. half basketball court). 

o Taking activities to local communities, so that people in each area can access them sometimes.  

o Providing a ready source of information about local facilities and / or activities and events. 

o Providing transport to and from facilities that are harder to access (via a community shuttle type 
service for example). 

▪ Provide and maintain facilities in parklands and green areas where people can be active for free. This 
would help lower-income households to feel confident and safe using these areas, and encourage broader 
participation. Lower-income households are more likely to make use of free facilities and be active 
outdoors. However, they may also feel less confident being physically active, are more likely to have 
physical impairments or injuries of some kind, and may in some cases be less aware of their own 
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limitations. Access to well-maintained, safe and appropriate facilities can make it easier for these 
individuals to be active in public spaces.  

This includes toilets, numerous and interspaced rest stops with water fountains, shade, and road access 
enabling drop off and collection by others should they find themselves in pain or simply unable to complete 
the journey. Being able to see information about the route ahead before setting out would also be 
appealing (eg. distance, difficulty of the terrain, facilities available along the way etc.), helping people to 
make better decisions about the amount of activity they may be capable of undertaking at any given point.  
Toilet and changeroom facilities at established ovals and facilities are not unimportant, but lower income 
households use these types of locations less often – and so it is important to provide facilities in places that 
support free and less organised types of physical activity in order to help this segment of the community to 
be active. 

▪ Provide subsidies to clubs and facilities in lower income areas for implementation of accessibility 
supports, particularly those targeted at helping people with lower levels of impairments participate, who 
may not be eligible to receive any government supports.  

For example, this could include providing chlorine-free pools, on-site allied health services, and dedicated 
services or areas for people with particular needs. Such supports would benefit the whole community, but 
make a particular difference to lower income households, who tend to have relatively higher levels of 
impairment, but who may be unable to access any government supports nor afford to pay for specialist 
services themselves. 

 

Financial supports:  

▪ Create a second-hand equipment market specifically geared towards providing people on low incomes 
with access to reasonable quality equipment at lower cost, with options to hire, buy, and re-sell equipment 
for a range of sports and activities.  

With less money to spend, people on low incomes are less able to access good quality equipment. 
Equipment purchases also represent a much greater financial outlay for people on low incomes, and a 
relatively bigger risk if they (or their child) don’t continue with the activity after trying it.   

Such a market would enable people on low incomes to buy the equipment they need at lower cost, and 
with less risk, knowing they will be able to recoup some of their cost if they don’t like the activity. It would 
have the further benefit of enabling people to access higher quality equipment, potentially reducing injury 
as well. Providing subsidised access to such a market would further increase access for people on low 
incomes, whilst enabling others in the community to benefit from the service.  

As an adjunct, such a marketplace may also be able to provide advice to people about what is necessary or 
important for participation and safety, so that they can feel confident that what they spend money on is 
suitable, and represents good value.  Beyond this moment of acquisition, it may even be able to provide 
advice on how to maintain equipment in order to get maximum value and life from purchases.   

▪ Explore supports specifically targeted at lower income households (potentially expanding to include 
middle incomes with high medical needs, which can consume all disposable income and leave families with 
‘no money to spare’). These could potentially include: 

o Government funded gym access, or low-cost gym equipment rental for lower income households 
and/or people recovering from illness or injury requiring access to specific equipment to support 
physiotherapy.  

o Companion discounts – similar to the NDIS companion card – enabling people on lower incomes 
and/or with various mental and physical impairments to bring a support person with them to a 
sport or activity for free, or at a discounted rate to help them to overcome social anxiety that can 
be a barrier to trial and participation. 

• Explore potential ways to support low-income participants via financial models for clubs. Subsidies and 
supports requiring individuals to research the process, and complete application forms are unlikely to be 
effective in encouraging participation among lower income households – it is simply not practical for 
people on lower incomes to apply for such supports in any meaningful numbers given the resource 
pressures faced by most. Initiatives that support providers to offer low-cost participation options to lower 
income earners are likely to be more effective.  
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These could include:  

o Teaching clubs how to raise funds in ways other than via participant fees (eg. What funding can 
they access via aggregate sponsorship or fundraising that could be used to reduce participation 
costs for the individual). 

o Providing clubs with funds in advance for casual participants (ie government pays in full up front, 
and then participants pay in instalments).  

▪ Any pay-by-instalment program would need to be facilitated through systems that do not 
require participants to meet credit-check requirements, a many low-income households 
may be ineligible to access such services, and doing so could also further damage their 
credit record. 

▪ Weekly or fortnightly payments would be advised, as breaking payments into a small 
number of lump sums was considered practically challenging for participants.  

▪ It is worth noting that lower-income households find it harder to make up-front lump sum 
payments, but are then often disproportionately affected by missing out on discounts not 
afforded to pay-as-you-go participants.  Balancing direct cost implications of having to 
pay more if you can’t afford up-front payments would be of particular value to lower-
income households. 

o Co-payments for memberships for eligible participants. 

 

Practical opportunities to improve experiences of sport and activity 

Listed below are some more practical suggestions for things that could go some way to disproportionately improve 
experience of sport and activity for lower income households, by targeting the relatively higher need or desire for 
discovery, stimulation, overcoming anxieties, skill building, flexible engagement, and social connection among this 
segment of the community. 

Supporting discovery: 

• Explore options for linking with other clubs and activities via cross-club trial days. Less developed social 
networks and higher levels of social anxiety among low-income household make it harder for people to 
learn of different ways to be active and things that are happening in the local area. Helping people to 
discover what other activities are available in their area, and trial it within the safety of a group that is 
known to them may help some to discover activities that they, or others in their households wouldn’t 
otherwise have been drawn to. The activities do not need to be related, in fact it may be helpful if they are 
not, adding a sense of novelty. 

 

Stimulation:  

• Provide a variety of experiences for people who want different things. Challenge assumptions around 
why people participate in certain types of sports or activities, and what value they get from participation. 
Traditional models of sport participation that focus on facilitating regular competition tend to be less 
appealing to people in lower income households. Some may reject the concept of participating in 
traditional organised sport altogether, seeing it as boring and /or unsuitable. Simply making existing 
activities cheaper for people to participate in, while important, would likely have minimal impact on 
increasing engagement for people not attracted to that paradigm in the first place. Finding a new way of 
engaging people, enabling them to get something different out of participating, will be the key to getting 
many to participate in existing activities and formats.  

This could include offering different ways to participate for people who seek competition, skill 
development, relaxation, and social interaction. This could be as simple as having slightly different coaching 
or facilitation approaches, or as involved as developing entirely separate different participation formats. 
Critically, having some mechanism to let people know of these different formats and to help identify which 
version or format is right for them would also be important.  

• Participating needs to be fun first, everything else second. Due to the nature of low paid work, many low-
income earners spend much of their time doing mundane, repetitive tasks that offer little stimulation. With 
limited time and resources at their disposal, they may have a relatively higher need to spend what little 



 30 

#5182  ACT Sport and Recreation  Sports participation in lower-income households  

spare time they have doing things that are fun and mentally engaging. They may also have relatively lower 
tolerance for routine training activities, and subsequently find traditional sport less appealing.  

o Any initiatives targeted at boosting participation among low-income households should have ‘fun’ 
at their heart, in addition to considering cost factors.  

o This could involve incorporating gamification elements such as collecting badges or stamps for 
participation, or integrating other non-traditional elements to the activity format, like food and 
drink, or creative pursuits so that it’s not just about the core physical activity (eg. obstacle course 
with tasting stations or stations with creative ‘challenges’ for individuals or teams to complete 
along the way). 

 

Overcoming anxieties – around what to expect and how to prepare:  

• Easing people into the activity is important. Help set people up for success by giving them the 
information they need to prepare themselves before trialling an activity. Given the relatively higher levels 
of social and skill-based anxiety among lower-income households, helping people become comfortable 
with the idea of doing an activity before actually doing it is relatively more important than for other 
groups in the community. Overcoming the anxiety associated with trialling an unfamiliar activity in an 
unfamiliar environment may be too high a barrier for many. Knowing what to expect can make it easier for 
people to take an active step, and have a positive trial experience, which then makes it easier for them to 
continue with the activity. 

o Have information sessions that precede trial days and events – give people a chance to get familiar 
with the settings, the language, the key people, and what happens, so that they feel comfortable 
and prepared to give it a go. This information will also enable them to plan ahead and manage 
other commitments to help ensure the trial is a positive experience for them overall – both in 
terms of the trial itself, and reducing the risk of negative consequences as a result of participation 
(eg. injury, fatigue, scheduling or commuting stress).  

• Proactively provide (a lot of) information and guidance for new starters and re-entrants about what to 
expect, and practical steps around how to get involved or progress in the sport.  

Information should provide clear, and unambiguous (but not overwhelming) guidance around: 

o What to expect, bring, wear etc.; 

o How to access the facilities or events, including transport options if possible; 

o Who to contact for different things; 

o What processes need to be followed (including any house/club rules, such as what to (not) wear at 
the bar); 

o Different options for participating and how to figure out which one will work best for them; 

o Upfront and ongoing costs involved, as well as any fees associated with making changes or failing 
to turn up; and 

o Any supports that are available – financial and otherwise – and how to access them. 

Creating dedicated toolkits or starter kits that package this information may be a useful way to provide 
information to potential participants directly.  

Kits would also make it easier for others to share this information more broadly through social and 
community networks to reach people who might not proactively get in contact themselves.  

• Actively promote the accessibility of activities and supports that may be available. Don’t make people 
ask for this information. Given the relatively higher level of existing physical impairments and concern 
about incurring additional injury among this segment, providing information up-front about the suitability 
and accessibility of activities will be relatively more important to encouraging people to participate.  

o Provide sufficiently detailed information about what’s involved in taking part in a given activity to 
allow people to assess whether it might be suitable for them without trialling it (eg. level of 
intensity, type of physical capability / skill required, level of fitness needed, style of instructor / 
class, potential level and type of injury risk, time commitment required). 
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o Be clear about what equipment is needed – and also what equipment is not needed, so they can 
understand and manage costs.  Where equipment can be borrowed or obtained for lower cost, 
this should be made clear so that equipment costs can be managed. 

o This information should be available in any information kits, as well as easily located on websites.  

 

Overcoming anxieties – around skills and capability:  

• Offer separate programs aimed at new starters, re-entrants and people seeking to level-up. Lower-
income households tend to have lower familiarity with sports and physical activity, are less likely to have 
grown up playing sport, less likely to be less exposed to sport and physical activity through their social 
circles, and more likely to have had negative experiences with sport at school. This means that when it 
comes to becoming active as adults, a relatively higher proportion of lower income earners are going to be 
trying an activity they are unfamiliar with, and without the benefit of existing habits, routines, or positive 
re-enforcement from the people around them – and this is a much higher threshold to overcome in order 
to change behaviour.  

As a result, they tend to feel relatively less confident about starting a new activity, re-engaging with 
something they’ve done previously, and knowing what to do to progress.  Ways to support people to 
overcome some of these anxieties could include: 

o Beginner up-skilling programs that provide a critical entry pathway for those unfamiliar with a 
sport or activity, particularly in adult life. These should focus on allowing people to learn and 
experiment with new skills in a fun and low-pressure environment, with limited or no competition, 
and flexible attendance options to allow participants to build their skills, as well as participation 
routines and support structures at their own pace. They should also support people to build social 
connections with other participants, and other members of the sports community.  

o Re-entry and progression coaching programs for community sport that allow people to ‘ease back 
into it’ or ‘prepare to take the next step’. These programs should be similar to beginner programs, 
but more focused on: 

▪ (re)connecting with the key people involved, and (re)familiarising participants with 
standard processes and expectations – people looking to re-engage or progress with their 
sport or activity may feel that they are expected to already know how things are done, 
and may be reluctant to seek out this information in case they are judged for doing so. 

▪ refreshing skills and rebuilding fitness – not starting from scratch – coaching needs to be 
level appropriate in terms of practical skills and also recognise participants’ higher level of 
intellectual understanding of the activity (rules, strategies etc.) compared to those new to 
a sport. Content appropriate for beginners may come across as patronising to those with 
prior experience of the activity and be a barrier to engagement. 

▪ being able to practice and reskill with other people doing the same thing, with similar 
levels of fitness and skill (as opposed to being able to learn and  experiment with key skills 
as would be the case in beginner programs). Fear of competition is less of an issue for 
those seeking to re-engage or progress with a sport or activity as it remains a key part of 
the original appeal. What’s needed is an environment with lower expectations, so that it 
doesn’t feel too challenging to participate. 

▪ providing accelerated pathways to mainstream, ideally enabling participants to move 
through levels of competition and re-engage or progress at their own pace. Once re-
acclimatised, some people may seek to move back into higher levels more quickly than 
others, or at least more quickly than beginners might.  This could involve providing clear 
re-entry pathways into competition, such as structured substitution programs for higher 
level games before joining the regular team. 

 

Flexible engagement: 

• Provide flexible ways of participating in the sport or activity, and allow people to vary when and how 
they participate without financial penalty, or letting others down. Many lower-income households have 
less disposable time and money available to devote to non-essential activities. Their lives also tend to be 
less predictable, more precarious and subject to disruptive changes in circumstance. With limited financial 
reserves and social supports, these households can find it hard to manage even small disruptions. As a 
result, they are less able to commit to routinely participating in sport, and tend to fall in and out of 
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activities as their personal circumstances change. Making any long-term commitment, especially if it 
involves significant cost, can be seen as too high a risk to take.  

Ways to help could include: 

o Expanding the number of ways people can take part to include all aspects of participating (eg. 
playing, umpiring, event organising etc.). Being involved in support activities may enable some 
people to stay connected with the sport and community when they don’t have the funds or time 
to play. These options may also be attractive to retirees and under-employed people in the area 
who may have more time to spare, and seeking a low pressure way to engage, in a way that also 
supports health and flexibility needs. 

o Providing participation options with varied time commitment requirements – including one-off ad-
hoc attendance, short programs (less than 4 weeks), options to participate in a given series or 
event, as well as for the duration of the season. Providing a range of session lengths is also seen as 
important, to enable participants to manage a range of other, often inflexible competing priorities.  

o Providing casual or intermittent participation options, with the flexibility to drop in and out of the 
program at short notice as things come up, without financial penalty (paying only for what you 
use) or risk of disappointing other participants (including teammates or opponents), or affecting 
ability of the activity to proceed.  

o Providing a range of social participation options, including things people can do together as a 
family unit (especially across children and adult ages), and activities that can be done with a group 
of friends.  

 

Social connection:  

• Actively create opportunities for people to connect with others to help people stick with activities.  

This could include creating opportunities for people to meet others like themselves, with similar aims and 
interests, or who may face similar challenges (eg. parents, women, people with disability, just-for-fun 
participants, competitive participants, looking to learn specific skills / niche rules etc.). This may help to 
address barriers to continuation for lower income households related to social anxiety and sense of 
otherness by helping to build social connections and networks, and subsequently also building social 
accountability, and social supports.  

Facilitating the creation of local support structures may also help some to overcome challenges with access 
(eg. carpool club for locals).  

Rewards or incentives may be a useful tool to help build social connections among participants by 
encouraging attendance, and give people an excuse to come together to mark and celebrate milestones 
(eg. free drink / coffee at the end of each game, free bbq for all those who completed 8 sessions that 
month). In addition, such rewards may provide an additional positive experience that may contribute to the 
‘fun’ factor and make people more likely to continue with the activity (ie. something extra that can be 
enjoyed or consumed, not a discount or more of the same (e.g. additional free session for an activity the 
individual is already doing)). 

 

 

 

 

 

Note that many of these strategies and opportunities to make it easier and more attractive for people from 
lower-income households to participate in sport and physical activity have natural ways to link with and 

reinforce each other, and these should be actively taken where possible by both the ACT Government and by 
providers of sport, physical activity and exercise.    

 


