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Access to Sport - is it a Fair Game?

Sport and Deprivation



Introduction
 
The 2012 Olympic and Paralympics Games are the once in a lifetime 
opportunity to make British sport truly great and secure our position as a top 
sporting nation. 

This pamphlet argues the case for more sport in deprived areas in the run up to 
the Games. Through investment in grassroots sport we can make disadvantaged 
communities stronger and sport at the top level more representative, diverse 
and ultimately more sucessful. 

StreetGames wants 2012 to be a force for equality, ensuring that the joys and 
benefits of sport become guaranteed entitlements for everyone. We want to 
see an Olympic legacy of a multi-sports club in every neighbourhood, on the 
doorstep of every deprived community. 

It is in the power of local and national politicians, sports administrators, 
journalists and sports-fans to make these changes and realise this vision. 

The state of play

Adults in the bottom third of the population are half as likely to play grassroots 
sport as adults in the top third. In the national squads of many sports the upper 
tiers of our society are even more dramatically over-represented.  Residents of 
deprived neighbourhoods do not have an equal chance to get involved: most 
British sports ignore their talents and their needs.
 
StreetGames is a new national charity, established in 2006 to promote sport 
for young people living in the most disadvantaged communities. We have tried 
and tested methods of engaging young people who are currently outside sport. 

Up and down the country StreetGames delivers sport and dance to young 
people where they want it, at times when they want it and in a style they want. 
We deliver sport to the doorstep of young people who are not members of 
sports clubs and are waiting for the chance to join in. 
 
With the right kind of support most communities can deliver sport to suit their 
own neighbourhoods. Eventually these efforts will change the local sporting 
landscape. StreetGames has demonstrated that residents in the most deprived 
communities can become coaches and leaders; that leisure centres can 
become a home for locally run sports clubs and even Cornwall’s sands can be 
the venue for sport. 

Sport England, the Department of Communities and Local Government, The 
Football Foundation, and New Deal for Communities are our main funders.

Sign up to receive our newsletter or contact us to arrange a discussion about 
how your area can work with StreetGames.

Jane Ashworth
Acting Chief Executive, StreetGames

Who gets to play?

Who plays sport in England and for England is determined not just by personal 
preferences and ability, but also by social class, age, gender and disability. 
Our concern is with social class. We want to see working class women and 
men fairly represented in sport regardless of ethnic origin or heritage, and 
with or without a disability. This should be the case at grassroots level and all 
the way up to the national teams. The current situation is a long way from this 
ideal state.

Monthly participation in sports by socio-economic group 1996-2002

Mgmt & Professional/AB Intermediate/C1 Routine & Manual/C2DE

1996 2002 1996 2002 1996 2002

60% 54% 47% 43% 39% 32%

Table 1 Source: General Household Survey. The data collection method changed 
between 96 and 02. We do not know if the decline is significant. However the class 
differential remains about the same.

This table shows that adults in professional and managerial occupations are 
much more likely to participate in sports than people in manual and routine 
occupations. While over half of managers and professionals play sport every 
month, this is true of only a third of routine and manual workers and of only a 
quarter of the long-term unemployed. 

The rest of this pamphlet looks at the consequences of this inequality for sport and for 
communities.
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What does this inequality mean for elite sport? 

The missing talent

Analysis of participation in elite sport is complicated. Look at these tables. 
They are both taken from the same survey.  Football was not included in the 
survey. These figures have been rounded up and down to whole numbers. The 
survey was carried out in 1997. More up to date information is not available.

DEVELOPMENT OF TALENT: Survey of Elite Performers 1997. UK Sports Council

Social Class (%)

Sport AB C1C2 DE D/K

Swimming 69 26 2 2

Sailing 58 37 - 5

Rowing 55 42 2 -

Hockey 54 38 5 3

Rugby Union 44 52 3 1

Cricket 37 50 9 4

Netball 32 55 4 8

Cycling 31 57 8 4

Athletics 28 58 10 5

Judo 16 66 15 4

Rugby League 7 67 22 4

Total 37 52 5 7

Table 2 Membership of elite squads. Percentage by sport and by class ‘97.

Social  Class Elite Performers (%) GB Population* (%)

AB Professional/Mgrs 38 19

C1 Int/Junior Non-Manual 31 34

C2 Skilled Manual 23 21

D   Semi-skilled Manual 6 19

E    Unskilled Manual 3 6

Total 100 100

Table 3 shows the membership of elite squads by social class.  



The tables reveal two key points. 

First, there is massive under-representation of semi-skilled and unskilled (DE) 
workers who make up 25% of the population but only 9% of the elite squads. 
And conversely there is a massive over-representation of professionals and 
employers and managers (AB). 38% of the elite squads are ABs but ABs are 
only 19% of the population. 

Second, the tables show us that socially disadvantaged groups are even 
less likely to reach the top than their representation in grassroots level sport 
suggests. 18% of all sports participants are from DE but only 9% play at elite 
level. 27% of all participants are AB while 38% of the elite squads are AB.

Something is going on which produces these outcomes – it is not explained 
by chance or choice. Exclusion on the basis of class is a feature of the sports 
system. It means sport is missing the talent of vast numbers of people.

Take the case of cricket: 37% of elite players in 1997 had AB backgrounds. So 
37% of the top team were drawn from 19% of the population. Drawing over 
a third of an elite squad from amongst only a fifth of the population cannot be 
the most efficient way to run sport!  

Take swimming, where nearly 79% of the top squads came from 19% of the 
population. Again, it cannot be efficient or fair to draw four fifths of the top 
squads from one fifth of the population.

It is no mystery as to why the figures are so skewed. And it is beyond the 
capacity of one governing body to change the entire situation. There are a 
number of factors in play.
 

There may be prejudicial assumptions held by coaches who select for 
teams and clubs. But that is probably only a small part of the picture. 

There is a bigger problem with resources. It costs money and it needs 
adult support to get serious about sport. The kit, the travel and the 
coaching all cost. 

This situation is the price we pay for keeping deprived communities short 
of chances to play. There are not enough clubs dedicated to meeting the 
sporting needs of deprived communities.

Improving the quality of English sport through better coaching and new 
teaching methods is vital but it needs to run in tandem with a drive to widen 
participation. Disadvantaged youth cannot progress to the level their talent 
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justifies if they do not have the chance to play in the first place! Cricket is 
making progress through the Chance to Shine campaign: www.chancetoshine.org.

StreetGames believes that a programme to establish a multi-sports club in 
every neighbourhood is needed. That’s a huge challenge but it would be a 
great Olympic legacy. To make sure these new clubs are well used they should 
be run by the local communities themselves and tied into the excellent School 
Sport Partnerships which the Government has put in place to sort out school 
sport.

Participation amongst black and minority ethnic communities: 
a problem of exclusion

Research shows that 37% of English adults would like to take up a new sport. 
Yet Table 4 shows that amongst black and minority ethnic communities the 
desire is even greater. English sport is missing out on participants, some of 
whom will be highly talented. 
 
Table 4: Sports Participation and Ethnicity in England Survey 1999-2000

Ethnic group Wanting to play a sport 
not current played (%)

Black Other 81

Black African 79

Other Non White 72

Black Caribbean 65

Chinese 61

Indian 60

Pakistani 54

Bangladeshi 51

StreetGames has a relatively successful track record in involving black and 
minority ethnic communities in estate based programmes. Monitoring records 
a take-up rate proportionate to the target neighbourhood.



Sport and the quality of life

We have seen the consequences of inequality in access to elite sport; now we 
consider the social consequences. 

Sport can contribute to making communities safer and stronger and encourage 
healthy lifestyles. But the very communities that would benefit the most 
– where social need is greatest – are the very communities where there is least 
sport on offer. 

There is much to say about deprivation and health and the role for sport in 
reducing health inequalities. There is much to say about sport, deprivation and 
worklessness too. But space limits us to discussing sport, community safety and 
deprivation. See the StreetGames website at www.streetgames.org for more 
material on sport and the quality of life.

There are two routes to promoting community safety through sport. The first is 
to work with offenders and likely offenders to change their behaviour. This is 
the preserve of the excellent Home Office funded Positive Futures programme, 
which is run by Crime Concern. Positive Futures targets youngsters known to 
the youth justice system, and deploys supportive coaches who can help them 
make sense of their challenging lives. The second route is to change the social 
conditions which make youth offending all the more likely – and it is this route 
which StreetGames adopts. StreetGames contributes to community safety by 
changing the neighbourhoods that produced the young offenders.

Using sport to change communities

The Youth Justice Board and the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (now 
Department for Communities and Local Government) wrote about this method,  
the paper can be found at:

http://www.renewal.net/Documents/RNET/Toolkit/Sportsactivitiesyouth.doc

The Youth Justice Board analysed the lives of a huge number of young 
offenders and concluded that there are around 30 ‘risk’ and ‘protection’ 
factors which shape offending likelihood. Some of these factors are focussed 
on family background, some on school, and others on the local community or 
the individual himself. The more risk factors present in an individual’s life, the 
greater the chance of offending.

The StreetGames method works to reduce some risk factors and promote some 
protection factors. 



Reducing the likelihood of youth offending

Sport can help reduce these vmwo jegxsvw that shape offending likelihood.

Community disorganisation and neglect
Sport can strengthen the ties and networks that make a community strong. 
We don’t promise to turn a tough estate with weak social connections 
into a land of milk and honey. But a team of 15 year olds playing the rival 
estate in the weekly 5-a-side tournament is more likely to produce a nod 
of the head than a fight when paths next cross.

Alienation and lack of social commitment
Being part of a sports project builds a sense of belonging and 
responsibility. When youngsters pull on the team-shirt with the name 
of their patch across the back, they swell with pride. This is why we 
hold regional and national tournaments. Teams from fifteen of the most 
deprived neighbourhoods joined in the North West StreetGames festival 
in September 2006. They entered six sports competitions and a dance 
exhibition. The festival was the culmination of a year’s work by sports 
leaders in Ri{ Hiep jsv Gsqqyrmxmiw and Rimklfsyvlssh Qerekiqirx 
TexlĂrhiv areas.

Attitudes that condone offending
StreetGames leaders let it be known that a life of offending is a mug’s 
game and socially corrosive. Of course the youngsters swear and 
sometimes wander off the pitch for a cigarette. Where we draw the 
line depends on how well we know the youth, but without question, 
bullying, racism, sexism and homophobia are well beyond the tolerance 
of StreetGames coaches. We expect high standards and the young people 
respond well to our expectations.

Sport can help strengthen these tvsxigxmsr jegxsvw that shape offending 
likelihood.

Leading by example
StreetGames leaders and coaches come from communities like the ones 
they work in: they are good role models who understand the youngsters. 
They are the real sporting champions.

Opportunities for involvement, social and reasoning skills, recognition and praise
StreetGames sessions look casual but a lot of hard work and years of 
experience goes into that look: sessions are designed to make the kids use 
their brains and social skills.
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Resilient temperament, sense of self-belief, outgoing disposition
Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose…and it can hurt, but it’s seldom 
the end of the world – that’s what youngsters learn from StreetGames.

Community role models

An important protection factor is the role model who leads by example. As we 
have seen, most StreetGames coaches come from communities similar to the 
one they work in. Not only does this make for mutual understanding it is also 
realistic. Wanting to be Rio Ferdinand, Jade Johnson or David Beckham is fine 
– however, for all but the tiniest fraction of the most talented it is fantasy. 

The StreetGames coach is a realistic role model. He or she will be known to 
the youngsters (through relatives on the estate or through a local school, for 
example). The coach shows the youngsters that it’s realistic to want to be a 
sports coach and that it brings in money, as well as a respectful nod from the 
community’s youths and parents when you meet up at the shops.

There is another reason why StreetGames places great importance on involving 
local adults as leaders, coaches and volunteers. It is the best way to ensure 
sustainability.

»

Who uses leisure centres?

The ODPM surveyed leisure centres and measured user profile 
against the make up of the catchment area. Even the best performing 
centres in deprived areas attract less than half the number of 
the most disadvantaged that they should attract. The average 
centre scored not half the equity target, but nearer a quarter. 

It doesn’t particularly matter if the centre is run by the direct 
labour organisation, a voluntary sector organisation or an 
external contractor – the story is the same: most centres do not 
adequately serve the most deprived communities. Yet people 
from disadvantaged areas who play sport use public facilities far 
more than they use private facilities and voluntary clubs.

The intentions of the management, the pricing and programming 
policy are key factors in a centre’s relative success or failure. The 
research did not go into staff recruitment policies or the relationship 



Making it last 

Mature StreetGames projects do more than provide jumpers-for-goalposts 
football, dance offs in church halls and athletics on the local scrubland. Our 
overall objective is to change the way sport works so that local communities 
can provide sport for themselves. 

It’s always been the case that volunteer-led clubs have thrived in leafy suburbs 
and there is a healthy tradition of boxing and football clubs being part of the 
social network on some working class estates. But in the most deprived areas 
there are very few clubs indeed.

The following case study illustrates how the StreetGames approach has 
encouraged sustainable sport in south east London through taking over an old 
school and adopting a multi-sport approach.

Case study: Old Lillian Bayliss School

The old Lillian Bayliss School is located in Kennington in Lambeth, one of 
London’s poorest boroughs and the home of the London Sport Action Zone 
(SAZ). It is in easy reach of both the Brixton and Southwark New Deal for 
Communities (NDCs). 

Inside the mothballed sixties’ building are some of the best sports facilities of 
any state school in London. There are three indoor sprung floor halls, changing 
facilities, a full size indoor football court, as well as outdoor football and 
tennis courts. 

The London SAZ’s job is to help voluntary sports clubs to deliver to their own 
communities. This is a slow but safe route to keeping a community active. The 
best way to ensure there is all year round sport is by supporting people who 
love to organise sport on their own doorstep – the real sporting champions.   

The SAZ and these champions wanted the school to become a sports 
development centre – a base for local clubs where kids could go for quality 
sport. This was going to be a place where price would not be a barrier: all 
activities were to be free. 

Lambeth agreed to let the SAZ try to reach their vision and in June 2005 the 
keys were finally handed over. Within the first few months it was clear that 
the idea was right: over 500 kids passed through the door to join in the eight 

Over 12 months 1,500 kids have used the centre
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sports on offer. Since then, other sports have moved in and the locally famous 
Fitzroy Lodge boxing club has staged amateur fight nights in the school. Over 
12 months 1,500 kids have used the centre.

The school costs the community £1,000 a month for hire which is offset 
by a grant from the council. Four clubs pay £100 per month for unlimited 
venue hire. Other clubs pay £10 an hour for venue hire. There are 30 regular 
volunteers providing the sport and helping to run the school.

Some of the most popular and successful programmes are:

15 dance programmes, leading to qualifications and the chance to take 
courses at Ballet Rambert, Sadlers Wells and The Laban,

vocational and leadership training for 80 16-year olds – some of whom 
now teach basketball at local schools.

The school will come into its own in winter. The clubs can now carry on 
through the dark nights. And that will make a huge difference to the lives of 
numerous youngsters who come from the estates of Lambeth and Southwark 
and regard the school as their own.

What next for widening access to sport?

As we have seen, most features of sporting life are shaped by class. 
StreetGames is designed to do nothing but help agencies and communities 
improve the sporting lot of deprived communities. StreetGames will develop 
local and national partnerships to chase this goal. We have friends and allies 
all over the country from Northumberland to Cornwall and Liverpool to Hull.  
The challenge between now and 2012 is to use these six years to create the 
local multi-sport clubs which can make the difference to sport and to deprived 
communities.
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Invitation to become a StreetGames Patron

StreetGames is a new national charity which delivers sport in disadvantaged 
communities. StreetGames invites you to become a patron and take the 
opportunity to be in at the beginning of an exciting new organisation.

What does StreetGames do?

Patrons support StreetGames because:

we give a sporting chance to young people who live on tough estates and 
in marginalized communities,
we support talented youngsters to achieve success in their sport; keen 
youngsters to develop a life-long hobby. 
we support sports clubs to become part of the fabric of their communities,
we deliver doorstep sport in places and at times and in the style young 
people want.

What does a StreetGames Patron do?

A StreetGames patron: 

looks for opportunities to speak up for StreetGames,
speaks positively about us when asked,
opens doors in the media, in business, in politics. 

Other duties include:

attending at least one event a year on behalf of StreetGames,
considering requests to endorse events, to speak to the press, and attend  
photo-opportunities.
allowing your name and image to appear on the Streetgames website and 
headed notepaper.

StreetGames undertakes never to imply a Patron’s endorsement for a special 
event without specific agreement.

Tpiewi gsrwmhiv xlmw mrzmxexmsr erh gsrxegx mrjsDwxviixkeqiw2svk jsv er 
mrjsvqep hmwgywwmsr

StreetGames is a Registered Charity, Number: 1113542.
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