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Health Promoting Sports
Clubs: Leveraging the
Powerful Role of Grassroots
Sport to Promote Health

Key message

1. Large numbers of participants of all ages meet and train in sports clubs generally under
the guidance of a coach. In turn, sports clubs are important settings where health and
well-being can be promoted.

2. Sportcoachescan play a key role to influence participants'’ lifestyles but often have limited
knowledge and know-how in regard to health promotion.

3. Many sporting organisations have a commitment to promote health but need informed
and reliable resources and support to help coaches implement these actions.

4. National ministries, sport's governing bodies and policymakers at regional and local
levels can empower and support stakeholders across sport to promote health.

Why is health promotion in sports clubs needed?

Promoting health in grassroots sports clubs has benefits for multiple sport
stakeholders, beyond only sports participants. Having a sports federation, stakeholders
and affiliated clubs that care about members' health helps to enhance sport
performance of high-level athletes, foster grassroots sport participation, well-being and
enjoyment. This leads to a greater retention of participants, volunteers, coaches and
managers, all of whom can be actors in improving long-term health.

The 2007 White paper on Sport published by the European Commission, the Global
Physical Activity Plan 2018-2030 and the SHARE 2.0 Initiative Community of Practice
have all highlighted the underexploited potential of organised sport to promote health.
These statements encourage European member states to support the development of
health promotion policies and interventions among sports organisations, as well as
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stream funding opportunities. Results of the last European Union Physical Activity
Policy Monitoring report noted that only a quarter of EU countries have implemented
a health promotion programme through organised sport. Similarly, recent results of a
survey have shown that only 28% of international sports organisations, which drive
national sports  federations, integrate health promotion into  their
strategic objectives and 21% into their missions (https://interact-sport.com/).

On an individual level and at a club level, grassroots coaches are generally competent
in their core business, to support the technical and tactical development of their sports
participants but are often ill-informed about the underlying health-related aspects of
sport. Moreover, coaches, often interact with parents or accompanying persons, which
provides additional opportunities for promoting sport and health particularly in youth
settings.

In many European countries, there are a good deal of activities and programs in health
promoting schools, health promoting cities or workplaces, while grassroots sports clubs
have generally been underutilised as a setting for health promotion.

For example, the GAA Healthy Club Project in Ireland has highlighted the socio-
economic benefits of health promotion implementation in sports clubs showing a
return on investment of 19:1 euros (https://www.gaa.ie/article/irish-life-gaa-healthy-club-
programme-a-force-for-good-in-our-communities).

Many benefits of grassroots sports clubs have also been highlighted in numerous
scientific studies summarised in Figure 1.

For sports clubs For sports participants

(+) attracting different’ (+) satisfaction of the (+) self-determined (+) self-rated sport
population groups manager’s role? motivation® performance?

(+) diversity of activities (-) drop-out (intentions) (+) satisfaction of (+) self-reported quality of
and revenue sources’ of managers? coaching role? life2s

(+) recognition and value (-) drop-out (intentions) (-) drop-out intentions from
in the community’ of coaches? sports>4®

(#) enjoyment in sport**%
(#) self-reported health®**
(+) subjective vitality24

(-) harm from health risks®

References 1 2 3 4 5 6

Figure 1. Summeary of the benefits of health promoting sports clubs
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What is a health promoting sports coach?

A health promoting sports coach is defined as a coach that actively engages with the
sports system, utilising its expertise, skills and knowledge to promote health and well-
being among sports participants and stakeholders. In the present definition,
promoting health is considered as any health topics, encompassing among others
health behaviours (nutrition, substance use, injuries), sustainable development (waste
management, carbon footprint...), health and physical literacy, human rights, inequities
and inequalities (access to sport, use of sport as mean of inclusion and development,
good sport governance).

How can national policymakers support sports organisations?

Grassroots sports organisations face multiple barriers when implementing health
promotion. Their very nature, often being volunteer-based non-governmental
organisations, means they have limited capacity to implement health promotion,
lacking human resources, implementation knowledge, funding, as well as external
guidance and support. Specific suggestions have been proposed to guide grassroots
sports clubs in health promotion, such as the creation of dedicated awareness and
training platforms for coaches and managers, as well as the importance of building
local or regional networks to reinforce sports organisations’ capacity to promote health.
In addition, national sports federations, with their ability to convey and implement
national sport policy, could be more oriented towards health promotion, but they often
lack guidelines and training.

Why is health promoting coach training an important capacity
building opportunity?

A recent study has shown that evidence-driven initiatives implemented among
coaches have improved health promotion in sports coaching. Specifically, there have
been improvements in coaches’ awareness and knowledge on health promotion and
on integrating health promotion content into their coaching practices.

Moreover, research suggests that online training is suitable and effective for sport
coaches, offering flexibility and reducing the burden of overinvestment in presence-
based approaches.
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So far, limited online training is available to educate coaches about health promotion.
A case study of existing training offerings has shown that most of the online training is
oriented towards a single health behaviour (e.g. injury prevention, physical activity) and
does not cover health promotion as a process, limiting the scope of action for coaches.

Conclusions

This policy document shows that national ministries and policymakers have a prominent
opportunity to support sports coaches through the provision of online training on health
promotion. Through targeted policies, they can support sports federations to deliver training
and to provide specific funding for health promotion implementation among the sports
movement, based on a high return on investment on such programs.

Recommendations for Action

1.

Dedicate national-to-local public funding to support or deliver health promotion training
to grassroots coaches.

Nominate at national, regional, local and club levels, a civil servant or delegate who is
responsible for health promotion among the sport movement, working across sectors to
liaise with stakeholders working on health promotion to support coaches’ health
promotion actions.

Provide resources to sports clubs, including policy, funding streams, guidelines, training,
organisational processes, as well as an evaluation system for accountability, to support
sports coaches to integrate health promotion into daily coaching.

Ensure health promotion training is mandatory for initial and continuous coach training.
Implement a coaching certification system to recognise coaches’ expertise in health
promotion, as they move along the coaching pathway.

Empower sports coaches to reflect on their own health promotion practices, visions and
self-management, based on their training skills, habits, public, type of practice and sports
discipline.
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