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Abstract 

This paper explores some important theoretical questions on the relationship between sports and 
older people, beyond the health perspective. Sport has been attributed numerous social functions 
and meanings. Also policymakers have experimented with the use of sport for social purposes. 
However, both research and policy initiatives are in general considered from a functional and 
instrumental point of view. Especially considering older people sport is mainly approached from a 
health perspective. A combination of insights from gerontology and sport sciences should help us 
gain a better view on how sport can contribute to the social integration of older people. This paper 
offers an extensive literature review focusing on formulating opportunities for further research 
about sport participation among older people.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

During the past decades two social evolutions have occurred. First, the social value of sport has 
increased strongly (Elling, 2001). It used to be an almost marginal social phenomenon, but now it 
has shifted to the centre of the social, political and economic life (Scheerder, Van Aken & Vervaet, 
2006). Sport has developed into socially accepted behaviour; it has almost been set as the norm 
(Tamboer & Steenbergen, 2004). Taking part in sport activities is a facet of being involved in 
society. This implies that sport has been attributed numerous social functions and meanings for 
both the individual and society, which can be positive and negative. Sport is healthy, it increases 
self-esteem but simultaneously it can also create stress and frustration. Sport contributes to the 
social integration of social groups but at the same time it excludes minority social groups (De 
Knop, 1998; van Bottenburg, 2009). In other words, sport is deeply embedded in society. 

Second, for the first time modern society has been confronted with a demographic phenomenon 
characterized by a strong increase of an ageing population. Older people will become increasingly 
important in society facing us with a whole new set of challenges, also in the field of sports (Verté, 
De Witte, De Donder, 2007). In English-speaking countries there is a tradition of extensive 
research with respect to sports involvement of older people. However, in the Netherlands and 
Belgium this is still at an early stage of development.  

Among policymakers there is a growing recognition of the role that sports and physical activity 
can play in older people’s lives. For example, the European Commission initiated the EUNAAPA1 
project to improve health, well-being, independence and quality of life of older people in Europe 
through physical activity (Bossaerts, 2008). Also policymakers develop promotional campaigns to 
encourage older people in having a more active lifestyle. Sport being a precautionary measure 
concerning health decline and its contribution to social integration of older people in society are 
two of the most important arguments used by these policymakers to increase sport participation of 
older people. Research still shows the social stratification of sports and a decreasing participation 
with age (Collins and Kay, 2003; Van Tuyckom & Scheerder, 2009; McPherson, 1986). 

Literature clearly lacks a review of theoretical debates on the role of sports in older people’s lives. 
Most debates are dominated from a health perspective. Other significant functions and meanings 
of sport, such as social integrative meaning, are less addressed in literature. In response to this 
lacuna, this article aims to offer such a critical review. In combining insights from gerontology and 
sports sciences several perspectives will be explored in order to formulate some challenges for 
future research.  

2. SPORT ON DOCTOR’S ORDERS 

During the past decades negative and medicalized understandings of ageing have dominated both 
the field of gerontology and ageing research (Phillipson, 2010; Dionigi, 2006; McPherson, 1986). 
The process of ageing is strongly associated with loss of independence, physical frailty and care. 
Similar understandings are found within in the field of sport research. Therefore it is considered as 
being a burden on society (Phillipson, 2010; Tokarski, 2004).  

                                                            

1 EUropean Netwerk for Actions on Aging and Physical Activity 
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Tulle (2008) identified four types of literature dealing with exercise, sports and ageing: (1) the 
impact of elite sports among master athletes on ageing processes, (2) the impact of ageing on 
athletic performance, (3) reviews of existing knowledge in the field and (4) the importance of 
physical activity in reducing and preventing functional declines such as cardiovascular diseases, 
cancer, obesity and diabetes, which is particularly focused on (Cardenas, Henderson, Wilson, 
2009; McAuley, 1993; Phoenix-Grant, 2009; Tulle, 2008). 

Physical activity and sports are seen as an adequate tool to accomplish healthy ageing (Tokarski, 
2004; Tulle, 2008). The importance of physical activity as an element of healthy living for older 
adults has been widely addressed in scientific literature. (Cardenas, Henderson, Wilson, 2009). 
Sport and exercise are then reconstructed in a manner to prevent these problems opening the 
potential to reconstruct the ageing body as fit (Tulle, 2008).  

As a result during the past decades many community programmes, intervention studies and social 
marketing campaigns have provided guidelines outlining the potential benefits of physical activity 
and sport in later life. (Grant, 2008; Phoenix-Grant, 2009). Despite all the well-known positive 
effects and many programmes, we cannot deny the fact that the majority of the older adults are 
under-represented in the field of sport (Tokarski, 2004). 

Authors like Baars (2006) criticize this instrumental approach of these kinds of (sport) activities. 
The point of view of older people gets little or no attention in researching and theorizing these 
matters. ‘Use it or lose it’ is the biggest argument to engage older people in an active lifestyle. 
Staying young and the pursuit of eternal youth seem to be the challenge.  

3. SOCIAL INTEGRATIVE MEANING OF SPORT 

We use the theoretical frame of Elling (2001) to explore the possibilities of sport with respect to 
social integration. Based upon research she has concluded that social integration consists of three 
components: structural integration, socio-cultural integration and social affective integration.  

Structural integration usually refers to the extent to which a social group or individuals participate 
in required and voluntary activities in society compared to the majority of the population. The 
degree to which structural integration in sports occurs for a specific group is marked by a 
continuum ranging from minimal integration implying that individuals of different social groups 
hardly mingle in the context of sport, over direct integration relating to the situation where a sports 
team consists of members representing various social groups, to inverse integration involving 
people with hegemonic social characteristics who participate in a minority group. 

Research mainly focuses on the integration in a sports club, which is still considered as being the 
traditional setting for sport participation (De Knop & Elling, 2000). However, older people are 
confronted with structural constraints and mostly exercise in inner circle (minimal integration), 
which makes that they participate in sport and physical activity in other settings such as 
community activities and many social organizations. Policymakers consider direct integration as 
the ideal form of structural integration whereas other forms are seen as segregation. 

Integration occurs not only at structural level but compasses also a socio-cultural process, which is 
the continuous combined action of confirming and challenging both dominant and marginal norms 
and values. The socio-cultural climate in most sports organizations is often considered as neutral 
although it is shaped by physically able, young, white and heterosexual men. How neutral can 
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sports organizations be when people who have alternative ideas are welcome as long as they 
assimilate within the existing situation (De Knop & Elling, 2000)? 

Sports organizations often have a low opinion of older people (De Knop & Elling, 2000), which 
implies that processes of ageism are also embedded in the field of sport. Ageism involves the way 
of looking at older people that stereotypes them. On the one hand older people are often 
stereotyped as weak, frail, senile, disabled, slow, on the other hand trend watchers like to talk 
about masterboomers, grampies2, yeepies3, woopies4 and create an image of older people who are 
fit, who have a sport-minded attitude, who travel a lot, who have sufficient income and savings 
and have the time to spend their money (Scheerder, 2006; Scheerder, 2004). Conveniently they 
forget the less fortunate ones.  

A third component of social integration is social affective integration. Sport is a social meeting 
point gathering quite some people in leisure time. Putnam (2000) poses that sports can play an 
important role with respect to processes of bonding and bridging, especially in an organized 
context. Meaning that social networks are not limited to like-minded people; bridges are built 
between social groups with different social and cultural backgrounds. However, friendships tend to 
be homogeneous (Adams, 1993). The need for contact with like-minded peers can be an argument 
to practise a sport in inner circle (Elling, 2001; De Knop & Elling, 2000). 

Friendship literature tells us that the characteristics such as community size or social 
characteristics (for example the density, which means the higher the proportion of people in a 
context who know one another, the closer they feel to one another) of specific leisure context can 
encourage or discourage participation in those activities (Adams, 1993). But little is known about 
the role of sports in friendships although social contact is one of the main reasons why adults, and 
especially older adults, are getting involved in sports. (Elling, 2001; De Knop & Elling, 2000). 

4. FROM THE BENCH TO THE MIDFIELD 

The seemingly difficult relationship between older people and sport is often attributed to processes 
of socialization.  

European statistics show that the lowest sport participation is found among retirees (Van 
Tuyckom, Scheerder, 2009). We also see that sport has a social stratification concerning age, 
gender, level of income and education (Collins and Kay, 2003; Van Tuyckom and Scheerder, 
2009, McPherson, 1986). This is often ascribed to the diminished sport socialization of today’s 
older people. Members of older cohorts had less opportunity to practise sport in comparison to 
younger cohorts (Scheerder, 2004; McPherson, 1986; Scheerder, 2006). Until the sixties sports 
were mainly reserved for young, competitive, middle-class or high-class men (Van Tuyckom, 
Scheerder, 2009; Scheerder, 2006). Because of this a lot of older people do not have a sports 
identity or they have a negative one (De Knop & Elling, 2000). They grew up in a time where rest 
was being considered as the virtue of old age. But time shifted to a new cultural period where old 

                                                            

2 Growing retired active monied people in excellent state 
3 Young energetic elderly people 
4 Well-off older people 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITY STUDIES 
Vol 2, No 1, 2010   ISSN:  1309-8063 (Online) 
 

  13

muscles are supposed to move (Grant, 2001). And then again a lot of older adults underestimate 
their own physical possibilities (Grant, 2001). 

Nevertheless some researchers have explored the manner in which the concept of continuity in 
sport involvement is seamlessly woven into the fabric of the overall life course and how this 
contributes to the quality of life in late adulthood (O’Brien Cousins & Vertinsky, 1995; O’Briens 
Cousins & Keating 1995; Langley, 1999). They conclude that continuity theory constitutes an 
interesting theoretical frame. Continuity theory refers to a consistency of patterns of action across 
different stages in life. In making adaptive choices middle-aged persons and older adults attempt to 
preserve and maintain previous patterns of ideas and actions (Atchley, 1993, 1989). Older people 
who were physically active throughout their lives stayed active after retirement. Continuity in 
sport and physical activity can be a primary adaptive strategy for coping with the ageing process 
(Langley, 1999).  

This implicates an increasing heterogeneous composition of the (older) adult population. Some 
will take up exercise after retirement, others will take their first steps in the world of exercise and 
sport, some will stay sedentary, others will keep up the physical active lifestyle they have always 
had. There will even be high-risk athletes (Bossaerts, 2008). 

5. FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

The instrumental approach of sport contained in both arguments considered above is criticized 
severely. Sport considered as tool takes precedence over sport viewed as aim. However, sport 
philosophers like Tamboer and Steenbergen (2004) envisage this as being intrinsic to sport. They 
talk about the double character of sport. In relevant literature one tries to define sport a number of 
times, using an essentialistic approach or following a more operationalistic point of view. The 
former emphasizes the characteristic property of sport, the ‘Eigenweltlichkeit’, disconnecting sport 
from its social context in which it is embedded whereas the latter focuses on this social context. 
Sport is then considered as tool to achieve external aims. But according to Tamboer en 
Steenbergen both viewpoints are inextricably interwoven. Sport is always a game and an 
instrument at the same time. However, Baars’ criticism remains pertinent. Too little attention is 
paid to what elderly persons themselves consider as meaningful and significant.  

A great deal of responsibility is put on the older people themselves. They need to be encouraged to 
take care of their health to minimize costs for society. They need to be stimulated to participate in 
several domains of society, such as sports. But few times the characteristics of these social 
contexts are questioned. As mentioned earlier in this paper sports organizations (clubs) are 
considered as being the traditional sport setting. But we must look further. Van Bottenburg (2009) 
states that the social effects and meanings of sport are not universal. It depends on how sport is 
used, in which social environments sport is set in. In other words these effects vary according to 
circumstances and do not create the same effects for society and the older individual. Hence, more 
research has to be done outside the sport organization context. Questions need be asked about how 
other social contexts, which are significant in the lives of older people, such as community centres, 
social centres and homes for elderly can play a role in creating social value through sports. 

Another research gap is how sport can play a role in the informal networks of older people. As 
stated before social contact and social encounter are the main reasons for older people to get 
involved in sport and physical activity. But how are these friendships constructed? Is sport an 
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interesting tool to meet new friends or is it a typical activity practised by older people with already 
existing friends? And are these friendships only in the context of sport or do they go beyond the 
sport setting?  

We can conclude that context dependency constitutes an important factor that needs to be further 
explored. Theeboom (2009) states that taking into account existing participation thresholds, 
flexible organization, quality of guidance, accessible infrastructure can have a significant influence 
on the degree to which social added value is created in specific contexts. This applies to both the 
individual and society. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Adams, Rebecca (1993), “Activity as Structure and Process: Friendships of Older Adults”, (in: 
Kelly, John Ed, Activity and Aging, Staying Involved in Later Life), Newbury Park: Sage 
Publications. 

Atchley, Robert (1989), A Continuity Theory of Normal Aging, The Gerontologist, Vol. 29, No. 2, 
pp. 183 – 190.  

Atchley, Robert (1993), “Continuity Theory and the Evolution of Activity in Later Adulthood”, 
(in: Kelly, John Ed, Activity and Aging, Staying Involved in Later Life), Newbury Park: Sage 
Publications.  

Baars, Jan (2006), Het nieuwe ouder worden. Paradoxen en perspectieven van leven in de tijd [in 
Dutch: The new aging. Paradoxes and perspectives from living into time], Amsterdam: 
Humanistics University Press.  

Bossaerts, Nicole, Eva Vonck (2008), 55-plussers in beweging: naar een kwaliteitsvol sport- en 
bewegingsbeleid voor senioren [in Dutch: 55+ on the move, to a qualitative sports policy for older 
people], Working paper. Brussel: Bloso. 

Cardenas, David, Karla A. Henderson and Beth E. Wilson (2009), “Physical Activity and Senior 
Games Participation: Benefits, Constraints, and Behaviors”, Journal of Aging and Physical 
Activity, Vol. 17, No. 2, pp.135-153. 

Collins, Mike, Tess Kay (2003), Sport and Social Exclusion, London: Routledge.  

De Knop, Paul, Agnes Elling (2000), Samenleving en Sport: gelijkheid van kansen en sport [in 
Dutch: Society and Sport, equal opportunities in sport], Brussel: Koning Boudewijnstichting. 

De Knop, Paul, Jeroen Hoyng (1998), De functies en betekenissen van sport [in Dutch: The 
functions and meanings of sport], Tilburg: Tilburg University Press.  

Dionigi, Rylee (2006), “Competitive Sport and Aging: The Need for a Qualitative Sociological 
Research”, Journal of Aging and Physical Activity, Vol. 14, No. 4, pp.365-379. 

Elling, Agnes (2001), “The Social Integrative Meaning of Sport: A Critical and Comparative 
Analysis of Policy and Practice in the Netherlands”, Sociology of Sport Journal, Vol. 18, No. 4, 
pp.414-343. 

Grant, Bevan C (2001), “You’re never too old: beliefs about physical activity and playing sport in 
later life”, Aging and Society, Vol. 21, pp.777-798. 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITY STUDIES 
Vol 2, No 1, 2010   ISSN:  1309-8063 (Online) 
 

  15

Grant, Bevan C (2008), “An insider’s view on physical activity in later life”, Psychology of Sport 
and Exercise, Vol. 9, pp.817-829. 

Langley, David J., Sharon M. Knight (1999), “Continuity in Sport Participation as an Adaptive 
Strategy in the Aging Process: A Lifespan Narrative”, Journal of Aging and Physical Activity, Vol. 
7, No. 1, pp.32-54. 

McAuley, Edward (1993), “Self-Efficacy, Physical Activity, and Aging”, (in: Kelly, John Ed, 
Activity and Aging, Staying Involved in Later Life), Newbury Park: Sage Publications.  

McPherson, Barry (1986), “Sport, Health, Well-Being, and Aging: Some Conceptual and 
Methodological Issues and Questions for Sport Scientists”, (in: McPherson Barry Ed, Sport and 
Aging), Champaign, Illinois: Human Kinetics Publishers.  

O’Brien Cousins, Sandra, Norah Keating (1995), Life cycle patterns of physical activity among 
sedentary older women, Journal of Aging and Physical Activity, Vol, 3, No. 4, pp. 340 – 359. 

O’Brien Cousins, Sandra, Patricia Vertinsky (1995), Recapturing the physical activity experiences 
of the old: A study of three women, Journal of Aging and Physical Activity, Vol. 3, No. 2, pp. 146 
– 162.  

Phillipson, Chris (2010), Critical Gerontology: Origins, Current Concerns and future Issues, 
Working paper. Keele University: Centre for Social Gerontology. 

Phoenix, Cassandra, Bevan Grant (2009), “Expanding the Agenda for Research on the Physical 
Active Aging Body”, Journal of Aging and Physical Activity, Vol. 17, No. 3, pp.362-379. 

Putnam, Robert (2000), Bowling Alone. The Collapse and Revival of American Community, New 
York, NY: Simon & Schuster.  

Scheerder, Jeroen (2004), Spelen op het middenveld: vrijetijdssport als ontspanning, ontplooing en 
ontmoeting [in Dutch: Playing on the midfield, leisure sport as recreation, self development and 
encounter], Tielt: Lannoo. 

Scheerder, Jeroen (2006), “Sport en senioren: naar een kwalitatief actief vrijetijdsaanbod voor 
toekomstige ouderengeneraties [in Dutch: Sport and older people: to a qualitative leisure offer for 
future generations of older people]”, (in: De Knop, Paul, Jeroen Scheerder and Bart Vanreusel Ed, 
Sportsociologie), Maarssen: Elsevier gezondheidszorg.  

Scheerder, Jeroen, Tom Van Aken and Astrid Vervaet (2006), “Sport in/en de samenleving: 
maatschappelijke ontwikkelingen in relatie tot sport- en bewegingscultuur (in Dutch: Sports in/and 
the society: social developments in relation to sportsculture]”, (in: Sportbeleid in Vlaanderen, 
Volume I, Trends, Visies, Cases en cijfers), Brussel: Publicatiefonds Vlaamse Trainersschool.  

Tamboer, Jan, Johan Steenbergen (2004), Sportfilosofie [Sports Philosophy], Budel: Uitgeverij 
Damon. 

Theeboom, Marc (2009), Winst door sport, kwestie van voorwaarden [Benefit through sports, a 
matter of conditions], Working paper. Vrije Universiteit Brussel.  

Tokarski, Walter (2004), “Sport of the elderly”, Kinesiology, Vol. 36, No. 1, pp.98-103. 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITY STUDIES 
Vol 2, No 1, 2010   ISSN:  1309-8063 (Online) 
 

 16

Tulle, Emmanuelle (2008), “Acting your Age? Sports Science and the Ageing Body”, Journal of 
Aging Studies, Vol. 22, No. 4, pp. 340 – 347. 

Van Bottenbug, Maarten (2009), De maatschappelijke betekenis van sport: easy to see, hard to 
prove [in Dutch: The social meaning of sport: easy to see, hard to prove], Working paper. 
Universiteit Utrecht.  

Van Tuyckom, Charlotte, Jeroen Scheerder (2008), “Sport voor Allen: mythe of realiteit? Sociale 
gelaagdheid van sportbeoefening. Een onderzoeksnota [in Dutch: Sports for All, a myth or reality? 
The social stratification of sport] ”, Tijdschrift voor Sociologie, Vol. 4, pp. 454 – 465. 

Verté, Dominique, Nico De Witte en Liesbeth De Donder (2007), Schaakmat of aan zet? Monitor 
voor lokaal ouderenbeleid in Vlaanderen [in Dutch: Checkmate or to move, monitor for local 
policy on older people in Flanders], Brugge: Uitgeverij Vanden Broele. 

 


