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Q. What are the main obstacles in ensuring participation of all in sports? You may wish to discuss general obstacles that affect all (such as corruption) or obstacles that are set for specific sections of the population, including any discrimination based on age, colour, sex and gender, sexual orientation, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status.

Answer 

Introduction

1. Participation in Sports and Physical Activity (SAPA) is a key driver of individual health and well-being, and a vehicle for cultural integration, social cohesion, and economic development. It provides significant mental health benefits, fosters community spirit, and boosts productivity. Regular SAPA can dramatically reduce the risk of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) such as coronary heart disease, diabetes, and certain cancers. It also plays a vital role in preventing neurodegenerative disorders like Alzheimer's disease and extends life expectancy, enhancing the overall sense of community well-being.

2. However, the current landscape of SAPA in India indicates concerning trends of sedentary behaviour. A 2021 study revealed that 57% of the adult population in India did not meet the World Health Organization's recommended regimen of 150 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity per week.[footnoteRef:1] This, in addition to findings that increasing sedentary lifestyles have led to an estimated number of 101 million Indians affected by diabetes, over 200 million affected by generalized obesity, and about 300 million affected by hypertension.[footnoteRef:2] The consequent health complications of NCDs substantially increase the health care burden and costs, alongside limiting the quality of life. [1:  Podder V, Nagarathna R, Anand A, Patil SS, Singh AK, Nagendra HR. Physical Activity Patterns in India Stratified by Zones, Age, Region, BMI and Implications for COVID-19: A Nationwide Study. Annals of Neurosciences. 2020;27(3-4):193-203. doi:10.1177/0972753121998507]  [2:  Ranjit Mohan Anjana et al., Metabolic Non-Communicable Disease Health Report of India: The ICMR-INDIAB National Cross-Sectional Study (ICMR-INDIAB-17). The Lancet Diabetes & Endocrinology. 2023. 11(7) 474–489, doi:10.1016/S2213-8587(23)00119-5] 


3. Urban residents face unique challenges. Their sedentary lifestyles are exacerbated by technology, limited recreational space due to crowded living conditions, and cultural hesitations towards organized SAPA. In contrast, while rural populations may have more space and potentially more time, they often lack the necessary infrastructure, knowledge, and resources to fully engage in organized activities promoting SAPA. Additionally, the physically demanding nature of many rural occupations might discourage participation in recreational physical activities, limiting the scope of engagement.

4. Moreover, the journey towards inclusive sports participation is challenged by systemic issues. The unstructured growth of sports has resulted in unequal access to SAPA, especially for marginalized groups, low-income families often from rural areas, and minority communities. In addition, a deep-seated elite performance focus within a resource-limited sports domain is entrenched within the educational system and extends into the broader sports infrastructure, programs and governance. This focus categorizes potential participants by their perceived initial skills, acts primarily in service of medal winning goals, and consequently restricts long-term access to SAPA opportunities for many.

5. Addressing these multifaceted challenges necessitates a fundamental shift towards a philosophy of "sports for all" and "active for life." This approach aims to make the vast benefits of SAPA accessible to every segment of the population, regardless of skill level or background.[footnoteRef:3] Adopting this inclusive approach can benefit individual and community-level health, alongside enhancing social unity and economic productivity. This transition will require coordinated efforts across various levels of governance and society to dismantle existing barriers and promote a more equitable sports culture. Our submission focuses specifically on the Indian context, examining the unique challenges and opportunities that influence SAPA participation across various demographics within the country. [3:  The multifaceted approach can be understood through our “Sports and Physical Activity Stack” that envisions a ‘whole-of-ecosystem’ approach for all stakeholders: https://sports-society.org/methodology/ ] 


Obstacles to inclusive participation

6. The Indian sports policy landscape has historically prioritized elite performance, with national and state policies focusing heavily on the terminal outcomes of achieving international sporting success. This emphasis is reflected in government funding and corporate sponsorships, which predominantly support high-performance athletes through initiatives such as the Target Olympic Podium Scheme and Khelo India. While these efforts have elevated India's status in the international sports arena, they may have inadvertently contributed to prioritizing elite aspects that lead to overlooking the broader benefits of mass participation in SAPA. 

7. And, while the national sports policy does outline mass participation as a key objective, the perceived elite focus is captured by the following quote: “The health of Indian sports is, for some undefined reason, measured primarily by the country’s final standing on the medal table. The National Sports Awards points system is, naturally, designed to tabulate international victories. It is not uncommon to hear stories of parents pleading with PE teachers and coaches to develop their still-toddler wards into Olympic champions.[footnoteRef:4]” [4:  Nandan Kamath and Desh Gaurav Sekhri. “India’s CWG Success Against All Odds: Counting Our Medals & Making Them Count,” September 9, 2022. https://www.thebetterindia.com/296912/indian-sports-and-academics-commonwealth-games-medal-winning-athletes/ ] 


8. This focus affects not just the distribution of resources but also the societal perception of sports as a means to attain medals, endorsements, and social status rather than as a component of a healthy lifestyle for everyone in the population. 

9. Driven by this focus, sport can be seen as a club good rather than a public good, with resource limitations driving the prioritization of the sporting journeys of a few to avoid congestion. However, with the socio-economic growth of a country like India, new opportunities present themselves - to broaden both attitudes and approaches to SAPA.

Elite sports and schools

10. Educational and learning environments in schools are the foundation of interest and engagement in SAPA. Here, elite focus is a significant issue, with resources and support often disproportionately allocated to students who display talents or aptitudes. This early segregation in schools can restrict access and opportunities for students not immediately recognized as 'talented,' adversely affecting their long-term engagement with SAPA through reduced motivation, opportunities and attitudinal shaping. The emphasis on nurturing potential elite athletes often overshadows the critical importance of instilling SAPA habits in all students, which are essential for promoting lifelong health and well-being.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  ‘Designed to Move: Active Schools Report,’ International Council of Sport Science and Physical Education  
https://www.icsspe.org/system/files/Designed%20to%20Move%20-%20Active%20Schools%20Report.pdf#:~:text=Great%20ways%20to%20get%20to%2060%20minutes/day:,physical%20activity%20throughout%20the%20school%20day.%2031. ] 


11. Higher educational institutions like colleges and universities also play a pivotal role in supporting elite sports within the current policy framework. The Sports Authority of India (SAI) has established dedicated universities and centers focused on enhancing elite sports through specialized training and research. SAI's promotional schemes primarily target talent identification and development, with a significant focus on early ages and school students, reinforcing the cycle of elite prioritization.

12. Educational systems often focus more on traditional subjects like reading and math, treating physical education and other activities as 'extracurricular'.[footnoteRef:6] This view overlooks the key elements of SAPA, which has physical and social benefits. When children play, they're active, emotionally involved, and open to positive influences, all of which are important for overall development.[footnoteRef:7] In many schools, there is a trend where physical activities are being replaced by more sedentary activities. Often, these are seen as easier alternatives to active play.[footnoteRef:8] This is happening because the importance placed on traditional academics overshadows the cognitive and social benefits that physical activities provide for children’s development. Additionally, physical play is sometimes overlooked by teachers who may see it more as entertainment rather than a key part of learning.[footnoteRef:9] This view limits the use of active, play-based learning strategies in schools. It’s important to rethink how physical education is valued and integrated in schools to balance it with academic learning and ensure that all children can enjoy and benefit from being active, regardless of their athletic skills. [6:  Reuben Pandian, Why Sports Needs to Be Integrated into the Academic Curriculum, The Hindu, Dec. 24, 2024, https://www.thehindu.com/education/why-sports-needs-to-be-integrated-into-the-academic-curriculum/article67644620.ece. ]  [7:  M Saraswathy, NEP 2020: Sports to Be Soon Made Part of School Education Curriculum, MoneyControl, Aug. 16, 2021, https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/business/economy/nep-2020-sports-to-be-soon-made-part-of-school-education-curriculum-7339451.html. ]  [8:  Ramakrishna Bhat, “Successes and Challenges” in Azim Premji University, Learning Curve: Play as Learning (2021). ]  [9:  Nandan Kamath, Desh Gaurav Sekhri, and Shubham Jain, ‘From Stasis to Movement: Actualising a Fundamental Right to Physical Literacy in India’ (The Sports Law and Policy Centre for the Sports and Society Accelerator, February 2022), https://sports-society.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Physical-Literacy-Report-final.pdf. ] 


Infrastructure and Accessibility

13. While there has been promising growth in the development of sporting facilities and infrastructure for athletes in recent years, there is a strong need in developing infrastructure and facilities in schools and within communities to enable citizens to play and be active throughout their lives. With many such facilities and infrastructure located in relatively more affluent urban neighbourhoods, rural and low-income populations, especially children, who want to pursue sports or access avenues for participation in SAPA are disadvantaged. 

14. The 13th Annual Status of Education Report (2018) showed the wide disparity in terms of access to playgrounds within schools across various Indian states.[footnoteRef:10] While 8 in 10 schools had a playground available for students, either within the school premises or close by, physical education teachers are scarce in schools across rural India. There is also a stark difference between government and private schools. Only about 57% government schools in India have playgrounds while the number rises to about 78% for private schools. The survey also highlighted that sports equipment of some kind was observed in only 55.8% of primary schools and 71.5% of upper primary schools. Where available, equipment is often focused around promoting sports activities of a few rather than the physical education of the entire class. The percentage of institutions with playgrounds goes up significantly at the college and university level, hovering around 90%.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  ASER Centre Pratham, Annual Status of Education Report 2018 (Rural) (15 January 2019). ]  [11:  Government of India, Ministry of Education, All India Survey on Higher Education 2019-20, 33 (2020) ] 


15. In many other schools, it is not just a question of a lack of physical space. Either classrooms are unorganised or unused articles are dumped in them. Where sufficient grounds exist, they are not maintained and are not clean or safe for children. This constrains activity-based learning. In many schools, teachers find it risky to take children outside to the playground or to open spaces outside school areas.[footnoteRef:12] Conceptually, many teachers and parents see only the classroom as the right place for learning.  [12:  Supra note 7. ] 


16. Several Indians are also unable to afford the costs that are often associated with participating in SAPA, e.g., memberships, equipment, coaching, and enrolment in competitions. The lack of adequate facilities or transportation methods to support those who may be lacking financial support is amplified for Persons with Disabilities (PWDs) who require additional facilities. The issues of access, safety and privilege are intrinsically intertwined, with many aspects of SAPA participation being permission-based and requiring the consent and approval of others - be they parents, guardians, facility-owners or others controlling SAPA opportunities.

Social and Cultural Barriers

17. Play, games and sports are often associated with childhood and can also sometimes be presented as flippant and unproductive. This can stigmatize the pursuit of SAPA in adults. All this can result in a lack of motivation and a dearth of opportunities to participate in SAPA. Cultural norms and societal stereotypes further restrict participation across demographics. There is often a common stigma associated with participating in SAPA, shaped by traditional gender roles and misunderstandings about the abilities of individuals with disabilities. Without enough support and encouragement from their communities or families, people can be discouraged from taking part in SAPA. This may tend to restrict SAPA participation to a smaller, more privileged group. 

18. Studies have shown that, in India, among other countries, the female gender is perceived by adolescent boys and girls to be associated with lower interest and/or engagement in SAPA (see footnote[footnoteRef:13]). It is suggested that adolescent girls’ lack of motivation to participate in SAPA might be linked to stated intrinsic preferences to be sedentary, aesthetic concerns, perception of SAPA as un-feminine, restrictions on exercising while menstruating, as well as social cues and norms, such as lower expectations for girls’ performance in school sports, lower societal value for women’s competitive sports, lack of equal opportunities to train and compete, and concerns about girls’ reputation and safety if playing outdoors.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Sports and Society Accelerator (SSA) & Women Entrepreneurship Platform (WEP), The Role of Technology in Advancing the Inclusion of Women and Girls in Sport and Physical Activity in India (Nov. 2023), 
sports-society.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Tech-for-sports_SSA-WEP-report.pdf]  [14:  Ambika Satija et al, Physical Activity Among Adolescents in India: A Qualitative Study of Barriers and Enablers, 45(6), Health Education and Behavior 1 (2018). ] 


19. Given the association of physical activities with achievement, talent and abilities, students with disabilities might self-exclude or are often asked to sit out from physical education classes or are provided alternatives rather than integrated into the physical activities and games. 

Policy and Governance

20. Despite the evident benefits of broad-based sports participation, current SAPA policies continue to reinforce an elite-focused model. For instance, in FY 2023-2024, the total allocation for sports in India stood at INR 2462 crore. Khelo India, the flagship sports development program received around half of this budget alone. The increased allocation towards Khelo India may have to do with the preparation of elite athletes for the then upcoming Asian Games and the 2024 Paris Olympic Games. The Khelo India initiative extends its impact to universities by organizing University Level Games, intending to bridge the gap between grassroots sports and higher competitive levels. However, the effectiveness of this initiative within universities depends on various factors, including the level of awareness, infrastructure availability, and institutional support for sports.

21. While sports budgets have kept increasing over the years, the allocated funds of national and state governments in India are still primarily used to identify talent, create progression pathways, prepare elite athletes for competitions abroad and for holding national and international sports competitions. There are no specific budget allocations for sport-for-development and SAPA-for-all initiatives. These are essential for achieving developmental goals and fostering a culture of SAPA, which in turn promotes healthy living and an active lifestyle in various environments.

22. The current gap in targeted policy frameworks to promote inclusive SAPA participation is an opportunity for India. Reassessing measures of success of SAPA programs to factor not only international accolades but also increased participation rates and health outcomes is a major opportunity. This is especially so with its prevalent favourable demographic dividend and young population. The governance approach can be helped through actionable policy and planning to ensure that SAPA facilities are accessible and SAPA participation is appealing and an imperative to the entire population, fostering an inclusive culture.

Strategic Recommendations

23. India is poised to lead a global SAPA agenda, benefiting from decades of demographic dividends and a strong emphasis on health and fitness. This positions the country as a leader in universal SAPA participation, leveraging its unique cultural and health-focused resources. To achieve this goal, India must tackle various challenges including awareness, availability, access, affordability, attitudes, motivation, and incentives.[footnoteRef:15] Addressing these issues will require comprehensive policies, programs, and projects that enhance capacity, develop systems, and create supportive environments for SAPA. This involves: [15: In developing these strategic recommendations, we apply a framework from the From Stasis to Movement report, which emphasizes awareness, availability, access, affordability, attitudes, motivation, and incentives as key factors for enhancing SAPA participation. However, due to the scope and limitations of this response, we have not elaborated on each of these aspects in detail.] 

a. Implementing a SAPA-for-all approach: Framework must look at grassroots participation in SAPA as a crucial component of personal and community development, moving beyond its traditional view as merely a feeder for elite sports.
b. Universal design in SAPA-based infrastructure: Development of facilities that are accessible and welcoming to all members of society, regardless of their physical abilities, socio-economic background, age, etc.
c. Community-based programmes: Launching initiatives that promote participation in SAPA for enjoyment and health, and engage diverse populations including historically underrepresented and marginalized groups.

24. The rest of this section explores these in more detail.

Promoting Physical Literacy in Schools

25. Recognizing the pivotal role of schools, it is crucial to integrate SAPA as a core component of educational settings. Quality physical literacy, vital in both primary and secondary education, supports the development of physical skills, fitness, life skills, and cognitive, social, and emotional abilities. It also instills values and attitudes that help shape socially responsible citizens. The most effective implementation of physical literacy occurs when it is fully resourced, respected, and valued for its comprehensive benefits. The right to physical literacy must not be confused with an aspirational and limited ‘right to sport’, recognising that sports talent identification and sports performance require different approaches and goals that can be both supportive and dilutive of population-level physical literacy goals.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Supra note 8.] 


26. To address the elite focus in sports and foster inclusivity, schools must adopt a physical literacy curriculum that promotes participation in SAPA for all students. This curriculum should concentrate on developing fundamental movement skills and cultivating positive attitudes toward lifelong SAPA. It is crucial to enhance educator training programs to equip teachers with the skills and vocabulary needed to support diverse student participation in SAPA.

27. Additionally, the emphasis on sports metrics and talent identification within schools should be reconsidered. Such a focus can undermine the primary goal of promoting active, healthy lifestyles for all students, potentially turning the pursuit of sporting excellence into a tool of exclusion. Instead, physical education should emphasize fun, exploration, and enjoyment of SAPA by all students, irrespective of their abilities or talents. Sports progression and excellence, while still valued, should naturally evolve from an inclusive educational system that is age-appropriate, stage-appropriate, and additive, fostering a supportive environment that encourages lifelong engagement in SAPA. This balanced approach ensures that physical literacy is valued as highly as academic achievement, contributing to the development of well-rounded individuals.

Policy Reforms and Innovations

28. There is an opportunity to create and enhance policy frameworks for making SAPA-for-all a national and state government imperative. A National Physical Literacy Mission could be established to ensure consistent and inclusive SAPA policy implementation across India. 

29. This national agenda would facilitate a unified approach, encouraging local, state, and central governments to enhance systems for achieving universal participation in SAPA. The importance of an integrated and holistic sport and health policy agenda has already been recognised in a few states who are adopting an approach of sport for social good, that is based on inclusion, access, and participation alongside sporting success. Such states have prioritized physical training education, boosting sports participation among school children and women, and enhancing infrastructure development. They have implemented strategies to increase school children's engagement in sports, enhance women's participation, and develop incentive structures that link sports participation and excellence with employment opportunities in the government sector. Focusing on youth involvement, these states are investing in grassroots initiatives through public-private partnerships to foster physically active environments in villages. Adopting a SAPA agenda at national scale will encourage governments at all levels to further systems to achieve universal participation in adequate SAPA.

Enhancing Collaboration and Awareness

30. Increased collaboration between educational institutions, sports organizations, health sectors, and community groups is essential to create a supportive ecosystem for SAPA. The roles of these stakeholders in such an ecosystem would consist of the following:
a. Do: Local governments and sports federations actively implementing SAPA initiatives.
b. Fund: Central and state governments, along with private partners, providing necessary funding for infrastructure, programs, and research.
c. Regulate: Setting clear regulations and standards to guide SAPA activities, ensuring quality, safety, and equitable access.

31. The collaboration needs to be complemented by community engagement. National campaigns and local initiatives should be employed to shift societal attitudes towards SAPA, emphasizing inclusivity and the lifelong benefits of participation. These efforts should emphasize the value of SAPA at population scale, irrespective of ability, talent, or competence. By promoting SAPA as an effective tool for health, education, and economic benefits, public awareness campaigns can help to transform the perception of sports from elite achievement to valuable life skills and community well-being.

32. Wider policy initiatives, including urban and rural design, public and private employment qualification requirements, medical and health insurance mandates, and other demand-led measures that will increase the value of being physically literate can be combined with better elaboration and enforcement of accreditation requirements of education boards and institutions on the supply-side. These strategic recommendations aim to counter the current elite-centric structure, replacing it with a holistic approach that promotes SAPA as a key component of health and well-being for everyone.


About the Sports and Society Accelerator: The Sports and Society Accelerator is a public-spirited, independent, not-for-profit organization based in India, working to shape the world around us through sport and physical activity (SAPA). Our team brings a diverse set of skills and extensive experience in Indian sports policy, law, governance, and sport-for-development to our mission. We envision an India that achieves universal participation in SAPA, driven by “Mission 100” – universal physical activity in India by 2047 with every child playing, and every Indian active. To achieve this goal, we bring an ecosystem-building approach while working towards 100% of the population participating in physical activity or playing sports.
