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Abstract
Social changes have been influencing determinants for sports participation since the introduction 
of the Sport for All ideology in the early 1970s. Consistent with Crum’s sportisation theory, 
today’s modes of sports practices, as well as the network of sport services, have diversified and 
de-traditionalised.
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As part of a research tradition, this contribution aims at analysing changes in sports participation 
styles in kinesiology students in Belgium during the past four decades (1972–2009). The distinct 
target group was supposed to fulfil a trend-setting role in the area of active sports participation. 
Data were obtained from a standardised retrospective questionnaire on leisure-time sports 
participation. Using standardised methods, Principal Component Analysis was used to identify 
patterns of sports participation. The results show a diversification of sports participation styles 
until the 1980s, followed by an intensification of basic style components since the 1990s. Sports 
participation styles between 1999 and 2009 are subdivided into multiple distinct traditional and 
non-traditional components, with growing emphasis on non-traditional, alternative practices. 
Newly observed components in 2009 are discussed in relation to previous time intervals and 
trends in sports participation.

Keywords
de-traditionalisation, market segmentation, sportisation, sports participation styles, trend 
setters

Introduction

The legitimation of the Sport for All ideology in Europe in the 1970s (Council of Europe, 
1975) has generated wide interest in sports participation research of different kinds. 
Generally, it has been shown that participation in sport has been rising since the 1970s 
(Pilgaard, 2010; Scheerder and Vos, 2011; Stamatakis and Chaudhury, 2008; Stamm and 
Lamprecht, 2010; Statistics Sweden, 2009). Due to the related expansion of sports provi-
sion and participation opportunities, however, attention must be paid to a diversifying 
tendency in contexts and preferences for sport and physical activity behaviour (Scheerder 
et al., 2005; Van Bottenburg et al., 2005). Indeed, the majority of European nations 
(i.e. Belgium, the Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, 
Slovakia, Spain and the United Kingdom) are representing a large variety of different 
contexts to partake in sport (Van Tuyckom, 2011).

Although general sports participation rates have been on the rise over the years, the 
popularity of different forms has been fluctuating. That is, a first participation wave in 
the 1970s was due to an increase in club-organised activity, whereas a second rise in 
sports participation since the 1990s is mainly caused by commitment in non-organised 
sport (De Knop et al., 1996; Laakso et al., 2008; Scheerder and Vos, 2011). This implies 
that the current popularity of conventional activities is debated (EC/DGEC, 2010; 
Kjønniksen et al., 2008; Scheerder and Vos, 2011; Sport England, 2003). Thus, develop-
ments in participation patterns seem to be mainly due to the proliferation of alternative 
and recreational leisure-time activities (Skille, 2005; Tomlinson et al., 2005). In a num-
ber of (inter)national studies, this trend comes forward from top-ranked sport activities 
in the overall population. At present, among different studies it appears that the most 
popular activities are often sports such as fitness, running, recreational biking, recrea-
tional swimming and recreational walking (Breuer et al., 2011; Hylton and Totten, 2008; 
Kjønniksen et al., 2008; Laub, 2012; Scheerder et al., 2011a; Van Bottenburg et al., 
2005). The trend towards higher participation rates in non-organised activities is 
described by Green (2002) as informalisation.
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Theoretical framework

The above-mentioned developments can be traced to Crum’s (1991) sportisation theory. 
He stated that social tendencies have generally led to a more diversified sports landscape. 
This appears from the changing nature of provision and promotion of exercise, as well as 
from the change in participants’ sports and context preferences (Burton et al., 2012; 
Scheerder et al., 2011a). Consistent with a socio-ecological model (Sallis et al., 2008), 
differential factors on the individual and social or physical environmental level are used 
to explain processes of internal differentiation in the overall sports landscape.

At the individual (intra- and interpersonal) level, it has been found that changes in 
sports participation are related to motives, determinants and personal preferences towards 
engagement in activities and the institutional context (Breuer et al., 2011; Recours et al., 
2004; Wheaton, 2010). Firstly, differences with regard to motivation are found in gender, 
showing that females are more likely to be affected by enjoyment and social interaction 
than their male counterparts (Allender et al., 2006; Recours et al., 2004). In addition, 
relations are found between female participants’ motivations for certain forms of leisure 
activities and their body image or physical and mental health (Allender et al., 2006; 
Casey et al., 2009; Eime et al., 2010; Pelletier et al., 1995). Regarding the context, boys 
are more often engaged in traditional sport (Laakso et al., 2008), whereas the majority of 
females prefer to engage in non-traditional activities (Allender et al., 2006; Kjønniksen 
et al., 2008). Besides gender differences, it has also been shown that club sports partici-
pation decreases with age (e.g. Richards et al., 2007). Consistent with these findings, 
also people at risk of inactivity (e.g. low-income groups, people with weight concerns or 
elderly) tend to be more easily attracted by recreational or informal forms of sport 
(Allender et al., 2006; Burton et al., 2012). These arguments show that the majority of 
the above-mentioned groups prefer informal, low- or no-cost activities in the neighbour-
hood (e.g. close to home, outdoor, alone), whereas competition is a less important drive 
(Burton et al., 2012; Casey et al., 2009).

It is suggested that societal changes have been contributing to the sportisation of soci-
ety (Crum, 1991). On the one hand, sportisation of sport comes from a junction between 
values such as professionalisation, commercialisation and mediatisation, which empha-
sise the competitive character of sports practices. On the other hand, de-sportisation of 
sport contains values that have contributed to the emergence of lower threshold initia-
tives in order to guarantee accessibility in sport. Important tendencies that have been 
contributing to this development are, for example, individualisation (Beck, 1992; 
Giddens, 1990) aging or medicalisation. In this view, sport is often used for health pur-
poses, social inclusion or pleasure (Crum, 1991). Due to these evolutions, opportunities 
to participate in sport have expanded. That is, the ‘mass sport triangle’ as a representation 
of the large network of sport services in the civic, public and market sector (Scheerder et 
al., 2011b) shows that opportunities to engage in sport today are numerous. This is the 
result of the adaption of sport services to societal changes influencing people’s sports 
behaviour and preferences over time.

To sum up, it appears that other social contexts than sports clubs are gaining popu-
larity for several reasons. That is, diverse motivations for participation, the expansion 
of contexts and services and increasing policy interest in relation to societal trends 
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have led to a landscape of multiple and increasingly fragmented and de-traditionalised 
forms of sport behaviour and provision (Crum, 1991; Moens and Scheerder, 2004; 
Wheaton, 2010).

As a contribution to sports participation research from a broader perspective, the pre-
sent study aims to investigate how the described trends are reflected in the sports partici-
pation styles of kinesiology students as a distinct section of the sports active population. 
Following Rogers’ (2003) theory on innovation, it is suggested that kinesiology students 
can be considered as early adopters of innovation in sports participation patterns. This 
implies that the innovative sports participation styles they adopt tend to be imitated by 
others in their social environment in a later stage (Scheerder et al., 2005). These stages 
are quite similar to the diffusion of innovations in sports organisations (e.g. Newell and 
Swan, 1995; Wolfe, 1994; Zaltman et al., 1973).

This study is part of a repetitive cross-sectional research tradition on the detection of 
sports participation styles by kinesiology students. A first generation of this research 
presented the results from 1972 to 1999 (Scheerder et al., 2005). In the present contribu-
tion, new styles in sports participation are investigated using identical analyses on data 
obtained in 2009. Two main research questions are put forward: (1) which basic styles in 
sports participation can today be observed in kinesiology students; and (2) which major 
changes have been taking place since the implementation of this time-trend analysis in 
the 1970s. Results are discussed in relation to previous time intervals and new trends in 
sports participation.

Methods and materials

This study builds on a tradition of time-trend analyses in sports participation through 
stapled cross-sectional research on sports participation styles in kinesiology students 
since the early 1970s (Scheerder et al., 2005). To ensure comparability with earlier edi-
tions, the same methodological and statistical procedures are used. The focus of this 
study is on the presentation of results obtained in 2009. As a previous edition of this 
analysis (1972–1999) has already been published by Scheerder et al. (2005), detailed 
information on the sample and results from the former time intervals is not replicated. An 
overview of sample sizes of previous time intervals is presented in Table 1.

Table 1.  Overview of sample sizes in different subgroups of the time-trend analysis  
(1972–2009).

Subgroup Males Females Total Response rate

1972 187 – 187 100%
1977/76a 168 98 266 99%
1982 111 63 174 87%
1988/93 122 89 211 89%
1998/99 164 149 313 89%
2009 95 131 226 55%
Total 847 530 1377  

Notes: a1977 = males only; 1976 = females only.
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Sampling

The current edition (2009) comprises a sample of 17–24-year-old students in Physical 
Education (PE) and Kinesiology and Rehabilitation Sciences (further called ‘kinesiology 
students’) (Mage = 19.68 (±1.86)). Participants were recruited at the Faculty of Kinesiology 
and Rehabilitation Sciences at the University of Leuven (Belgium). The sample con-
sisted of 226 first-year students, of whom 95 boys and 131 girls (response rate 55%). For 
the first time in this research tradition, more female than male students took part in the 
survey. This reflects gender-related changes in the observed population of kinesiology 
students since the last decade. As the response rate for boys and girls was comparable, 
the sample is proved to be representative for the target group with regard to gender. 
Moreover, being first-year students at university level, the actual sample was considered 
homogeneous in terms of other independent variables such as age, social status, geo-
graphical location and intensity and frequency of sports participation. Table 2 provides 
an overview of descriptive statistics on social background and sports participation in the 
sample. The measure of the socio-economic status (SES) was based on the level of edu-
cation and the profession of the parents. It must be noted that the observed distribution in 
SES was operationalised on the sample and can thus not be considered as representative 
for the overall population. All of the respondents are actively involved in leisure-time 
sport. A significant difference between male and female students is observed in the aver-
age time spent on sports participation per week. Also, girls seem to be significantly more 
attracted by recreational activities than boys.

The target group was chosen for three reasons. Firstly, kinesiology students generally 
represent an intense and variegated pattern of sports practices and have a rich tradition in 
sports participation. A large set of sports practices per person (Table 2) provides the 
opportunity to investigate patterns in sports participation styles. Secondly, due to their 
particular interests, they often get in touch with innovation in sports practices at an early 
stage. This may justify their status as ‘early adopters’ of sports practices (Rogers, 2003; 
Scheerder et al., 2005). Thirdly, in their professional field (e.g. as PE teacher, coach, 
sports manager or physiotherapist) they can be considered as role-models in sports prac-
tices. This implies that a broader part of society can later be inspired by their ideas. 
Although the sample has specific features and cannot be considered as representative for 
the larger population, the time-trend study of kinesiology students from the perspective 
as trend setters in sports participation practices can offer knowledge on changing sports 
participation styles over time.

Instrumentation

Data were obtained from a standardised retrospective questionnaire on leisure-time 
sports activities performed in the previous academic year. Leisure-time sport was defined 
as all club-organised, informally organised or self-organised (e.g. individual, with 
friends, with family) sports practices performed during leisure time. Mandatory curricu-
lum sport activities were not taken into account. A list of sports practices was provided 
and could be completed with other sports. The questionnaire was tested for validity and 
remained the same over years (Scheerder et al., 2005; Vanreusel, 1985).
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Statistical analysis procedures

Identical to previous stages of this time-trend research (Scheerder et al., 2005), Principal 
Component Analysis (PCA) was used. PCA is a technique to reduce a diversified number 
of dimensions in the raw data in order to define patterns, without losing information. By 
presenting data in a more structured way, similarities and differences can be found 
(Smith, 2002). This is an exploratory tool, in which the researcher is required to make 
various decisions (Field, 2009). Therefore, the use of PCA for the analysis procedures of 
the current study is described in the following paragraphs.

SPSS software (version 19.0) was used to run PCA on reported sports activities, in 
order to investigate whether the heterogeneous merge of sports practices could be divided 
into more homogeneous components. Data were classified by dichotomous (yes/no) 
variables: a person practises a sport (1) or not (0). Although PCA is usually run on metric 
data, the technique can also be applied to categorical variables as a final analysis proce-
dure (Hair et al., 1995). Sports activities with at least five subjects involved were retained. 
Because different participation patterns are expected (Table 2), data from male and 
female students were analysed separately. To maximise the variance of the loadings 
within the components, Varimax rotation (orthogonal) was used. The final decision about 
the number of components retained was based on the Kaiser’s criterion (eigenvalue of at 
least 1) and the first breaking point on the corresponding scree-plot.

The final retained components represented groupings of sports that loaded high on 
one component and could thus be put together as a style or pattern of sports participation. 
Analogue with techniques used in previous time intervals, a 0.3 cut-off score was set. 

Table 2.  Background characteristics of 17–24-year-old kinesiology students; anno 2009 (total 
N = 226).

Male students 
(n = 95)

Female students 
(n = 131)

Sign.

Mean age (years) 19.78 (±1.84) 19.61 (±1.88) NS
Response rate 52.5% 56.0% NS
Socio-economic status
    Low 34.7% 31.5% NS
    Medium 37.9% 33.1% NS
    High 27.4% 35.4% NS
Participation in leisure-time sport 100% 100% NS
Participation in club-organised sport 84.2% 71.0% NS
Average number of sports practised per person 
(diversity)

3.4 (±1.70) 3.0 (±1.98) NS

Average time of sports participation per week (h, min) 8.7 (±5.12) 6.0 (±4.97) ***
Level of sports participation
    Competitive 30.5% 26.2% NS
    Recreational 46.1% 56.0% ***
    Competitive + recreational 23.4% 17.8% NS

Notes: NS = Not significant; *** = p <.001.
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This allowed one to retain a minimum number of representative sports activities in the 
defined patterns, without losing information. Only the highest loading for each sport 
activity was retained. Variables that did not correlate with one of the defined styles were 
eliminated. Labelling of the styles relied on the researchers’ interpretation of the content 
of the components; this is substantiated in the Results section.

Results

PCA produced five components for the male students and four for the female students. 
Styles were presented in order of the amount of variance explained (variance account for 
(VAF)) by the component. In a second step, the emerging components were compared to 
the results of previous time intervals (Scheerder et al., 2005).

Results of the PCA among male kinesiology students

For the male students, five distinct styles in leisure-time sports participation (total VAF = 
0.473) have been identified through PCA (Table 3). A local recreational component (VAF 
= 0.129) came forward as the most pronounced male sport style. This style contains sports 
that can be practised in an informal, recreational way (e.g. tennis, squash, table tennis, 
running, swimming and surfing). A second participation style, the component of lifestyle 
sports (VAF = 0.096), puts together ostentatious and challenging activities. Activities in 
this style are characterised by meanings related to personal challenge, alternativeness, 
adventure or extremity, and are often seasonally determined (Salome, 2010; Tomlinson et 
al., 2005). Those sports were traditionally practised outdoor but have been popularised in 
recent decades due to indoorised alternatives (Van Bottenburg and Salome, 2010). For 
example, mountain biking, winter sports, indoor climbing and track and field are repre-
sented in this cluster. Due to seasonal characteristics, these sports are convertible between 
seasons, which can explain their interrelated consistency. The physical health and fitness 
(VAF = 0.089) component that appeared from the analysis regards aerobic sports activi-
ties such as fitness and cycling. It is noteworthy that also running and swimming load 
relatively high on this component. Furthermore, traditional styles were clustered into two 
components, with a traditional team (VAF = 0.083) and a traditional individual (VAF = 
0.076) style. In general, these styles often contain sports that are usually taught as part of 
the educational curriculum. Team activities (e.g. soccer, basketball, volleyball) are neces-
sarily practised with others, whereas individual activities (e.g. gymnastics, badminton) 
can be practised alone or one to one. Both of the traditional components require disci-
plined training sessions in a particular sports club and often have a competitive goal.

Negative factor loadings on the retained components indicate that a particular sport 
did not fit within one of the retained components. For the male subgroup, it appears that 
soccer (classified as traditional team) was inversely related to the component of ostenta-
tiously and challenging sports, as well as to health- and fitness-oriented activities. From 
a similar perspective, cycling (classified as health- and fitness-oriented) loaded negative 
on the traditional individual component. Martial arts were dropped in the analysis due to 
a lack of consistence with one of the presented styles.
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Results of the PCA among female kinesiology students

Regarding female participation styles, four distinct components (total VAF = 0.402) 
emerged from the analysis (Table 4).

First, a traditional style (VAF = 0.147) includes sports such as handball, basketball, 
soccer, hockey, track and field, and gymnastics. As mentioned earlier, this style is often 
related to official competition, rankings, membership and fixed training sessions in a 
sports club. Together with a component of aesthetically oriented activities (different 
forms of dance and ballet; VAF = 0.095), these first two participation patterns accounted 
for the highest amount of variance explained. Third, the component of physical health 
and fitness (VAF = 0.082) consists of recreational activities such as running, aerobics, 
fitness, swimming and squash. One of the main goals of health-oriented activities is to 
improve physical health and fitness. The local recreational component (VAF = 0.078) 
comprises, comparable to the male sample, ‘fun sports’ that can be performed in a less 
formal context (e.g. badminton, table tennis, surfing, volleyball). However, it is 

Table 3.  Results of the Principal Component Analysis on sports participation styles of male 
kinesiology students; anno 2009 (N = 95).

Sport disciplines C1 C2 C3 C4 C5

Component 1: Local recreational
    Tennis .742 .063 .037 .084 .047
    Surfing .614 .232 .091 −.242 .140
    Squash .603 .005 −.366 .036 .100
    Table tennis .526 −.190 −.262 .372 −.221
    Swimming .522 −.113 .298 .162 −.101
    Running .330 −.277 .258 .237 −.129
Component 2: Lifestyle sports
    Mountain biking .102 .705 −.071 −.042 −.176
    Indoor climbing −.069 .592 −.005 −.093 −.126
    Track and field −.294 .580 −.083 .394 .208
    Ski/snowboard .175 .347 .099 −.032 .119
Component 3: Physical health and fitness
    Fitness .083 −.143 .716 .186 .021
    Cycling −.025 .013 .509 .032 −.431
Component 4: Traditional team
    Soccer .042 −.304 −.615 .303 −.200
    Basketball .007 −.001 .052 .626 .022
    Volleyball .021 −.202 −.022 .597 .117
Component 5: Traditional individual
    Gymnastics −.009 .109 .166 .294 .758
    Badminton .057 −.243 −.127 −.162 .679
Dropped variables
    Martial arts −.202 −.144 −.067 −.345 .102

Variance accounted for (VAF) 0.129 0.096 0.089 0.083 0.076
Eigenvalue 2.330 1.736 1.599 1.497 1.360
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noteworthy that volleyball equally reaches the retention criterion in the traditional com-
ponent, whereas hockey also has a high loading on the local recreational component.

In the female analysis, only running showed a highly negative factor loading on the 
aesthetically oriented component. This implies that dancing is often not combined with 
running as a leisure-time activity. Ski and snowboard were eliminated from the female 
analysis due to a lack of consistence with one of the components mentioned before. Also 
tennis was dropped because of loadings beneath the cut-off score. However, tennis 
scored relatively high on both the local recreational and the health- and fitness-oriented 
styles. Further notifications with regard to the (non-)retention of variables will be 
elaborated in the discussion.

Time trends in sports participation from 1972 to 2009

The comparison of current findings with results of previous research (Scheerder et al., 
2005) allows depicting and interpreting the evolution of sports participation styles from 
the beginning of the 1970s to date (2009). In the male (Figure 1) and female (Figure 2) 

Table 4.  Results of the Principal Component Analysis on sports participation styles in female 
kinesiology students; anno 2009 (N = 131).

Sport disciplines C1 C2 C3 C4

Component 1: Traditional
    Handball .799 .054 .147 .066
    Basketball .723 .038 .181 .163
    Soccer .586 −.062 .084 .107
    Gymnastics .576 .043 −.122 −.187
    Track and field .537 −.088 −.101 .009
    Hockey .351 .001 .308 −.128
Component 2: Aesthetics
    Ballet −.073 .838 −.036 −.128
    Dance −.066 .831 −.070 .134
Component 3: Physical health and fitness
    Running .154 −.355 .352 .018
    Aerobics −.250 −.113 .589 −.061
    Fitness .136 −.168 .483 .181
    Swimming .098 .030 .586 .066
    Squash .050 .177 .531 −.161
Component 4: Local recreational
    Badminton .166 .064 −.008 .713
    Table tennis .011 .081 −.171 .645
    Surfing −.141 −.046 .241 .516
    Volleyball .362 −.130 −.083 .393
Dropped variables
    Tennis −.057 .085 .283 .281
    Ski/snowboard −.094 −.260 −.099 −.109

Variance accounted for (VAF) 0.147 0.095 0.082 0.078
Eigenvalue 2.786 1.799 1.557 1.486
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component tree, the evolution of a diversifying participation landscape (1972–2009) is 
visualised. All components or styles are presented within a continuum of performance-
oriented sports (i.e. related to traditional organised competition) to participation-ori-
ented sports (i.e. emphasis on social inclusion and/or fun). For both the male and the 
female results, a short descriptive analysis is provided in the following section.

Early 1970s

Mid-1970s

Early 1980s

Late 1980s –
early 1990s

Late 1990s
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E
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T
E
D
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A
R
T
I
C
I
P
A
T
I
O
N

O
R
I
E
N
T
E
D

Late 2000s

TRADITIONAL
COMPETITIVE
(track & field,

gymnastics, swimming,
basketball, handball,

soccer, volleyball)

NON-TRADITIONAL-
COMPETITIVE

(other ball-sports, martial
arts, tennis, …)

TRADITIONAL-
COMPETITIVE
(track & field,
gymnastics,

swimming, basketball,
handball, soccer,

volleyball)
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COMPETITIVE
(track & field,
gymnastics,

swimming, basketball,
handball, volleyball)

TRADITIONAL-
COMPETITIVE
(track & field,
gymnastics,

swimming, basketball,
handball, soccer and

volleyball)
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COMPETITIVE
(track & field,

gymnastics, swimming,
basketball, handball,

volleyball, rugby,
badminton, …)

LOCAL-
RECREATIONAL

(tennis, table tennis,
badminton)

CONSUMPTIVE LOCAL-
RECREATIONAL

(running, tennis, table
tennis, soccer)

LOCAL-
RECREATIONAL

(ice skating,
recreational cycling,

recreational swimming,
table tennis)

OSTENTATIOUSLY-
RECREATIONAL

(skiing, mountaineering,
tennis, sailing, …)

OSTENTATIOUSLY-
RECREATIONAL

(skiing, windsurfing, …)

INTENSIFIED
OSTENTATIOUSLY-

RECREATIONAL
(indoor climbing,

windsurfing, skiing, …)

OSTENTATIOUSLY-
RECREATIONAL

(horse riding, skiing,
windsurfing, sailing,

aquatic sports…)

windsurfing

j udo

fitness
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TEAM

(soccer,
basketball,
volleyball)

PHYSICAL
HEALTH &
FITNESS
(fitness,
cycling)

LIFESTYLE
SPORTS

(mountain biking,
indoor climbing,

skiing,
snowboarding,…)

LOCAL-
RECREATIONAL
(tennis, surfing,

table tennis,
swimming,
running)

TRADITIONAL
INDIVIDUAL
(gymnastics,
badminton)

Figure 1.  Time-trend analysis of sports participation styles in male kinesiology students 
(1972–2009); elaborated from Scheerder et al. (2005: 425).
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In male sports participation styles (Figure 1), two main components were observed 
until the early 1980s: (1) a traditional/competitive component, versus (2) a non-tradi-
tional/competitive participation style (Scheerder et al., 2005). The general idea behind 
this two-fold classification equally dominated the style analysis in more recent decades 
and has remained useful until today. However, traditional boundaries of the styles have 

TRADITIONAL-
COMPETITIVE

(soccer, basketball, 
handball, gymnastics,

track & field, badminton)

Mid-1970s

Early 1980s

TRADITIONAL-
COMPETITIVE
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climbing, cycling, 

snowboarding, 
handball, skiing, wind

surfing, fitness)

PHYSICAL 
HEALTH & 
FITNESS

(fitness, running,
aerobics, 

swimming, 
squash)

OSTENTATIOUSLY
RECREATIONAL

(tennis, (cross-country) 
skiing, wind surfing, 
table tennis, horse 

riding, sailing)

INTENSIFIED LOCAL 
RECREATIONAL

(squash, mountainbike, 
soccer, running)

LOCAL -
RECREATIONAL
(badminton, table 

tennis, surfing, 
volleyball)

P
E
R
F
O
R
M
A
N
C
E

O
R
I
E
N
T
E
D

P
A
R
T
I
C
I
P
A
T
I
O
N

O
R
I
E
N
T
E
D

HETEROGENEOUS
(judo, volleyball, 

dance, martial arts, 
aquatic sports)

RECREATIONAL
(tennis, skiing, table 
tennis, horse riding, 

water skiing, ice 
skating)

HETEROGENEOUS
(judo, badminton, 

soccer)

TRADITIONAL-
COMPETITIVE

(volleyball, basketball, 
handball, soccer, track 

& field, swimming, 
gymnastics,…)

OSTENTATIOUSLY
RECREATIONAL

(tennis, skiing, wind 
surfing, running)

HETEROGENEOUS
(dance, squash)

judo

dance

AESTHETICS
(dance, ballet)

Figure 2.  Time-trend analysis of sports participation styles in female kinesiology students 
(1976–2009); elaborated from Scheerder et al. (2005: 431).
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been fluctuating due to a more diversifying pathway on the non-traditional side. That is, 
a clear division of recreational participation styles was observed, with a new health- and 
fitness-oriented, a local recreational, and a lifestyle component.

A comparable trend was found in female participation styles (Figure 2), with a stable 
traditional component since the mid-1970s and an intensified crystallised pattern of non-
traditional activities since the new millennium. Whereas in earlier years a broadly het-
erogeneous component was distinguished at the participation side, the 2009 analysis 
provided a more comprehensive classification of recreational forms. As such, aestheti-
cally oriented activities were found to describe a very specific range of activities. The 
new health- and fitness-oriented component may refer to girls’ participation preferences 
in leisure-time sport to maintain a healthy body and shape (Allender et al., 2006; Casey 
et al., 2009; Pelletier et al., 1995).

Not only between components of sports practices, but also within the different com-
ponents, considerable changes have been taking place over time. Some sports that used 
to be perceived ‘traditional’ in the beginning of this time-trend analysis now have been 
moving to other groupings. For example, in both gender subgroups swimming has been 
classified in the traditional competitive component until the 1999 analysis. In the cur-
rent study, swimming is determined in the health- and fitness-oriented or local rec-
reational style. Also volleyball in the female subgroup has expanded from a unique 
traditional image towards a more local recreational variant. In this view, it is suggested 
that previous performance-oriented sports today are, besides in its traditional forms, 
practised in more informal or loose bindings, with emphasis on participation and aims 
of health and joy. Also fitness, which has only been observed since the late 1990s, has 
trickled into the health component. A change in participation patterns of particular 
sports can explain previously observed declines or changes in particular contexts 
(Scheerder and Vos, 2011).

In both the 2009 male and female subgroups, some components were relabelled due to 
changes in participation patterns of particular sports. For example, the previously named 
‘intensified ostentatiously-recreational’ component comprised sports that are now classi-
fied as lifestyle sports (e.g. mountain biking, skiing, etc.). Their character has changed 
due to commodification and commercialisation in artificial settings (Salome, 2010). Also 
the competitive character of traditional sport styles was eliminated, as modes of competi-
tion today are also rising in recreational categories. As such, recreational sport participa-
tion often pursues competitive goals, in which only ‘light’ levels of commitment are 
required (e.g. long-distance running or triathlon without club membership). Nevertheless, 
regarding the continuum of performance to participation-oriented sports, the traditional 
competition is still expected to be found at the outer edge of performance-oriented sports.

Discussion

Stagnation in club sport since the end of the 1990s in combination with an overall rise in 
sports participation rates (Pilgaard, 2010; Scheerder and Vos, 2011; Sport England, 2003; 
Stamatakis and Chaudhury, 2008; Stamm and Lamprecht, 2010; Statistics Sweden, 2009) 
asks for a better understanding of new patterns and tendencies in sport participation. 
Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate current sports participation styles in a 
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group of pioneers or trend setters with regard to sports participation. From Crum’s (1991) 
sportisation theory as an indicator of social change, a fragmented and de-traditionalised 
spectrum of sports participation styles was expected.

The current sample consisted of 17–24-year-old kinesiology students in Belgium. 
This sample was defined as an interesting section of the population with regard to sports 
participation. That is, studying a sample of students that are closely committed to a 
variegated and innovative pattern of sports practices and trends allows predicting 
changes in sports participation styles in a broader segment of society (Rogers, 2003; 
Scheerder et al., 2005). However, they cannot be considered as representative for the 
Belgian population for the following reasons. Firstly, it must be noted that the adoption 
of an innovation requires personal interest and values, which means that people can still 
choose to reject or adopt the presented styles (Rogers, 2003: 38). Secondly, the socio-
economic composition of the sample cannot be considered as representative for the 
larger population. That is, despite democratisation of education, the majority of univer-
sity students still represent youngsters from above-average income families (Archer 
et al., 2003). As a consequence, those students may more easily adopt an omnivore 
style, indicating that they practise sports in a more frequent, intense and variegated way 
compared to their peers in the overall population (Peterson, 1992; Taks and Scheerder, 
2006; Wilson, 2002). This implies that the target group of kinesiology students can also 
be seen as an extreme or extraordinary part of the overall population. Moreover, Rogers 
(2003: 36) states that the adoption of an innovation mostly occurs in groups that are 
comparable regarding their social status. This may hinder the diffusion of sports prac-
tices to other social classes.

Gender differences appeared in the construction of sports participation styles. On the 
one hand, the diversification of sports participation styles has led to a more comparable 
pattern of sports participation between boys and girls. Common components concern 
the traditional, the local recreational and the health- and fitness-oriented style. In this 
respect, the health- and fitness-oriented style is new compared to previous time inter-
vals. This finding is consistent with existing literature that has proved health-related 
physical activity to be the most convenient form or motive to be active for women 
(Allender et al., 2006; Bloom et al., 2005; Casey et al., 2009; Recours et al., 2004). 
However, scientific literature concerning men’s health pursuits through sport participa-
tion is scarce. Other gender differences mainly come forward between and within 
observed components. A first difference was observed in the male lifestyle sports com-
ponent and the female aesthetically oriented style, still suggesting gender differences in 
certain types of sports participation (Sanderson, 2001; Thorpe, 2007: 103). Another 
remarkable fact is that running in the male subgroup is classified in the local recrea-
tional component, whereas women’s running is part of a group of health- and fitness-
pursuing activities. This difference can be a result of different motives for running 
between men and women (Forsberg, 2012).

Trends observed in the current study can be linked to findings on sports participation 
in previous research. For example, Tomlinson et al. (2005) already mentioned the emer-
gence of activities that have been challenging the traditional ways of exercising and 
conceptualising sport. Furthermore, in addition to the high percentage of students being 
active on a recreational level (Table 2), the newly observed components contain sports 
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that are often informally organised, such as recreational swimming, running, biking, 
mountain biking or skiing (e.g. Breuer et al., 2011; Salome, 2012). Although the results 
of the PCA do not directly refer to an activity’s organisational characteristics, the emer-
gence of these groups of sports practices participation corresponds to the so-called con-
cept of light forms of sport, as introduced by Scheerder and Van Bottenburg (2010). 
‘Light’ practices are supposed to have a lower threshold for participation, are typically 
practised in an unorganised and informal context, and are characterised by volatility, 
flexibility and an increased sense of autonomy of the participant (Duyvendak and 
Hurenkamp, 2004). This implies a lower dependency on formal organisations (e.g. sports 
clubs) and accommodation. In particular, sports activities from the health- and fitness-
oriented or the local recreational components fit within this concept, as they can be easily 
scheduled in a non- or self-organised way, practised alone or in a light community (i.e. 
with friends or family) (Scheerder and Van Bottenburg, 2010), using infrastructure with 
open access. Examples of those ‘light’ infrastructures are swimming pools, outdoor 
spaces, streets, bark running tracks or public mountain bike tracks. Public or commercial 
initiatives often provide open access to those ‘short-term’ settings where no membership, 
entrance fees or structural bindings are required. Regarding those activities, an increased 
sense of autonomy is expected. Autonomy can refer to both the individual decision-
making in leisure-time activities (Beck, 1992) as well as to the individual nature of par-
ticular sports. Consistent to the theory of self-determination (Deci and Ryan, 1985), the 
interpretation shows that individual choices, social cohesion and a feeling of competency 
are important values to engage in the most recently observed components.

It is emphasised that the assumption made about the light forms of sport refers to 
organisational context characteristics. Therefore, further research needs to investigate 
the contexts of participation in the presented sports participation styles. From the per-
spective that certain sports today are often practised in a non-organised ‘light’ setting, 
two consequences are expected. On the one hand, it is suggested that also sports that 
were traditionally practised in conventional sports clubs are more often practised in light 
settings. This can be an explanation for the shift from certain ‘traditional club-activities’ 
towards the ‘participation-oriented’ side of the continuum. On the other hand, activities 
that were originally practised in a non-organised way are shifting to a more performance-
oriented way of exercising (e.g. marathon running or fitness and power competitions).

Due to the diversity of activity types and domains, it is suggested that the sport par-
ticipation market cannot be targeted as one single market (Kjønniksen et al., 2008; 
Laakso et al., 2008; Taks and Scheerder, 2006). Compared to the beginning of this time-
trend analysis in 1972, it seems that traditional sports activities today have to deal with 
more different activities that can be practised informally. As this trend is observed as the 
adoption of an innovation in a group of pioneers/trend setters with regard to sport partici-
pation, an extension to other segments of the society is expected to occur. Therefore, it 
is suggested that the awareness of diversifying trends through segmentation of sports 
practices can help sports providers to reach different groups more efficiently (Hylton and 
Totten, 2008). That is, offering programs and opportunities adapted to societal changes 
and expectations can increase the market share of different segments of sports partici-
pants (e.g. outdoor participants, fitness participants, (non-) competitive participants).
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One of the main strengths of the present study is the time-trend comparison with par-
ticipation styles from the early 1970s, and thus the development of sports participation 
since the first years of the introduction of the Sport for All policy (Council of Europe, 
1975). Nevertheless, some limitations with regard to methodological issues need to be 
highlighted.

Although the sample proved to be representative for the target group, a notable 
decline in the response rate in 2009 was observed. Possible explanations for this 
trend can be found in the literature. It must be noted that the questionnaire in 2009 
was extended with supplementary questions used for other sports participation 
research. However, previous research has shown an inverse relationship between the 
length of the questionnaire and the response rate (Burchell and March, 1992). 
Nevertheless, the resulting response rate of 55% is acceptable as it is comparable to 
the average response rate of other international research. That is, a comparative anal-
ysis of response rates, performed by Baruch (1999) over 175 different studies, 
showed an average response rate of 55.6%. This argument is also supported by the 
trends in response rates in other recent time-trend studies (e.g. Craig et al., 2004; 
Scheerder and Vos, 2011).

Secondly, the technique of PCA partially relies on decisions made by the researchers 
in the methodological stage and the interpretation of the results. That is, one of the main 
difficulties of this analysis is the identification of the retention criterion for the number 
of components. Also the cut-off score for factor loadings is subject to discussion between 
authors (Field, 2009). In this study, the decision on the cut-off score was influenced by 
previous techniques in order to ensure comparability with other points in time. 
Subsequently, also the labelling of the components is part of the researchers’ interpreta-
tion process, which puts together different sports under ‘umbrella terms’. This implies 
that some clarifications are needed. Firstly, some factors revealed from the analysis are 
not fully consistent with the original image of a sport. For example, track and field’s 
classification in the boys’ lifestyle component is somewhat surprising because of its 
conventional and competitive character. Nevertheless, due to the seasonal characteris-
tics of track and field, it is hypothesised that students may combine this sport with other 
‘interchangeable’ seasonal sports (e.g. skiing, snowboarding or mountain biking), which 
may clarify the internal consistency of sports practices within this component. Another 
possible explanation is that licensed athletes in certain disciplines of track and field (e.g. 
cross-country running, ultra-trial, orienteering, etc.) can be equally interested in other 
‘outdoor’ activities. However, data of the present study do not allow identifying disci-
plines practised within track and field. Secondly, some sports exceed the retention cri-
teria on multiple factors. To prevent the analysis from double counting, variables were 
only retained in the component with the highest factor loading. However, variables with 
multiple factor loadings exceeding the cut-off score show that one sport can belong to 
different styles (e.g. track and field, table tennis (Figure 1); volleyball, hockey (Figure 
2)). On the contrary, some sports were dropped out due to factor loadings below 0.3, but 
they showed a relatively high consistency with one or more components (e.g. tennis in 
the female subgroup).
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Conclusion

The present analysis supported the idea of the sportisation and de-sportisation of the 
sports landscape (Crum, 1991). Consistent to the de-traditionalisation of sports practices 
(Moens and Scheerder, 2004), it comes forward that newly observed components repre-
sent multiple and increasingly fragmented forms of sports participation, challenging the 
traditional way of exercising. This implies that the classic dichotomy between traditional 
(performance-oriented) and non-traditional (participation-oriented) cannot be maintained. 
However, the diversified landscape is expected to be able to attract people from differ-
ent social layers or with different physical abilities. Therefore, knowledge of motives 
and specific characteristics of participants in the newly observed styles can support 
sports providers and governmental institutions in their strategic planning, policy-
making and promotion of sport and physical activity towards different segments of 
society.
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