
Psychology of Sport & Exercise 72 (2024) 102609

Available online 13 February 2024
1469-0292/© 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Review 

Facilitators and constraints to adult sports participation: A 
systematic review 

Sarah Crossman *, Murray Drummond , Sam Elliott , James Kay , Ashley Montero , 
Jasmine M. Petersen 
Flinders University, College of Education, Psychology and Social Work, Sport, Health, Activity, Performance and Exercise (SHAPE) Research Centre, Bedford Park, 
Australia   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Sports participation 
Adults 
Facilitators 
Constraints 
Organised sport 

A B S T R A C T   

Despite the well-documented health, social and economic benefits of sports participation, adults’ participation in 
organised sport declines as age increases. To date, no review has summarised the multi-level factors that in
fluence adults’ decisions to participate in sport. Therefore, this systematic literature review aimed to: 1) 
determine the facilitators, constraints and negotiated constraints to adults’ (25–64 years) sport participation, and 
2) summarise these factors according to the multiple levels of the social-ecological model. A total of 91 articles 
were identified following an extensive literature search conducted according to the PRISMA guidelines. Studies 
were published over four decades (1983–2023), predominantly located in North America (n = 45; 49.5%), 
ranged from 5 to 10,646 participants, examined mainly middle-aged adults (Mrange = 35–44 years; n = 52; 
48.6%), included more males (61.6%) than females (38.1%), and were conducted in primarily single sport 
contexts (n = 63; 69.2%). Overall, more unique facilitators (55 items) were identified than constraints (35 items) 
and negotiated constraints (13 items). The desire for improved health and enjoyment were the most frequently 
reported facilitators, and the main constraints were injury or illness and family commitments. Constraint 
negotiation strategies largely included individual (e.g., implementing financial strategies) and interpersonal 
factors (e.g., encouraging others to participate). This review highlighted the expansive multi-level factors that 
influence adults’ sports participation, reiterated the complexity of developing appropriate sport offerings, and 
identified a lack of studies examining non-sport participants. Strategies to support adult sport participation 
should focus on enjoyment, consider co-designed sport modifications to alleviate perceived constraints and 
integrate behaviour change theory to foster positive sport participation habits.   

1. Introduction 

There is a global prevalence of insufficient physical activity. Over a 
quarter (27.5%) of adults worldwide are not meeting recommended 
physical activity guidelines,1 and in high-income countries over a third 
(36.8%) of adults are insufficiently active (Guthold et al., 2018). The 
health, social and economic benefits of physical activity are well 
established and constitute the foundation of the World Health Organi
sation’s (WHO) strategy to increase global physical activity levels 
(World Health Organization, 2018). Sport is a type of physical activity 
that forms an important component of the WHO’s strategy to integrate 
regular physical activity into daily life (World Health Organization, 

2018). In addition to the health, social and economic benefits afforded 
by physical activity, sport is associated with higher levels of physical 
functioning that assist with everyday tasks (Geard et al., 2021) and 
enhances psychological and physical health outcomes (Oja et al., 2015; 
Sivaramakrishnan et al., 2021). Further evidence suggests that sport has 
the potential to increase life satisfaction (Kim et al., 2020) and reduce 
social isolation (Sivaramakrishnan et al., 2021) through providing 
greater opportunity for social connection (Son & Dionigi, 2020). 

Globally, sport participation rates are however, decreasing with age 
(Eime et al., 2021; European Commission, 2018; Jenkin et al., 2017). In 
Australia, for example, almost two-thirds (61%) of young people (15–19 
years) were engaged in sport at least once a week, while only a third 
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1 World Health Organisation (WHO) recommends adults aged 18–64 years should do at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity or 75 minutes of vigorous-intensity 
aerobic physical activity throughout the week. 
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(31%) of older adults (55+ years) did so (Australian Sports Commission, 
2023). Compounding this trend was a 17.3% decline in the number of 
Australian adult sports participants between the 25–34 and 55–64 year 
age groups, coupled with a rise (9.3%) in adults’ participating in 
non-sport physical activities (such as bushwalking, attending the gym) 
across the same age groups (Australian Sports Commission, 2022). This 
participation dichotomy suggests that adults are interested and moti
vated to be physically active, but that organised sport is not the 
preferred mode of participation and current sport offerings do not meet 
participants needs. Changes in personal, career and financial circum
stances occur throughout adulthood and are known to influence sport 
preferences and habits (Engel & Nagel, 2011; van Houten et al., 2019). 
Significant life events and transitions are experienced between the ages 
of 25 and 64 years, from establishing careers and forming long-term 
relationships, to buying a home and raising a family (Hirvensalo & 
Lintunen, 2011). It is during this working age that long-term health 
behaviours and routines are established that are known to be influential 
on future health outcomes (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 
2014). Therefore, enhancing our understanding of the factors that may 
influence adults’ decisions to participate in organised sport is necessary. 
Examining the facilitators and constraints of working-age adults will 
provide a foundation for future empirical research and practical rec
ommendations for sporting clubs and organisations to enable the 
development of tailored sports programs to attract and retain adults, and 
thus, optimise their health and social outcomes. 

Previous research has identified that many factors influence organ
ised sport participation (Dionigi et al., 2012; Hodge et al., 2008; Jenkin 
et al., 2018; Macgregor et al., 2017). Some circumstances facilitate sport 
engagement by providing situational and personal opportunities for 
participation, while other factors are perceived as barriers, or con
straints, and can inhibit or limit sport involvement (Raymore, 2017; 
Raymore et al., 2009). Enjoyment is commonly reported as the primary 
reason for involvement in organised sport among people of all ages 
(Hopkins et al., 2022; Peralta et al., 2022; Visek et al., 2015). Other 
prominent perceived facilitators include potential physical and mental 
health benefits, support from family and friends, opportunities for social 
engagement, and achieving personal goals (Allen et al., 2021; Hodge 
et al., 2008; Peralta et al., 2022; Stenner et al., 2020). Studies have 
identified inadequate access to transport, a lack of appropriate playing 
opportunities, and time constraints as the greatest barriers to sport 
participation in some populations (Allen et al., 2021; Peralta et al., 
2022; Son et al., 2021). Furthermore, adults report injury, illness or an 
existing medical condition as reducing or preventing sport engagement 
(Jenkin et al., 2021; Macgregor et al., 2017; Son et al., 2021). The 
presence of constraints, however, does not always inhibit participation. 
More specifically, the concept of negotiated constraints has emerged in 
previous sport and leisure studies referring to the things people do to 
overcome the obstacles they face in starting, continuing or increasing 
their involvement in sport (Hubbard & Mannell, 2001). Strategies, for 
example, targeted at improving sport-related skills and managing time 
and financial limitations, have assisted adults to overcome barriers to 
participation in sport (Kocak, 2017; Wood & Danylchuk, 2012). 

Several theoretical constructs have been applied to explore and un
derstand sport participation influences. Many studies have utilised 
theories that examine sport motivation and commitment at the indi
vidual level, such as Self-Determination Theory (e.g., Coleman & Sebire, 
2017), Theory of Planned Behaviour (e.g., Gucciardi & Jackson, 2015) 
and Achievement Goal Theory (e.g., Etnier et al., 2004), with limited 
reference to influences occurring within an individual’s broader social 
and physical environment. Recent studies, however, provide clear evi
dence that sport participation is facilitated and constrained by several 
facets of individuals lives including personal, social, environmental and 
policy factors (Hopkins et al., 2022; Jenkin et al., 2021; Peralta et al., 
2022). Furthermore, interventions that address behaviours across mul
tiple domains are evidenced as more effective than those that focus on 
one aspect of sport participation (Davis et al., 2015; Macgregor et al., 

2017). The social-ecological model provides a framework for examining 
the interactions between these interrelated domains. Based on Bron
fenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory, the model assumes in
dividuals are embedded within larger social, cultural, and political 
contexts and that various aspects of these external environments interact 
and influence individual behaviour. The social-ecological model is 
conceptualised as a series of nested circles with the individual at the 
inner-most point, and several versions have been developed since its 
original introduction (McLeroy et al., 1988; Sallis et al., 1998; Stokols, 
1992). The model developed by McLeroy et al. (1988) is most salient to 
this review and includes: (1) individual influences (e.g., personal mo
tivations, personality traits), (2) interpersonal relationships (e.g., with 
family, friends, teammates), (3) organisational aspects (e.g., sport club 
or organisation influences such as playing schedules, suitability of 
teams), (4) community influences (e.g., sport facility access, societal 
norms), and (5) policy factors (e.g., influence of government incentives 
and programs, media and marketing). McLeroy’s (1988) model was used 
in this review to comprehensively examine the multiple, dynamic, 
reciprocal and interrelated factors that influence adults’ sport behav
iour. Previous reviews have adopted similar approaches to synthesise 
findings (Back et al., 2022; Balish et al., 2014; May et al., 2020; Voelker 
et al., 2022). The social-ecological model, as applied in this review, al
lows critical examination of existing literature across multiple domains 
of influence and interaction to provide a comprehensive understanding 
of adults’ sport participation. 

The present study addressed a critical gap in the literature by syn
thesising the perceived facilitators, constraints and negotiated con
straints of working aged adults (25–64 years; Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare, 2014) at various life stages. Previous reviews have 
captured sport facilitators and constraints experienced by other sub
populations, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
(Allen et al., 2021; May et al., 2020), adolescent females (Hopkins et al., 
2022), transgender people (Oliveira et al., 2022), older adults (Stenner 
et al., 2020), and people from Oceania with Non-European, Non-Asian 
(ONENA) ancestry (Peralta et al., 2022). To our knowledge, this is the 
first systematic literature review to synthesise the factors influencing 
working-age adults’ sport participation in an organised sport setting. 
This review makes a significant contribution to scholarly understanding 
of adults’ sport participation, important given declining participation 
rates among this subpopulation (Eime et al., 2021) and the 
well-substantiated positive health and social benefits associated with 
sport involvement (Geard et al., 2018; Khan et al., 2012; Sivar
amakrishnan et al., 2021). The aims of this review were to: 1) determine 
the perceived facilitators, constraints and negotiated constraints to 
adults’ (25–64 years) sport participation; and 2) summarise these factors 
according to the multiple levels of the social-ecological model. The 
outcomes from this review will support global efforts (e.g., World Health 
Organization Global Action Plan on Physical Activity 2018–2030) to 
increase adults’ physical activity through involvement in sport. The 
findings will identify critical facilitators and constraints to sport 
participation to inform the development of innovative, adult-oriented 
sports programs and provide targeted and meaningful direction for 
future research. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Overview 

This systematic review was pre-registered with the Open Science 
Framework (OSF; registration DOI: https://osf.io/znhms/?view_only=d 
7d94d92618146b38acf47f2eee89b73) and conducted according to the 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). The PRISMA checklist is pro
vided in the Supplementary Material (S1). The search strategy was 
developed with assistance from an academic librarian. Search terms 
were developed from a compilation of keywords used in published 
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review papers on sport and physical activity facilitators and constraints 
in other subpopulations (Back et al., 2022; Oliveira et al., 2022; Peralta 
et al., 2022). Keywords and thesaurus terms were devised for four 
concepts, namely sport (e.g., sport, basketball, hockey), participation (e. 
g., participate, compete, play), adults (e.g., adult, masters, age-grouper), 
and facilitators (e.g., facilitate, enable, attract) and constraints (e.g., 
constrain, barrier, discourage). The search was conducted in October 
2022 using the following seven electronic databases: CINAHL, Medline, 
ProQuest, PsycINFO, Scopus, SPORTDiscus, and Web of Science. The 
final search strings applied in each database are listed in the Supple
mentary Material (S2). Databases were searched from inception and 
search results were limited to studies published in the English language. 

2.2. Inclusion criteria 

Peer-reviewed studies were considered for inclusion if: (1) they 
incorporated primary empirical data (quantitative and/or qualitative), 
(2) the mean or median age of study participants was 25–64 years, or 
studies presented data disaggregated by age, (3) participation occurred 
within an organised sport setting (operationalised as physical activity 
that is directed by adult or youth leaders and involves rules, formal 
practice, and competition; Logan et al., 2019), and (4) at least one factor 
related to sport participation facilitators (e.g., enablers, motivators) or 
constraints (e.g., barriers, limiters) were reported. Articles were 
excluded if (1) they were not published in the English language, (2) they 
were reviews, protocols, commentaries, editorials, conference abstracts, 
or dissertations, (3) the study was positioned within an elite sporting 
context (i.e., those examining athletes classified as semi-elite, competi
tive elite, successful elite, or world-class elite as defined by Swann et al., 
2015), and (4) the primary focus of the study was on the impact of 
physical disabilities, injuries, or physical or mental health conditions on 
sport participation. 

2.3. Study selection 

Results from each database were imported into EndNote 20 reference 
manager software (The EndNote Team, 2022). Duplicates were removed 
and citations exported into Covidence web-based collaboration software 
(Veritas Health Innovation, 2022) for two rounds of screening. The first 
round involved two authors (SC, JK) who independently screened the 
titles and abstracts of each study for eligibility. In the second round, the 
two authors independently conducted full-text reviews against eligi
bility criteria. Any disagreements were resolved either by consensus or 
through discussion with a third independent author (JMP). Forward 
(screening the citations of included studies) and backward (screening 
the reference lists of included studies) searching was conducted, and 
reference lists of relevant systematic reviews were searched to identify 
any additional eligible studies. 

2.4. Data extraction 

The first author (SC) extracted data from each study using a stand
ardised form developed for this review. A second reviewer (JMP) cross- 
checked the data extracted from approximately one quarter of studies. 
The data extracted from each study included: (1) sample characteristics, 
(2) study aim; (3) study design; (4) theoretical and/or conceptual 
framework; (5) measures of facilitators or constraints; and (6) key 
findings related to the review’s aims (e.g., facilitators and constraints to 
sport participation). 

2.5. Quality appraisal 

Two independent reviewers (SC, AM) critically assessed the meth
odological quality of the included studies using the Mixed Methods 
Appraisal Tool (MMAT), initially developed by Pluye et al. (2009). The 
MMAT was selected for the quality appraisal as it caters for quantitative, 

qualitative and mixed-methods studies and has demonstrated moderate 
to excellent interrater reliability (Pace et al., 2012). Furthermore, the 
MMAT has been used widely in published systematic reviews in the sport 
and physical activity domain (Allen et al., 2021; May et al., 2020; Per
alta et al., 2022; Stenner et al., 2020). The MMAT comprises five study 
categories (qualitative, quantitative randomised controlled trials, 
quantitative non-randomised, quantitative descriptive, and mixed 
methods). The qualitative, quantitative descriptive and mixed methods 
study types were applicable to the studies included in this review. The 
assessors reviewed each study against the MMAT’s set of unique meth
odological quality questions for each study type, and categorised each 
quality measure as either ‘Yes’, ‘No’, or ‘Can’t tell’. Category disagree
ments were resolved through consensus or by a third independent 
reviewer. An overall quality score was calculated for each study as a 
percentage (number of ‘yes’ scores divided by the number of applicable 
criteria x 100; Pace et al., 2012). 

2.6. Data analysis 

The perceived sports facilitators and constraints were synthesised 
using a combination of deductive and inductive processes. This 
approach involved consideration of both the individual meanings and 
the theoretical explanations of adults’ sports participation experiences 
during data interpretation (Ryba et al., 2012). This was considered an 
appropriate approach for this review because it aimed to describe and 
understand the factors influencing adults’ participation in sports 
(inductive) and to interpret these experiences in the context of existing 
research and from a social-ecological perspective (deductive). In the 
initial analytical phase, the first author (SC) used pre-established cate
gories to deductively analyse and code each facilitator, constraint, or 
negotiated constraint item extracted from each study according to the 
items and themes listed in the systematic reviews of Allen et al. (2021), 
Peng et al. (2023) and May et al. (2020). Items that could not be cat
egorised formed new codes or themes (n = 64; 15.1%), or existing items 
were refined or expanded. The second phase of analysis involved 
adopting a reflexive thematic analytical approach to inductively review 
the item codes and themes. Utilising a critical friend (MD, JMP) tech
nique, the researcher (SC) considered alternative interpretations of the 
data. In the final step, themes and items for each code group (facilitators, 
constraints, and negotiated constraints) were categorised within the 
relevant level of the social-ecological model (individual, interpersonal, 
organisational, community, and policy). 

3. Results 

3.1. Study selection 

A total of 6476 studies were initially identified through database 
searching (Fig. 1). Duplicate studies (n = 2140) were removed using 
EndNote 20 reference manager software (The EndNote Team, 2022), 
and the remaining 4336 citations were imported into Covidence 
web-based collaboration software (Veritas Health Innovation, 2022) for 
title and abstract screening. In total, 3974 studies were deemed ineli
gible for further review, and 362 full texts were assessed for eligibility, 
with 58 articles included (see Fig. 1 for exclusion reasons). Forward and 
backward searching identified 33 additional eligible articles for inclu
sion, yielding 91 studies for the final review. 

3.2. Characteristics of included studies 

A summary of the data extracted from each study is provided in the 
Supplementary Material (S3). Studies were published between 1983 and 
2023, with over half (n = 54; 59.3%) published from 2013 onwards. 
Studies were located within five continents: North America (n = 45; 
49.5%), Europe (n = 23; 25.3%), Oceania (n = 12; 13.2%), Asia (n = 7; 
7.7%), and South America (n = 2; 2.2%). One study was conducted in 
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three regions (North America, Europe, and Oceania; n = 1; 1.1%) and 
another was situated in both Europe and Asia (n = 1; 1.1%). Of the 91 
studies included in the review, 69 (75.8%) were quantitative, 21 
(23.1%) were qualitative and one (1.1%) used mixed methods. All the 
quantitative studies were cross-sectional, and semi-structured in
terviews were conducted in almost three-quarters of the qualitative 
studies (n = 15; 71.4%). 

3.3. Participants 

There were 48,694 predominantly active sport participants2 across 
all studies (M = 190.05; range 5–10,646) and over two-thirds of studies 
(n = 64; 70.3%) involved less than 500 participants. There were more 
male (n = 27,026; 61.6%) than female participants (n = 16,715; 38.1%), 
although most studies (n = 73; 80.2%) examined both males and fe
males. Eight studies did not report gender. Participants combined mean 
age was 42.75 years, and almost half (48.6%) of studies examined 
people aged 35–44 years. A single sport (e.g., baseball, tennis) was the 
focus of over two-thirds (n = 63; 69.2%) of studies, with competitive 
running investigated most frequently (n = 31; 49.2%). 

3.4. Measures of sport participation 

In the quantitative and mixed methods studies, 69 different measures 
were used to determine adults’ facilitators, constraints and negotiated 
constraints to sport. The Motivations of Marathoners Scale (Masters 
et al., 1993) was utilised most often (n = 13) to measure a range of in
dividual (e.g., health orientation, psychological coping) and 

interpersonal (e.g., affiliation, competition) motives of runners and cy
clists. Eleven studies used variations of the Sport Motivation Scale (e.g., 
SMS; Pelletier et al., 1995; SMS-II; Pelletier et al., 2013) to quantify 
self-determined motivation. Associations between facilitators and con
straints and ongoing involvement were investigated in seven studies 
using the Sport Commitment Questionnaire (Scanlan et al., 1993; 
Scanlan et al., 2003). Reasons for participation (e.g., enjoyment, to learn 
new skills, to meet new friends) were ascertained in six studies using the 
Participation Motivation Questionnaire (Gill et al., 1983; Gould et al., 
1985; Kirkby et al., 1999), which was modified for a range of sports 
settings (e.g., swimming) and demographics (e.g., older adults). Con
straints to sport involvement were predominantly measured using scales 
developed for studies (n = 6; 40%). The remaining quantitative studies 
applied a range of existing constraints and negotiated constraints scales, 
such as the Leisure-Constraints Questionnaire (Alexandris & Carroll, 
1997) and the Constraint Negotiation Scale (Hubbard & Mannell, 2001), 
that examined barriers to sport across multiple social-ecological 
domains. 

3.5. Facilitators and constraints 

Consistent with the approach taken in recent existing systematic 
reviews (Allen et al., 2021; May et al., 2020; Peng et al., 2023; Peralta 
et al., 2022), perceived facilitators (Table 1), constraints (Table 2), and 
negotiated constraints (Table 3) were coded to the social-ecological 
model’s (SEM) five domains: (1) individual, (2) interpersonal, (3) 
organisational, (4) community, and (5) policy. Sixty-two (68.1%) 
studies reported only facilitators to sport involvement, five (5.5%) 
studies reported only sport constraints/negotiated constraints, and 24 
(26.4%) studies reported both facilitators and constraints/negotiated 
constraints. Reporting of facilitators exceeded constraints at most levels 
of the social-ecological model (i.e., individual, interpersonal, 
organisational). 

Fig. 1. Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) flow diagram for study selection.  

2 In some studies, eligible participants were a subset of the whole sample (e. 
g., in studies that examined elite and non-elite athletes, only the non-elite 
participants were included). 
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3.5.1. Individual 
Four themes comprising 27 individual-level facilitators were syn

thesised from included studies. Expected and realised benefits (n = 85) 
was the most predominant theme, followed by Health goals and issues (n 
= 82), Self-beliefs and attitudes (n = 34), and Enabling and supporting 
factors (n = 13). Almost two-fifths of studies reported the potential for 
improved health (n = 36, 39.6%) and anticipated sport enjoyment (n =
33, 36.3%) as facilitators to sport, and several studies identified enjoy
ment as a significant predictor of ongoing involvement and commitment 
to sport (Casper, Gray, & Stellino, 2007; Frayeh & Lewis, 2017; Ling 
et al., 2019; Rocha & Gratao, 2021; Vallerand & Young, 2014; Wig
glesworth et al., 2012; Young & Medic, 2011). Approximately, one fifth 
of studies cited the health-related goals of improving fitness (n = 20, 
22.0%) and enhancing mental wellbeing and psychological coping (n =
16, 17.6%) as sport enablers, and achieving personal goals (n = 19, 
20.9%) was a common Expected and realised benefit. 

Within the Self-beliefs and attitudes theme, motivation (n = 14, 
15.4%) was reported as an important sport facilitator, and almost a 
quarter of studies (n = 20; 22.0%) adopted Self-Determination Theory to 
examine sources of motivation. Studies consistently reported that sport- 
active adults had higher autonomous and intrinsic motivations than 
controlled and extrinsic motivations (Aicher et al., 2017; Buzzelli & 
Draper, 2020; Coleman & Sebire, 2017; Deelen et al., 2018; Etnier et al., 
2004; Hodge et al., 2008; Ruiz-Juan & Zarauz, 2012; Zamboni et al., 
2008). Furthermore, two studies reported that individuals who exhibi
ted high autonomous motivations coupled with low controlled motiva
tions and amotivation were significantly more likely to commence and 
continue sport involvement and to participate more often (Aicher et al., 
2017; Koronios & Kriemadis, 2018). Studies in this review reported 
amotivation to be significantly higher in individuals who lacked interest, 
lacked knowledge about sports opportunities, or felt tired (Koronios & 
Kriemadis, 2018), and whose family did not participate in sports (Las
salle et al., 2018). 

Of the three individual-level constraint themes, Personal circum
stances was the most recurrent (n = 20), with perceived lack of time (n =
5, 5.5%) and work commitments (n = 5, 5.5%) cited in an equal number 
of studies. However, within the Health goals and issues theme (n = 10), 
illness or injury (n = 8, 8.8%) was the most frequently reported 
constraint across all social-ecological domains. In studies that examined 
the ways in which adults negotiate sports constraints, four themes were 
identified at the individual level. Strategies relating to Time management 
(n = 5) were most often reported, followed by Self-beliefs and attitudes (n 
= 3), Personal priorities (n = 3), and Skill acquisition (n = 2). Specific 
tactics reported in the included studies pertained to opportunistic and 

Table 1 
Facilitators to adults’ sport participation.  

SEM domain 
(frequency reported) 

Theme (frequency reported) 
Item 

Number of 
studies 

% of 
studies 

Individual (214) Enabling and supporting 
factors (13)   
Establishing a routine 1 1.1% 
High level of personal 
investment 

6 6.6% 

Participation in variety of 
sports 

1 1.1% 

Positive past sport 
experiences 

5 5.5% 

Expected and realised benefits 
(85)   
Achieving personal goals 19 20.9% 
Appearance/body image 
enhancement 

1 1.1% 

Challenge 6 6.6% 
Enjoyment 33 36.3% 
Feel good/energetic 3 3.3% 
Having a purpose 1 1.1% 
Improve performance 2 2.2% 
Learn/master a skill 9 9.9% 
Ongoing opportunities from 
involvement 

4 4.4% 

Personal time/down time 3 3.3% 
Sense of accomplishment 4 4.4% 
Health goals and issues (82)   
Build strength 1 1.1% 
Desire to improve fitness 20 22.0% 
Healthy lifestyle and habits 1 1.1% 
Improved health 36 39.6% 
Mental wellbeing and 
psychological coping 

16 17.6% 

Stress relief and relaxation 4 4.4% 
Weight control 4 4.4% 
Self-beliefs and attitudes (34)   
Develop or maintain 
personal identity 

5 5.5% 

Maintain or enhance self- 
esteem and confidence 

10 11.0% 

Motivation 14 15.4% 
Perceived competence 2 2.2% 
Self-expression through sport 3 3.3% 

Interpersonal (80) Family (20)   
Combining family holidays 
with sport 

1 1.1% 

Family support/influence 5 5.5% 
Inclusion of family in 
activities 

5 5.5% 

Making time for sport around 
family 

1 1.1% 

More time due to change in 
personal circumstances 

1 1.1% 

Support from/for children 3 3.3% 
Support from spouse 4 4.4% 
Having an impact and being 
impacted by others (6) 

0 0.0% 

Altruism 1 1.1% 
Challenging gender norms 1 1.1% 
Mentoring 1 1.1% 
Role-modelling for children 
and others 

3 3.3% 

Peers and social networks (54)   
Coach support 1 1.1% 
Competition 16 17.6% 
Emphasis on friendly 
competition 

2 2.2% 

Group training and sport 
companions 

2 2.2% 

Peer support/influence 8 8.8% 
Social connection 23 25.3% 
Social recognition 2 2.2% 

Organisational (16) Sport culture (9)    

Table 1 (continued ) 

SEM domain 
(frequency reported) 

Theme (frequency reported) 
Item 

Number of 
studies 

% of 
studies 

Acceptance of individual 
standards 

2 2.2% 

Positive/supportive group 
atmosphere 

7 7.7% 

Sport structure and resources 
(7)   
Affordable price or free 
access 

1 1.1% 

Flexible participation 
opportunities 

2 2.2% 

Knowledge of sport 
opportunities 

3 3.3% 

Structured participation 1 1.1% 

Community (7) Access (1)   
Access to necessary sport 
facilities 

1 1.1% 

Environment (6)   
Good weather 1 1.1% 
Natural environment 2 2.2% 
Safe environment 3 3.3%  
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flexible training (n = 2, 2.2%), planning and time management (n = 2, 
2.2%), implementing financial strategies (n = 2, 2.2%), being pragmatic 
about personal performance (n = 2, 2.2%) and developing or improving 
skills (n = 2, 2.2%). 

3.5.2. Interpersonal 
After individual-level facilitators, interpersonal influences were the 

most frequently reported social-ecological domain of sport-enabling 
factors (n = 80). Three themes, comprising 18 interpersonal facilita
tors, were synthesised from the included studies, with the Peers and so
cial networks theme (n = 54) most frequently cited. One quarter (n = 23, 
25.3%) of studies identified social connection as an important facili
tator, while competition (n = 16, 17.6%) and peer support and influence 
(n = 8, 8.8%) were also reported. Family influences were prevalent in the 
reviewed literature (n = 20), with several studies citing the inclusion of 
family in activities (n = 5, 5.5%), family support/influence (n = 5, 
5.5%), and support from spouse (n = 4, 4.4%). 

Ten interpersonal constraints were identified from the included 
studies and consolidated within three themes, namely Family, Peers and 
social networks, and Social and cultural norms. Family commitments were 
perceived as the most prominent barrier (n = 7, 7.7%), and lack of 
support from peers (n = 5, 5.5%) and absence of friends who play sport 
(n = 3, 3.3%) were also commonly cited constraints. Time management 
strategies were the most frequently reported negotiated constraints at 
the interpersonal level (n = 3), and two studies identified communi
cating and cooperating with significant others as an important 
approach. Interpersonal strategies to negotiate sport constraints (such as 
maintaining training discipline and encouraging others to participate) 
were cited in two studies. 

3.5.3. Organisational 
Sport culture (n = 9) was deemed an important factor in encouraging 

participation, specifically the presence of a positive and supportive 
group atmosphere (n = 7, 7.7%) where organisations were perceived to 

Table 2 
Constraints to adults’ sports participation.  

SEM domain 
(frequency reported) 

Theme (frequency reported) 
Item 

Number of 
studies 

% of 
studies 

Individual (40) Health goals and issues (10)   
Injury or illness 8 8.8% 
Physical age limitations 1 1.1% 
Risk of injury 1 1.1% 
Personal circumstances (20)   
Competing or other 
priorities 

4 4.4% 

Financial constraints 4 4.4% 
Lack of time 5 5.5% 
Major life events 1 1.1% 
Negative past sport 
experiences 

1 1.1% 

Work commitments 5 5.5% 
Self-beliefs and attitudes (10)   
Lack of interest 2 2.2% 
Lack of self-motivation 4 4.4% 
Lack of sport skills 1 1.1% 
Laziness or tiredness 2 2.2% 
Loss of interest in current 
sport 

1 1.1% 

Interpersonal (23) Family (11)   
Family commitments 7 7.7% 
Feeling guilty about time 
away from family 

1 1.1% 

Inactive family members 2 2.2% 
Lack of family support 1 1.1% 
Peers and social networks 
(10)   
Lack of coach support 1 1.1% 
Lack of peer support 5 5.5% 
Lack of peers who play 3 3.3% 
Negative group dynamics 1 1.1% 
Social and cultural norms (2)   
Limited exposure to sport 
from peers 

1 1.1% 

Negative stereotypes 1 1.1% 

Organisational (10) Sport structure and resources 
(10)   
Lack of age-appropriate 
opportunities 

2 2.2% 

Lack of appropriate playing 
opportunities 

3 3.3% 

Lack of knowledge about 
sports opportunities 

3 3.3% 

Lack of qualified coach 1 1.1% 
Unappealing playing 
opportunities 

1 1.1% 

Community (12) Access (6)   
Crowded facilities 1 1.1% 
Inconvenient sporting 
venue location 

2 2.2% 

Lack of access to sport 
facilities 

3 3.3% 

Social and cultural norms   
Cultural limitations 1 1.1% 
Limited exposure to sport 
within community 

1 1.1% 

Lack of social acceptance of 
older people in sport 

1 1.1% 

Perceived societal/cultural 
expectations 

3 3.3% 

Policy (4) Program delivery (4)   
Limited media exposure to 
sport 

2 2.2% 

Non-inclusive marketing 1 1.1% 
Strategic focus on younger 
age groups 

1 1.1%  

Table 3 
Negotiated constraints to adults’ sports participation.  

SEM domain 
(frequency reported) 

Theme (frequency reported) 
Item 

Number of 
studies 

% of 
studies 

Individual (13) Personal priorities (3)   
Developing a hierarchy of 
importance of sport/non-sport 
activities 

1 1.1% 

Implementing financial 
strategies 

2 2.2% 

Self-beliefs and attitudes (3)   
Acceptance of opportunity costs 1 1.1% 
Pragmatism about performance 2 2.2% 
Skill acquisition (2)   
Developing or improving skills 2 2.2% 
Time management (5)   
Cyclical participation 1 1.1% 
Opportunism and flexibility in 
relation to training schedules 

2 2.2% 

Planning and time management 2 2.2% 

Interpersonal (5) Interpersonal strategies (2)   
Developing strategies to 
maintain training discipline 

1 1.1% 

Encouraging others to 
participate 

1 1.1% 

Time management (3)   
Communicating and 
cooperating with significant 
others 

2 2.2% 

Scheduling sport involvement 
with spouse 

1 1.1% 

Community (1) Access (1)   
Participating in sports close to 
home 

1 1.1%  
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establish and implement inclusive practices. Two studies reported the 
acceptance of individual standards within a sporting club as important 
for encouraging and maintaining involvement, particularly as age 
increased. A range of items related to Sport structure and resources were 
reported to both facilitate (n = 7) and limit (n = 10) sport participation. 
Knowledge of sporting opportunities (n = 3, 3.3%) was identified as the 
most prevalent enabling factor, and absence of this knowledge (n = 3, 
3.3%) was a common constraint. Another reported positive organisa
tional influence was the availability of flexible sporting programs (n = 2, 
2.2%), while perceived constraints included lack of appropriate playing 
opportunities (n = 3, 3.3%) and few age-appropriate options (n = 2, 
2.2%). None of the studies reported organisational constraint negotia
tion methods. 

3.5.4. Community 
Fewer facilitators than constraints were reported at the community- 

level. Access to a safe sports environment (n = 3, 3.3%) was the most 
consistently reported community facilitator, and other facilitators 
included participating in a natural environment (n = 2, 2.2%), good 
weather (n = 1, 1.1%) and access to necessary sport facilities (n = 1, 
1.1%). Of the constraints, items within the themes Access and Social and 
cultural norms were reported across several studies (both n = 6). The 
main reported barriers were a lack of access to sport facilities (n = 3, 
3.3%) and perceived societal/cultural expectations (n = 3, 3.3%). 
Participating in sports close to home (n = 1, 1.1%) was the only 
constraint negotiation strategy reported within the community domain. 

3.5.5. Policy 
At the policy level, there were no facilitators or negotiated con

straints reported in the included studies. Three Program delivery con
straints were reported as inhibitory factors including limited exposure to 
sport through the media (n = 2, 2.2%), non-inclusive marketing (n = 1, 
1.1%), and a strategic focus of policy on younger age groups (n = 1, 
1.1%). 

3.5.6. Age and gender 
Several studies reported significant age-related differences in sport 

participation facilitators (Bradley et al., 2005; Brodkin & Weiss, 1990; 
Cannella et al., 2023; Cheung et al., 2012; Kontro et al., 2022; Mola
norouzi et al., 2015; Ogles & Masters, 2000; Starzak & Sas-Nowosielski, 
2019; Tjelta et al., 2018) and constraints (Huebner et al., 2021; Men
heere et al., 2020; van Dyck et al., 2017). At the individual level, studies 
of competitive runners reported that age was negatively associated with 
personal goal achievement motives (Ogles & Masters, 2000; Starzak & 
Sas-Nowosielski, 2019; Whitehead et al., 2020). Health goals were re
ported to enable sport participants of all ages (25–64 years) and five 
studies reported a significant increase in physical and psychological 
health-related motivations with age (Kontro et al., 2022; Molanorouzi 
et al., 2015; Ogles & Masters, 2000; Starzak & Sas-Nowosielski, 2019; 
Tjelta et al., 2018). Older adults were significantly more motivated by 
weight control (Ogles & Masters, 2000; Tjelta et al., 2018) than younger 
sports participants. Furthermore, three studies reported interpersonal 
factors related to Peers and social networks were significantly more 
important motives for older adults (50+ years) than younger adults 
(Bradley et al., 2005; Cheung et al., 2012; Ogles & Masters, 2000). 
Barriers presented by adverse Health issues were reported in studies of 
mostly older adults (Mage = 50.3 years) and one study reported health 
reasons as a significantly higher constraint for older adults (45+ years) 
than those aged 35–44 years (Huebner et al., 2021). The socio-economic 
factors associated with sport involvement were conveyed as a signifi
cantly lower constraint for adults over 60 years (Huebner et al., 2021). 

Three studies (Bradley et al., 2005; Cheung et al., 2012; Man
zano-Sanchez et al., 2020) reported no gender-related differences in 
sport motivation, although more studies (n = 20) identified disparities 
according to gender. At the individual level of the social-ecological 
model, Health goals, such as improving fitness and general health, 

were reported as significantly higher motivators for males than females 
in several studies (Johnsgard, 1985; Kontro et al., 2022; Tjelta et al., 
2018). Females reported weight control, mental wellbeing and psycho
logical coping as significantly higher motives for sport involvement than 
males (Hanson et al., 2015; Masters et al., 1993; Nikolaidis et al., 2019; 
Ogles et al., 1995; Place & Beggs, 2011; Starzak & Sas-Nowosielski, 
2019; Stenner et al., 2019). Enjoyment, the most frequently cited Ex
pected and realised benefit from sport, was a significancy higher motive 
for females than males (Stenner et al., 2019). Conflicting gender-related 
results were reported for personal goal achievement. Two studies re
ported that males were significantly more motivated than females to 
achieve personal goals (Hanson et al., 2015; Whitehead et al., 2020), 
whereas two other studies reported females were more goal 
achievement-oriented (Appleby et al., 2012; Nikolaidis et al., 2019). 
Within the Self-beliefs and attitudes theme, females reported maintaining 
or enhancing self-esteem as a significantly higher participation motive 
than males (Hanson et al., 2015; Nikolaidis et al., 2019; Ogles et al., 
1995; Starzak & Sas-Nowosielski, 2019). While Health issues were 
identified as individual-level barriers by both genders, two studies 
presented contradictory findings (Huebner et al., 2021; van Dyck et al., 
2017). At the interpersonal-level, social connection, within the Peers and 
social networks theme, was reported to be significantly more important 
for females than males (Hanson et al., 2015; Huebner et al., 2021; Ogles 
et al., 1995; Stenner et al., 2019), and several studies reported males had 
significantly higher competition motives than females (Battista, 1990; 
Hanson et al., 2015; Huebner et al., 2021; Johnsgard, 1985), however 
one study identified an inverse relationship (Cannella et al., 2023). 

3.6. Use of theoretical frameworks 

Overall, 57 studies (62.6%) used theory to frame the research. 
Almost a quarter of studies (n = 20; 22.0%) adopted Self-Determination 
Theory as a theoretical framework. The Social-Ecological Model was 
utilised in nine (9.9%) studies to examine the reciprocal and inter
connected sport participation influences from individual, social, and 
environmental perspectives. Several studies (n = 8; 8.8%) sought to 
understand motives for ongoing participation through the lens of the 
Sport Commitment Model. Achievement Goal Theory underpinned 
several studies (n = 6; 6.6%) and over a third (n = 34; 37.4%) did not 
specify a theoretical or conceptual framework. 

3.7. Quality appraisal 

The two independent quality assessors had high agreement across all 
studies (Cohen’s Kappa of 0.90). The overall study quality score across 
all 91 studies was 86.2% indicating high reporting quality in most 
studies. The quality appraisal results (Supplementary Material (S4)) 
show that 82 studies (90.1%) scored 80% or greater and were consid
ered high quality, while 6 studies (6.6%) were of moderate quality 
(quality score of 60%). There were 3 studies deemed low quality with a 
score of 40% or less. This was predominantly due to inadequate 
reporting to enable assessment of study quality against criteria. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Principal findings 

To our knowledge, this is the first systematic review to synthesise the 
facilitators, constraints, and negotiated constraints to sports participa
tion experienced by adults aged 25–64 years. Across the 91 studies, most 
facilitators and constraints were at the individual and interpersonal 
levels of the social-ecological model, and this was consistent across both 
the quantitative and qualitative study designs. The review emphasised 
the diversity of factors that influence adults’ sport engagement and 
highlighted the complex interplay of sport facilitators, constraints and 
negotiated constraints that impact sport participation. The findings offer 
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valuable insights into the potential factors contributing to the decline in 
adult sport participation, thereby strengthening scholarly efforts to 
address the adverse health and social outcomes of insufficient physical 
activity. 

4.1.1. Health goals and issues 
Adults’ health-related goals and issues were the most prevalent fa

cilitators and constraints reported in included studies at the individual 
level. Overall, the desire for improved health was the most frequently 
reported item, and this is consistent with earlier sports participation 
reviews (Jenkin et al., 2017; Stenner et al., 2020). While participants of 
all ages (25–64 years) were reported to engage in sport for the health 
benefits, studies identified health-related motives to increase with age 
(Kontro et al., 2022; Molanorouzi et al., 2015; Ogles & Masters, 2000; 
Starzak & Sas-Nowosielski, 2019; Tjelta et al., 2018). Health as a key 
motivator for older adults’ sport involvement is not surprising, as in
ternational public health policy promotes the health benefits of physical 
activity and sport for managing age-related physical and cognitive 
decline (World Health Organization, 2018). 

As well as utilising sport for positive health outcomes, adults re
ported illness, the presence or risk of injury, and physical limitations as 
barriers to sport involvement. Health issues were a prominent sport and 
physical activity barrier reported by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander adults in a review by Allen et al. (2021), however in reviews of 
younger subpopulations (children and adolescents) health issues were 
not reported (Hopkins et al., 2022; May et al., 2020; Peralta et al., 2022). 
In the present study, adverse health issues were reported by studies of 
mostly older adults, supporting previous assertions that health limita
tions escalate with increasing age (Jenkin et al., 2017). This finding is 
relevant across multiple levels of the social-ecological model, as 
organisational factors, such as the structure and appropriateness of 
playing opportunities, will influence the ability of adults with health 
considerations to engage in sport. Several included studies determined 
that sport offerings lacked suitability and appeal for adults of different 
ages and with varying physical abilities (Goodsell et al., 2013; Jenkin 
et al., 2016; Jenkin et al., 2018; Jenkin et al., 2021; Yamada & Heo, 
2016). Given the highlighted barriers posed by health issues and sport 
appropriateness in older adults, participation strategies must consider 
ways to modify sports to be more attractive and accessible to partici
pants of all ages and abilities. Modifying rules and equipment to suit 
children’s developmental stages has become accepted practice in several 
sporting codes to increase participation and develop skills (e.g., Auskick 
and Master Blast programmes in Australian Football and cricket, 
respectively; Australian Football League (AFL), 2023; Play Cricket, 
2023). While modified sports for adults are increasingly available (e.g., 
walking basketball and Tennis Xpress, respectively; Basketball Australia, 
2023; Lawn Tennis Association (LTA), 2023) their appeal to adults is 
variable. A recent review found walking sports to be inadequately pro
moted and associated with negative age-related stereotypes (Sivar
amakrishnan et al., 2023). Conversely, a study found a modified tennis 
program for adults, which used slower-bouncing balls and focused on 
player skill development, had a positive impact on participation and 
retention (Buszard et al., 2020). This demonstrates that sport modifi
cations may provide a positive strategy for engaging and sustaining 
adults’ participation in sport, however the design, implementation and 
marketing of these sports is critical. Future research, should therefore, 
ascertain the characteristics of modified sports for older people (Jenkin 
et al., 2021), and this could usefully include adopting a person-centred, 
co-design approach to ensure sport outcomes meet adults’ diverse and 
dynamic preferences. 

4.1.2. Expected and realised benefits 
Our findings suggest that perceived enjoyment from sport is a 

prominent individual-level facilitator. Enjoyment was perceived as an 
important reason for sport and physical activity participation in similar 
reviews of adolescent females (Hopkins et al., 2022), Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander adults (Allen et al., 2021) and children and ado
lescents from Oceania (Peralta et al., 2022). Enjoyment is a subjective 
emotion that can be influenced by a variety of factors within many 
social-ecological domains, including the individual’s personality and 
personal circumstances, the social context, and the sports organisational 
setting (Eime et al., 2022; McGannon et al., 2013). Therefore, given the 
positive association between enjoyment and sport commitment (Casper, 
Gray, & Stellino, 2007; Frayeh & Lewis, 2017; Ling et al., 2019; Rocha & 
Gratao, 2021; Vallerand & Young, 2014; Wigglesworth et al., 2012; 
Young & Medic, 2011), it is important to understand the nuances of 
enjoyment to attract and retain participants. Several scholars have 
attempted to conceptualise and articulate aspects of enjoyment, or fun, 
relevant to different population groups. Most notable are the studies by 
Visek et al. (2015), who identified 81 specific determinants of fun 
through sport for children and adolescents, and Eime et al. (2022), who 
presented a Sport4Me conceptual model to capture the meaning of fun 
for young people within the Australian sport system. In these studies, 
individual, interpersonal and organisational factors, such as being 
challenged, skill development, social connections, and a positive group 
environment, were cited as common precursors to enjoyment for par
ticipants of all ages, not just young people (Eime et al., 2022; Visek et al., 
2015). Interestingly, in a review of older adults’ (55+ years) reasons for 
sport participation, only one study reported enjoyment as an important 
factor (Stenner et al., 2020). However, many of the included studies 
reported older adults participated in sport for social interactions, to be 
part of a community, for personal achievement, and competition, which 
may represent antecedents to enjoyment. Factors frequently reported in 
this review that may contribute to sport enjoyment, include the 
individual-level motives of achieving personal goals and learning or 
mastering a skill, competition (interpersonal), and a positive and sup
portive group atmosphere (the most frequently cited 
organisational-level facilitator). Notably, the demographic characteris
tics of participants who cited these factors varied extensively. This aligns 
with other studies that posited that sport experiences, motivations and 
enjoyment vary according to age, gender and sport type and are likely to 
change throughout the life course (Lim et al., 2011). Studies that re
ported personal goal achievement included primarily middle-aged males 
(aged 33–44 years; e.g., Appleby et al., 2012; Armentrout, 2014), 
whereas females and males aged 35–49 years were reported to engage in 
sport to learn or master a skill (e.g., Cheung et al., 2012; Deelen et al., 
2018). The competitive elements of sport were shown to entice both 
males and females from a broad age group (30–64 years) (e.g., Freder
ick-Recascino & Schuster-Smith, 2003; LaChausse, 2006). Given the 
multifaceted nature of sport enjoyment among demographic groups 
across the life span and recent scholarly evidence suggesting the efficacy 
of enjoyment-oriented sport and physical activity participation strate
gies rather than health-focused approaches (Creighton, Paradis, Black
burn, & Tully, 2022; Eime et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2022), the need to 
understand and articulate contextualised meanings of enjoyment is 
crucial to sustaining sport participation. 

The demographic variation in sport participation influences syn
thesised from included studies supports existing recommendations for 
further research to develop and confirm the specific meaning of enjoy
ment for different subpopulations (Eime et al., 2022; Lim et al., 2011). 
Even though the findings identified several factors across multiple 
social-ecological domains that may contribute to perceived enjoyment, 
the examination of this relationship is beyond the scope of the study. 
Considering the association between enjoyment and sport commitment 
identified by studies in this review, future research should examine the 
meaning of enjoyment in demographically and contextually diverse 
settings from multiple social-ecological perspectives to maximise and 
sustain participation in targeted groups. 

4.1.3. Peers and social networks 
Social connection was identified as the most salient interpersonal 

driver for sport involvement, consistent with other reviews of sport and 
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physical activity participation in different subpopulations (Allen et al., 
2021; Peng et al., 2023; Sivaramakrishnan et al., 2021; Stenner et al., 
2020). Social factors were reported to enable participation in both males 
and females throughout adulthood, with studies indicating heightened 
importance for females and older adults (Bradley et al., 2005; Cheung 
et al., 2012; Hanson et al., 2015; Huebner et al., 2021; Ogles et al., 1995; 
Ogles & Masters, 2000; Stenner et al., 2019). This is consistent with 
previous research identifying that females valued the social elements of 
sport more than males (Eime et al., 2022) and that social aspects of sport 
were a primary motive for older adults’ involvement (Sánchez-Santos 
et al., 2022; Sivaramakrishnan et al., 2021; Stenner et al., 2020). This 
suggests that while social factors play an important role in encouraging 
adults of all ages and genders into sport, interventions that emphasise 
positive social outcomes of participation may be more effective for 
engaging females and older adults. 

A noteworthy finding was that social connection was reported as a 
facilitator in more studies of individual sports participants (n = 8) than 
of team sport participants (n = 4). Another 11 studies examining par
ticipants in both team and individual sports reported social connection 
as an enabling factor. Previous research (Andersen et al., 2019; Eime 
et al., 2013) has documented that team sport participants valued social 
factors significantly higher than individual sports participants and this 
was supported by one study in this review (Ley, 2020). While the 
perceived value and opportunity to develop social connections through 
sport may be more inherent in team situations, the findings suggest that 
social opportunities are an enabling factor regardless of the mode of 
sport involvement. For example, in a study of female golfers (an 
individual-based sport) it was reported that the opportunity to be with 
friends was one of the strongest influences on their participation (Wood 
& Danylchuk, 2011). In another study, Parra-Camacho et al. (2019) 
identified a distinct group of runners who valued the social aspects of 
running more highly than other motives (e.g., competition, psycholog
ical and physical motives). As such, other aspects of sport, beyond cat
egorisation as individual or team-based, may foster social connections 
and should be considered as part of holistic participation strategies. 

Social factors facilitate and constrain sport involvement (Raymore, 
2017), so consideration of the interplay between positive and negative 
social factors is critical. For instance, Kim et al. (2019) reported that 
recreational baseball players with high levels of positive social in
fluences coupled with low negative social influences perceived fewer 
participation constraints. Another study identified a dichotomy of social 
support and social pressure from family, training partners and the 
community as influencing decisions to participate in sport or not 
(Yamada & Heo, 2016). Furthermore, both the presence of social con
straints and absence of social support significantly influenced obligatory 
commitment (i.e., feeling compelled to participate) reported by Masters 
swimmers (Santi et al., 2014; Wigglesworth et al., 2012). These findings 
extend beyond the social context of sport and demonstrate the impor
tance of considering the interaction between facilitators and constraints 
across multiple levels of the social-ecological model. Most included 
studies examined either facilitators or constraints, with only one quarter 
of studies investigating these factors as interrelated influences on sport 
engagement. Given evidence indicating significant positive associations 
between the presence of sport facilitators and efforts to negotiate con
straints (Son et al., 2021), future research should collectively examine 
sport facilitators, constraints, and negotiated constraints to provide a 
complete understanding of participation (Raymore, 2002). 

4.1.4. Self-beliefs and attitudes 
Motivation plays a critical role in eliciting sport behaviour (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000), and the findings reported positive and negative motiva
tional influences, predominantly based on Self-Determination Theory (e. 
g., Koronios & Kriemadis, 2018; Ruiz-Juan & Zarauz, 2012). Studies 
have shown that individuals are motivated by very different factors and 
perspectives which can lead to broad experiences and behavioural im
pacts (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Sports environments are likely to play an 

important role in adults’ motivations to participate and remain engaged 
in sport. Studies consistently identified that sports settings that 
encourage autonomous forms of motivation are more likely to elicit 
ongoing participation and lead to enhanced physical and psychological 
health outcomes. Future research should investigate how to effectively 
support the development of intrinsically motivated sport participation 
strategies. 

4.1.5. Family and Personal circumstances 
Family and personal circumstances were revealed as prominent 

influential factors, with constraints outweighing facilitators. Encour
agement for sport involvement was largely driven by support and pos
itive influence from family members and by including family in sport 
activities. This concurs with previous reviews of other subpopulations 
where family support (Allen et al., 2021) and the presence of active 
family members (May et al., 2020; Peralta et al., 2022) were commonly 
reported facilitators. However, in the present review, family and work 
commitments were commonly cited as limiting participants’ abilities to 
engage in sport, and lack of time and competing priorities were identi
fied as further constraints. These inhibitory factors were reported in 
studies of males and females with mean age ranging from 31 to 63 years, 
with family responsibilities and work commitments often reported as 
concurrent constraints. This suggests that sport limitations are prevalent 
across a broad age and gender demographic, with constraints potentially 
increasing for a period throughout middle adulthood when family and 
work responsibilities escalate. 

It is noteworthy that time management strategies were the most cited 
method for constraint negotiation across multiple levels of the social- 
ecological model, with family and work commitments consistently re
ported to inhibit sport involvement. Previous studies have reported time 
management as an effective negotiation strategy that leads to higher 
levels of sport involvement (Ma et al., 2023; Wood & Danylchuk, 2015). 
For example, in a study of university students’ sport participation, time 
management strategies were found to predict sports involvement and 
elicit ongoing participation (Wood & Danylchuk, 2015). As such, the 
provision of sporting opportunities that allow sufficient planning and 
flexibility to accommodate adults’ busy schedules is critical. 

5. Implications 

Our findings have important implications for improving sport 
participation in adults. The findings demonstrate the breadth of influ
ential factors on sport involvement across multiple levels of the social- 
ecological model. A range of multi-dimensional facilitators and con
straints were identified spanning the individual (e.g., enjoyment, 
health), interpersonal (e.g., social connection, family commitments), 
organisational (e.g., sport structure and resources), community (e.g., 
safe environment, lack of access to sport facilities) and policy (e.g., 
strategic focus on younger age groups) levels. As such, it is important to 
consider the diversity of, and interaction between these multi-level in
fluences when attempting to change sport participation behaviour. 
Notably, many identified facilitators, such as motivation, enjoyment and 
social connection, that align with the core components of behaviour 
change theories (e.g., social cognitive theories, theories of planned 
behaviour and reasoned action). These theories provide important 
frameworks for establishing positive health-related habits, including 
ongoing sport participation, and effective health behaviour in
terventions (Breslin et al., 2017; Webb et al., 2010). However, given the 
main reported constraints pertained to illness or injury and family 
commitments, considerations beyond behaviour change theories are 
necessary to reduce the impact of these barriers on sport involvement. 
Sport-related policy, for example, represents an important 
population-based approach to sport participation that warrants discus
sion. While policy factors were underrepresented among the studies in 
this review, another recent systematic review of the policy influences on 
sport participation in mostly Western countries found four important 
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policy actions that increased sport engagement (Volf et al., 2022). The 
supply of sport facilities, reduction of financial constraints, support for 
participation outside the traditional sport sector, and leverage of 
sporting mega-events (such as the Olympics) were effective actions to 
stimulate participation (Volf et al., 2022). These sport policies were 
however, more effective at increasing participation frequency in 
moderately motivated sport-active individuals than at engaging inactive 
people, and thus, recommended also targeting motivational factors to 
increase overall participation (Volf et al., 2022). As such, 
population-based sport policy that integrates behaviour change frame
works with well-designed sport modifications that alleviate perceived 
constraints will likely result in the development of more effective stra
tegies for fostering adults’ long-term participation in sport. 

This review also has important implications for guiding future 
research. Enjoyment of sport was identified as a key sport facilitator and 
associated with sport participation and commitment. However, the 
meaning of enjoyment for people of different ages, genders and life 
stages is variable and requires further consideration. This is particularly 
important given that sport competes with a range of other (largely 
sedentary) leisure activities (e.g., book clubs), and thus, supporting 
adults’ engagement in sport, an activity that is associated with well- 
substantiated, physical, psychological and social benefits (Geard et al., 
2018; Sivaramakrishnan et al., 2021), is critical. Health limitations and 
inadequate playing opportunities were prevalent sports constraints, yet 
identification of desirable and suitable sport offerings was scarce. Future 
studies would benefit from developing a deeper understanding of 
enjoyment and sport preferences in particular demographic and sporting 
contexts to determine novel approaches to sport delivery that meet 
adults’ dynamic requirements. An equivalent understanding of Visek 
and colleagues’ (2015) fun integration theory for adult populations 
would add a much needed contribution to the literature. Studies in this 
review were predominantly conducted in North America, with only 12 
studies conducted in Oceania, and fewer (n = 10) emanated from 
Australia. The paucity of studies examining adults’ sport facilitators and 
constraints in Australia, for instance, is noteworthy, given the decline in 
sport participation among Australian adults as they age and their pref
erence for non-organised physical activities. Additionally, this review 
highlighted the lack of studies examining sport-inactive adults who may 
want to engage in sport. Only three studies in this review examined the 
facilitators and constraints to sport of non-participants. As such, there is 
a need for a broader cross-section of international research to investigate 
the specific factors that influence adults’ reasons for sport involvement 
and non-participation in different geographic settings. 

Finally, our findings have practical implications for sporting clubs 
and organisations. Studies reported the importance of sport-related 
health benefits to young people and older adults alike, highlighted 
enjoyment and personal achievements as common facilitators, and 
emphasised the value of social support particularly for females and older 
adults. Furthermore, flexible, age- and ability-appropriate sport offer
ings were important for encouraging participation. These findings pro
vide tangible factors for sport governing bodies to address to increase 
and sustain adults’ sport engagement. For example, clubs could alleviate 
time constraints by shortening the length of games or competitions, 
focus on sport enjoyment rather than winning and competition, and 
encourage social connectedness through developing a positive and 
supportive club culture. The emergence of modified sports (e.g., walking 
netball, futsal) is a positive approach for addressing some of the con
straints outlined in this review (e.g., health issues, time constraints). 
However, further steps could be taken to adapt sports in a way that 
enhances the factors most important to adults (e.g., health, enjoyment, 
social support) and that accommodate individual preferences (e.g., goal 
achievement, improving fitness, appropriate competition) and limita
tions (e.g., time, finances), while still retaining the essence of organised 
sport. There is increasing evidence that modifying sport rules and 
equipment to suit individuals’ physical capabilities promotes enjoy
ment, enhances sport-specific skills and builds self-confidence (Farrow 

& Reid, 2010; Oppici et al., 2018). For example, adjusting playing area 
size, using modified equipment (such as lighter balls), and focusing on 
skill development have been successful strategies for increasing enjoy
ment and sustaining participation (Buszard et al., 2020). However, given 
the diverse and dynamic nature of sport influences throughout adult
hood a universal approach to modified sport may not be effective. 
Strategies and programs to promote adults’ sport participation require 
differentiated responses that address this complexity. Participatory ap
proaches, such as interviews and focus groups with potential adult sport 
participants, are emerging as effective methods for achieving successful 
sport and physical activity outcomes (Mansfield et al., 2019; O’Reilly 
et al., 2023). As such, involving adults in the design of modified sport 
programs will likely result in more appealing and effective programs for 
individuals and groups within specific sports and sporting 
environments. 

6. Strengths and limitations 

The present review has several strengths. More specifically, the re
view was pre-registered with the Open Science Framework and con
ducted according to PRISMA guidelines. The rigorous methodology 
utilised to categorise the facilitators, constraints, and negotiated con
straints from the 91 included studies into succinct themes was conducted 
in accordance with existing reviews. The authors endeavoured to retain 
the meaning and context of each extracted item and to ensure the 
classifications were performed with a high degree of accuracy. This re
view’s comprehensive synthesis of a large body of existing qualitative 
and quantitative research across multiple social-ecological domains is 
another strength. The mixed methods nature of the review ensured a 
holistic picture of facilitators and constraints to sport participation were 
captured and represented in the findings. As with all studies, there are 
several limitations that should be acknowledged. Specifically, there was 
considerable heterogeneity in the populations, sporting codes and 
measured outcomes, and thus, a meta-analysis was unable to be con
ducted. While a broad spectrum of sports were examined in the studies, 
running was overrepresented, although this reflects current scholarly 
output and the popularity of running in North America, Europe and 
Oceania (Australian Sports Commission, 2023; Statista Research 
Department, 2023). In the current body of research there is also a 
paucity of studies examining facilitators and constraints among 
sport-inactive adults who may wish to participate in sport. As such, the 
findings in this review reflect the perceived facilitators and constraints 
of predominantly sport-active participants which may differ from those 
experienced by non-participants. A critical area for future research is to 
examine the factors influencing inactive adults’ (aged 25–64 years) 
involvement in sport, as this will inform the development of targeted 
strategies to engage (or re-engage) non-participants more effectively. 
Finally, while the search strategy was comprehensive, this review did 
not include non-English language articles or grey literature, and this 
may introduce publication bias. 

7. Conclusion 

This systematic review addressed an important gap in the literature 
by synthesising the expansive multi-level factors that influence working- 
age adults’ sport participation. Given the global prevalence of insuffi
cient physical activity and the declining trend in adult sport participa
tion, this review provided novel and critical insight into the key 
facilitators and constraints among working-age adults. While individual 
and interpersonal factors were reported most often, the breadth of in
fluences identified across all levels of the social-ecological model 
emphasised the complex and dynamic nature of sport behaviour. Stra
tegies to support adult sport participation should focus on the enjoyment 
of sport, consider co-designed sport modifications to alleviate perceived 
constraints, and integrate behaviour change theory to foster positive 
sport participation habits. This multi-faceted approach will maximise 
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the effectiveness of future sport participation strategies and ultimately 
improve adults’ health and social outcomes. The dearth of studies 
examining the perceived facilitators and constraints of non-sport par
ticipants was another important finding of this review. Future research 
must address this critical gap in the literature to ensure targeted sport 
participation engagement strategies and re-engagement initiatives are 
appropriate and effective. 
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