Physical Culture and Sport. Studies and Research, 2025, 109, 44-57
https://doi.org/10.2478/pcssr-2025-0017

S sciendo

Breaking Barriers: Identifying and Overcoming
Social Exclusion in Voluntary Sports Clubs for Older
Adults Affected by Poverty

Lukas Oettle™P

Authors’ contribution:

A) conception and design of the
study

B) acquisition of data

C) analysis and interpretation
of data

D) manuscript preparation
E) obtaining funding

Department of Sport and Sport Science, University of Freiburg, Freiburg, Germany

Received: 06.12.2024
Aceepted: 24.03.2025

*Correspondence: Lukas Oettle, Department of Sport and Sport Science,
University of Freiburg, Sandfangweg 4 79102 Freiburg, Germany; email: Lukas.
oettle@sport.uni-freiburg.de

Abstract

Poverty and social exclusion are intricately linked and can lead to profound health and social repercussions. Participation in
voluntary sport clubs (VSCs) could help counteract these consequences, but those affected by poverty are underrepresented.

Thematic analysis of qualitative interviews with 14 participants in a targeted sports programme reveals four key barriers
to participation in VSCs: financial costs, stigma, concerns about keeping up physically, and lack of social contacts in VSCs.
Beyond financial constraints, participants highlighted the significant impact of stigma related to appearance, physical ability,
and social identity, which discouraged participation in mainstream VSCs. These stigma concerns, coupled with fears of not
meeting performance expectations, further led individuals to prefer training alongside others in similar life situations. More-
over, the absence of personal connections to VSC members limited participants’ awareness of and access to suitable sports
opportunities, reinforcing their exclusion from these settings.

The findings emphasise the need for VSCs to adapt their practices to address the multidimensional exclusionary processes
faced by people affected by poverty. To enhance VSC access, low-cost and proactive outreach strategies that address concerns
related to performance expectations are crucial. Older adults affected by poverty, in particular, seem to benefit from these
tailored approaches. Addressing stigma through public awareness and inclusive practices could further enhance participation,
while policy interventions supporting these changes would ensure sustainable and equitable access to sports opportunities.

Keywords: inclusion, poverty, social exclusion, sports, stigma

Introduction one dimension of a much broader issue. Poverty extends

beyond economic hardship, restricting access to education,

Over recent decades, it has become increasingly ev-
ident that poverty extends far beyond a lack of financial
resources. While poverty is commonly measured by the
at-risk-of-poverty rate — referring to individuals earning
less than 60% of the national median equivalised dispos-
able income (Eurostat, 2024) — this measure captures only

culture, health, and sports, thereby limiting full partici-
pation in society (Rat der Europdischen Union [Council
of the European Union], 2004; Sen, 1999).

This lack of access is closely linked to the concept of
social exclusion, a multi-dimensional and cumulative pro-
cess that systematically marginalises individuals and dis-
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connects them from key aspects of social life (Kronauer,
1998; Levitas et al., 2007). Disadvantages such as limited
social networks, poorer health and stigma — as well as un-
employment, which is strongly connected to both poverty
and social exclusion — reinforce one another, deepening
social marginalisation (Apostu et al., 2024; Goffman,
1986; Mackenbach et al., 2008; Pohlan, 2019; Rozer et al.
2020). Given that employment not only provides material
resources but also fosters social connections, recognition,
and daily structure (Bohnke, 2006; Jahoda, 1981; Levitas,
2005), its absence further exacerbates exclusion dynamics.
Over time, these reinforcing mechanisms contribute to
a self-perpetuating cycle of poverty and exclusion, which
can ultimately lead to a gradual decline in the living con-
ditions of those affected (Gallie et al., 2003; Kronauer,
1998; Levitas et al. 2007).

In 2024, the at-risk-of-poverty rate in Germany stood
at 15.5% (with more than 16% in the European Union over-
all), a stark reminder of the magnitude of these challenges
across society (Eurostat, 2024; Statistisches Bundesamt
[Federal Statistical Office of Germany], 2024). Despite
being a longstanding priority on political agendas, poverty
remains a persistent challenge with wide-ranging conse-
quences (Bellermann et al., 1993; European Commission,
2022; Kvist, 2016; United Nations, 2015).

While sports programmes do not inherently address
poverty, they can help mitigate some of its consequences
through their social-integrative and health-promoting ef-
fects (e.g. Oettle & Greiner, 2025; Fernandez-Gavira et al.,
2017). Regular sporting activity is associated with reduced
illness rates and improved life expectancy at any age
(World Health Organization, 2010). Additionally, partici-
pation in sports programmes has been linked to psycholog-
ical benefits, including self-confidence, self-efficacy and
self-esteem (Appelqvist-Schmidlechner et al., 2023; Rebar
et al., 2015). Beyond the physical and psychological advan-
tages, VSCs are particularly well-suited to fostering social
interactions and generating positive individual and com-
munity outcomes, such as the development of friendships,
enhanced social cohesion, and mutual support (Coalter,
2007; Elmose-@sterlund et al., 2019; Spaaij, 2009). Ahn et
al. (2024) further highlight in their systematic review that
group-based physical activity can counteract loneliness.

Enabling access to VSCs for individuals affected
by poverty appears relevant from various perspectives.
However, if we compare their participation rates with
the general population, we observe significantly lower
participation levels in VSCs both in Germany and across
the European Union (Breuer et al., 2011; Breuer & Wicker,
2008; Collins, 2014; Elling & Claringbould, 2005; Haut
& Emrich, 2011; Nagel, 2003; Reid, 2012; Schmiade &
Mutz, 2012; Vandermeerschen et al., 2015). Why is that?

It seems that poverty in the context of access to VSCs
is primarily understood in financial terms, with discounted

membership fees currently representing the most com-
mon approach to improving access. In Germany, 41%
of surveyed VSCs offer discounted fees (Breuer, 2017),
a measure that is also widely implemented across Europe
(Corthouts et al., 2020). For instance, initiatives in coun-
tries such as the Netherlands and Great Britain provide
discounts of up to 50% or even enable free participation
for low-income or unemployed individuals (Glyptis, 1991;
Reid, 2012; Steenhuis et al., 2009). Another approach to
addressing financial barriers is the use of leisure cards,
which provide subsidised access to sports facilities and
activities for low-income groups (Collins, 2014). This
aligns with research that predominantly focuses on in-
come levels rather than a broader conceptualisation of
poverty, typically measuring participation gaps based on
household income (Breuer et al., 2011; Breuer & Wicker,
2008; Elling & Claringbould, 2005; Haut & Emrich, 2011;
Nagel, 2003).

Beyond financial support, relatively little is known
about other measures aimed at improving access to VSCs
for people affected by poverty. The Community Sports
Development Program in Belgium, for example, directly
reaches out to individuals through personal visits and
tailored support systems to facilitate their participation in
the sports programme (Marlier et al., 2014; 2020). Simi-
larly, intersectoral collaboration, as seen in initiatives like
Positive Futures in England, brings together social, health,
and cultural organisations to establish broader support
networks that promote participation for people affected
by poverty (Collins & Haudenhuyse, 2015). However,
there remains insufficient understanding of why many
people still refrain from participating in VSCs despite
existing measures.

As VSCs are voluntary, it is particularly important
to directly ask people affected by poverty why they do
not engage in existing sports opportunities, even when
they express an interest in doing so. Understanding their
perspectives and experiences is essential for identifying
barriers more precisely and designing more effective
future measures.

To gain deeper insights into these barriers, this study
interviewed participants from beneFit e.V. (beneFit),
a VSC based in Southern Germany that explicitly targets
people affected by poverty. Since these individuals have
expressed an interest in sports within a group setting and
only gained access through the targeted programme, they
represent a particularly relevant population for examining
both facilitating and hindering factors in participation in
sports programmes.

This article is structured as follows: The following
section will outline the study’s objectives. Subsequent seg-
ments will delve into the social exclusion experienced by
individuals affected by poverty in both sociey and sports
associations, drawing from Kronauer’s (1998) framework
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and considering the interactions between poverty, social
exclusion and health. Since the study sample primarily
consists of older and unemployed adults, the dimensions
of exclusion are presented with a stronger focus on these
demographic groups.

Following this, the study’s methodology will be out-
lined, and the results will be presented and discussed.
The article concludes with a discussion and practical
implications and an examination of the study’s limitations
and future research directions.

Research Aim

This study aims to investigate how social exclusion
mechanisms associated with poverty influence wheth-
er individuals affected by poverty participate in sports
associations. Specifically, it explores two central ques-
tions: What factors impede the participation of individuals
experiencing poverty in sports programmes offered by
VSCs, despite their interest in sports within a group?
Additionally, what are potential measures to overcome
these barriers?

To address these questions, we conducted interviews
with 14 adults who self-identify as poor and who had not
participated in a sports programme for an extended period.
All of them found their way (back) into sports through
a targeted sports programme by beneFit, specifically
designed for individuals affected by poverty.

Based on the findings, this study seeks to outline both
possibilities and limitations for VSCs in engaging (older)
adults affected by poverty. These insights may contribute
to developing more effective strategies for improving
access to VSCs.

Theoretical Frame: Poverty
and Social Exclusion and the
Consequences for Participation
in Sport and Society

Kronauer (1998) describes six dimensions of social
exclusion (economic exclusion, cultural exclusion, ex-
clusion by social isolation, exclusion from the labour
market, spatial and institutional exclusion) that can impact
individuals affected by poverty in various ways. These
exclusionary factors interact and cannot be viewed as
rigidly separated from one another. In addition, the health
status of individuals in the context of social exclusion
is significant from two perspectives. On the one hand,
social exclusion has a negative impact on health, and on
the other hand, poor health increases the extent of social
exclusion (e.g. Levitas et al., 2007; Pohlan, 2019).

Economic and institutional exclusion: For individuals
living in poverty, engagement in social activities is often
massively curtailed due to financial constraints, thereby
restricting access to institutional settings, including sport
associations (Bittman, 2002; Cantor et al., 2022; Collins,
2014; European Parliament. Directorate General for Par-
liamentary Research Services, 2016; Spinney & Millward,
2010; Thibaut et al., 2020). Participation in VSCs comes
with expenses that extend beyond membership fees, which
are relatively low in Germany, averaging around eight euro
per month for adults (Breuer & Feiler, 2019). Additional
costs arise, such as transportation to the sports facility, as
well as expenses for sports clothing and equipment. Data
from the German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs
and Energy indicate that in 2015, private households in
Germany spent approximately 56 billion euros on active
sports participation. This corresponds to more than 110
euros per month per household, with over 40% of these
expenses allocated to sports clothing and equipment (Bun-
desministerium fiir Wirtschaft und Energie [Federal Min-
istry for Economic Affairs and Energy], 2018). Moreover,
individuals with low incomes frequently avoid VSCs to
evade potential social costs, such as those associated with
socialising after training (Vandermeerschen et al., 2017).

Cultural Exclusion: Poverty leads to disengagement
from socially accepted patterns of behavior and expos-
es individuals to social sanctions such as stigma and
discrimination. Stigma arises from the discrepancy be-
tween a person’s actual social identity and the virtual
social identity attributed to them by society (Goffman,
1986). According to Goffman (1986), who is regarded as
the founder of modern stigma theory, stigma can occur
under three conditions: tribal identities (such as ethnicity
or gender), abominations of the body (such as physical
disabilities or deformities), and blemishes of character
(such as addiction, mental illness, or unemployment).
More recently, Falk (2001) distinguished between two
types of stigma based on their perceived cause. Existen-
tial stigma refers to conditions over which a person has
little or no control, such as old age, or race. In contrast,
achieved stigma applies to conditions that are socially
perceived as being the result of an individual’s actions,
such as unemployment, imprisonment, or immigration.
As already outlined in the introduction, poverty can be
associated with various forms of social disadvantage, such
as unemployment, homelessness, physical and mental
health issues, and therefore can lead to multiple stigmas.
Consequently, individuals affected by poverty often face
stigma from multiple sources, compounding their exclu-
sion and reinforcing negative societal perceptions. A cru-
cial factor in stigma experiences is visibility (Goffman,
1986; Jones et al., 1984). When a stigma is highly visible,
such as a facial disfigurement or wearing worn-out or
dirty clothing, an individual is discredited — immediately
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categorised and judged based on their stigma. In con-
trast, when a stigma is concealable, such as unemploy-
ment or mental illness, a person is discreditable — able to
hide their status but constantly at risk of being exposed.
Research highlights how poverty-related stigma affects
self-perception. A study by Reutter et al. (2009) found
that low-income individuals often internalise negative
stereotypes, viewing themselves as a burden to society and
perceiving themselves as lazy and irresponsible. Chase
and Walker (2013) argue that stigmatised individuals
often experience feelings of shame, particularly when
they accept societal attributions as negative (Goffman,
1986). In response, they may seek to avoid shame at all
costs by withdrawing from social interactions that could
expose their hardship (Chase & Walker, 2013). Stigma
does not only affect self-perception but also manifests in
discriminatory behaviors. Discrimination refers to the
unjustified and unequal treatment of individuals based on
certain characteristics, leading to social devaluation and
exclusion (Boshammer, 2008). As a consequence, those
affected by poverty-related stigma may face barriers in
accessing employment, healthcare, and social services,
further deepening their social exclusion.

Exclusion through social isolation and spatial ex-
clusion: Poverty often leads to spatial exclusion, as it
tends to concentrate in specific urban areas. At the same
time, poverty affects social networks by weakening ties
with acquaintances, neighbors, and colleagues, while
close relationships with family and friends remain rela-
tively stable (Bohnke & Link, 2017; Rozer et al., 2020).
This pattern is particularly evident among unemployed
individuals, who lack the social interactions typically
gained through employment (Jahoda et al., 2021; Krug
et al., 2020). As a result, social networks become smaller
and more homogeneous over time, with fewer employed
persons in one’s network and limited access to broader
social circles (Bohnke & Link, 2017). These changes are
further reinforced by health problems, which are often
associated with poverty and unemployment (Béhnke &
Link, 2017; Lindsay, 2009; Kunze & Suppa, 2014). Chang-
es in social networks can lead to a situation where one’s
own network no longer provides access to sports clubs,
as it may itself not be part of a club (Collins, 2014; Jack-
son, 2000). Additionally, individuals affected by poverty
often rely on different information channels, resulting in
inadequate awareness of low-cost sports opportunities
(Fernandez-Gavira et al., 2017; Gregg & Bedard, 2016;
Vandermeerschen et al., 2017).

The interaction of poverty, social exclusion and health:
Poverty has profound psychological and physical conse-
quences. Psychologically, it can lead to feelings of infe-
riority, destabilise self-esteem, and reduce confidence,
motivation, and overall mental well-being (Gedikli et
al., 2023; Grobe & Schwartz, 2003; Paul & Moser, 2009;

Virgolino et al., 2022). Physically, individuals living in
poverty, particularly those who are affected long-term,
are more susceptible to various health diseases, such as
coronary, cardiovascular, and respiratory diseases, while
their physical capabilities tend to decline significantly
(Grobe & Schwartz, 2003; Stauder, 2019). Stigma, as
a byproduct of poverty, contributes to health deterioration
by reinforcing exclusion and limiting access to health-pro-
moting environments (Major et al., 2018). As individuals
age, functional decline and health deterioration become
more pronounced, particularly among those affected by
poverty (Stenholm et al., 2015; Zaninotto et al., 2020).
This risk is especially high for those living alone, as social
isolation further exacerbates health deterioration (Lelkes
& Zolyomi, 2008; Robards et al., 2012). Physical ability
plays a critical role in accessing sports within a group,
with better performance facilitating inclusion. However,
the competitive and performance-oriented nature of sports
within groups often marginalise those who do not meet
certain standards (Elling & Claringbould, 2005). Older
adults and individuals affected by poverty face heightened
exclusion risks, as they are more likely to experience
physical and psychological limitations, disabilities, and
poor health conditions (Gregg & Bedard, 2016; Jenkin et
al., 2017; Spinney & Millward, 2010; Vandermeerschen
et al., 2017). Consequently, older individuals affected by
poverty could face a higher degree of exclusion from
sports participation, as their age-related physical decline,
combined with the negative health effects of long-term
poverty, makes it particularly difficult for them to meet
the physical demands of sports.

Labour market exclusion: The social exclusion process
also leads unemployed people to experience disadvantages
when looking for a job. This can be attributed, among
other things, to social network reconfiguration, as jobs
are often generated through social contacts (Cingano
& Rosolia, 2012; Marsden et al., 2001; Nichols et al., 2013),
with active membership in, for example, a VSC being
positively associated with employment probability (Krug
et al., 2020), and related to physical ability and physical
as well as mental health (Hollederer, 2011; Rooth, 2011).
Stigma can also affect access to the job market. Visiting
job centers, asking friends for job offers or attending
job interviews can make it difficult to hide the status of
unemployment. A reduced effort in job search can be
an option to avoid stigma (Letkemann, 2002). However,
beyond individual coping mechanisms, structural disad-
vantages for stigmatised groups in employment persist,
as stigma can lead to discrimination in hiring processes
and workplace exclusion (Link & Phelan, 2001).

This study builds on existing knowledge of exclu-
sionary mechanisms in sports programmes and aims to
develop a deeper understanding of how different dimen-
sions of social exclusion manifest in VSCs and influence
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the sports participation of individuals affected by poverty.
At the same time, regular participation in VSCs can help
mitigate some of the negative consequences of social
exclusion. By analysing both barriers and potential meas-
ures to access, this study contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of the role of VSCs — both as potentially
exclusionary and as inclusive structures.

Methodology — Qualitative Interviews

People affected by poverty who regularly participated
in the sports programme of beneFit were interviewed
within the framework of a guided interview study.

Setting

beneFit was founded in Freiburg (South Germany) to
create access to sports within groups for people affected
by poverty. The organisation focuses on removing par-
ticipation barriers and enabling participants to develop
capabilities they find meaningful, without prescribing spe-
cific outcomes. In this process, programme development
incorporates the interests of the target group, ensuring that
their needs and perspectives shape the offerings. beneFit is
scientifically accompanied, but funding runs independent-
ly, predominantly through foundations, social lotteries
and municipal grants. Since its initiation in June 2021,
more than 400 people have taken part in this programme
(approximately 70 people weekly), many of whom had not
participated in a VSC for many years. The programme
of the association is aimed explicitly at people affected
by poverty from the age of 18 and the dissemination of
information about it takes place especially in welfare
institutions with a high proportion of people affected by
poverty (e.g. housing and unemployment shelters, shelters
for refugees, institutions for people with low-income).
There is no separation in the courses based on gender
or age. To enable the participation of as many people as
possible, the courses are offered in a low-threshold manner
and without competitive character.

With a wide range of offerings, many interests are
covered. At the time of the study, seven different sports
courses were taking place once a week (whole-body
strength training, kickboxing, street soccer, swimming,
Nordic walking, jogging, cycling), in which interested
participants could also participate on several dates a week
without obligation. The club’s trainers primarily hold de-
grees in sports science, sports education, or social work.
Before joining the club, they complete training to work
with heterogeneous groups in terms of health, physical
condition, age, and gender. They also receive regular
feedback from the club’s coordinators. Participation in all
offers is free of charge and, if required, sports clothing,
shoes and equipment are provided free of charge. The

sports activities are located throughout the city, especial-
ly in areas with higher proportion of people affected by
poverty or directly in welfare institutions.

Participants

Participants of the study had to be at least 18 years old
and had to have a sufficient understanding of the German
language. To ensure that the course offer was accepted by
the respondents, at least three months had to have passed
since the first course participation and they had to have
taken part in at least 15 training units.

A total of 14 people took part in the study. Of these,
seven were female and seven were male. The mean age
was 56.6 (£11.0) years, with the youngest participant being
28 years old and the oldest being 70 years old. The study
participants were individuals who take part in beneFit
because they felt addressed by the offer, which is specif-
ically designed for people affected by poverty. No direct
income data was collected; instead, participation was
based on self-identification as poor. This approach was
chosen to better capture the subjective experience of pov-
erty. Three key factors that are closely linked to poverty
and social exclusion were considered in this study, based
on German classifications. Unemployment is defined as
working less than 15 hours per week and receiving state
benefits. Homelessness means that the person does not
have a fixed tenancy agreement and old-age poverty means
that the person is retired and dependent on state benefits.
It is noteworthy that individuals in old-age poverty are not
per definition unemployed, yet they experience similar
exclusion from the material and non-material resources
provided by employment. Further information of the
participating sample can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. Sociodemographic data of study participants

Age (n=14)

Average 56.6 (£11.0)
Span 28-170
Sex (n=14)

Female 7 (50.0%)
Male 7 (50.0%)
Poverty-associated factors

Unemployed (n=13) 9 (69.2%)
Average duration 6.6 (£5.7)
Homeless (n=10) 3 (30.0%)
In poverty in old age (n=14) 5 (35.7%)
Migration background (n=14)

No 11 (78.6%)
Yes 3 (21.4%)
Marital status (n=14)

Single living 8 (57.1%)
Divorced 6 (42.9%)
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Education (n=13)
No qualification

Secondary School Leaving 1 (7.7%)
Certificate (Foundation Level) 4 (30.8%)
Secondary School Leaving 2 (15.4%)
Certificate (Intermediate Level) 6 (46.2%)
Advanced Level

Training time in months (n=14)

Average 5.8 (£2.5)
Span 3-12
Training frequency in units (n=14)

Average 25.9 (£8.8)
Span 16 - 50

Notes: Values in brackets are standard deviations or per-
centages. The educational qualifications are translated
from German (kein Hauptschulabschluss; Hauptschulab-
schluss; Mittlere Reife; Abitur/Fach- und Hochschulreife)

Procedure

Before the interviews were conducted, the designed
interview guide underwent several rounds of testing for
comprehensibility with individuals from the target group
during a pilot phase and was subsequently revised. The
study leader (LO) is actively involved in coordinating the
association, providing the advantage of having already
established trust with the participants (Helfferich, 2011).
Throughout the study period, participants in the courses
who met the inclusion criteria were approached to gauge
their interest in participating.

Interested individuals were then informed about the
study procedures and provided with an information letter
containing further details. The interviews had an average
duration of 58 & 25 minutes and were recorded with partic-
ipants’ prior consent. A semi-structured, open-ended in-
terview approach was used, allowing participants to share
their experiences freely while ensuring key topics were
covered. Participants were asked about various topics, in-
cluding the meaning of sports, their points of contact with
sports, experiences with VSCs, reasons for leaving VSCs
or for previous physical inactivity, reasons for joining
beneFit courses, experiences with beneFit and reasons for
regular participation. Throughout the interview process,
poverty was not explicitly mentioned by the interviewer.
Instead, interviewees brought up the topic themselves,
and the interviewer followed up with questions on these
subjects. Subsequent to the interviews, participants were
given a paper-pencil questionnaire to provide sociodemo-
graphic information and details about the courses they
attended. Both the audio files and questionnaires were
assigned a pseudonymisation code. To maintain pseu-
donymisation, the collected data were sent to a research
group member for transcription using f4transcript v7.0.6.

During the transcription process, all information
that could lead to the identification of the interviewee

or third-party information provided by the interviewee
was anonymised and generalised. For a more descriptive
presentation in the results section, pseudonyms were
generated from age, gender and origin. The transcription
was content-semantically done by JG! following Dresing
and Pehl (2018) and was subsequently reviewed by LO.
Quotations included in this paper for illustrative purpos-
es were translated and grammatically corrected by the
author for meaning, then rechecked by a British English
native speaker.

Data analysis

Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was em-
ployed, ensuring that the findings were data-driven while
also being interpreted through a theoretical lens. The
analysis followed an inductive approach in the initial
coding phase, allowing key themes to emerge directly
from the data. In the later stages, a deductive alignment
was applied, incorporating Kronauer’s (1998) six dimen-
sions of social exclusion and research on the interaction
between poverty, social exclusion, and health. The analysis
process involved two independent researchers (LO, JG).
Initially, both researchers immersed themselves in the
data by carefully reading and re-reading the transcripts.
Following this, each researcher independently generated
codes to identify key patterns, concepts, and recurring
themes. Through collaborative discussions, they refined
and structured these codes into broader thematic cate-
gories. These themes were then compared with existing
theoretical frameworks to explore overlaps and deepen the
interpretation of findings. The iterative nature of thematic
analysis allowed for continuous reflection and refinement
throughout the process. Finally, the results were reported
collaboratively, emphasising the key themes and their
significance in relation to the research question.

Results

All of the participants had not participated in any
sports programme for several years. Four of the partici-
pants had never before participated in a sports programme
outside of school sports, and for eight of the participants,
the last participation was at least ten years ago, with five of
them having last been part of a sports programme in their
childhood. Only two participants have been in a sports
programme in the past ten years.

During the thematic analysis, four themes were iden-
tified as being exclusionary for participants in the context
of accessing VSCs, whereas in the beneFit offerings,

' The present work was conducted at the Department of Sports and

Sport Science at the University of Freiburg and was supported in
the analysis process by JG.
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these themes were not perceived as exclusionary: Stigma,
concerns about keeping up physically, financial costs, and
the absence of social contacts in VSCs. By highlighting
these topics, we can define perceived barriers in VSCs in
contrast to inclusive aspects of a programme tailored for
the target group. In the following sections, these topics
are presented and illustrated with quotes.

Stigma

The confrontation with stigma in training groups seem
to be of particular importance for the participants. In the
interviews, it becomes apparent that different types of
stigma can occur in sports programmes.

Six of the respondents expressed fears of stigma in
VSCs, which they associated with different manifestations
of poverty and named this as a central reason for not
participating at all. One participant, who was affected
by long-term unemployment and homeless at the time of
the survey, was worried about getting into conversations
about her own living conditions.

“And the other thing is, when you're homeless, you
have different priorities. And, well, it’s hard to engage
in sports — it just doesn’t work. There is a bit of a men-
tal block in it. So you really have to say (...) going from
such a situation into a club and then being together
with people who virtually ask you about your concerns,
or you feel partly ashamed and find it difficult. I think
that is really the biggest hurdle.” (Petra, 51)

She feels ashamed and insecure about her life situation
and worries that others will ask her about it, which make
her feel even more uncomfortable. She uses the term
‘mental block” to describe this feeling, which suggests that
it is a psychological barrier that is preventing her from
participating in VSCs. To avoid these fears, she expressed
as a solution: " ..., so I would rather start the job first, so
that questions don't arise in the club.” This indicates that
unless there is a change in her own life situation, the
woman perceives herself as unable to participate in a VSC.

Some participants also expressed concerns about
standing out visually. They feel pressured to conform to
specific standards of appearance. For example, one partic-
ipant, who had never been to a VSC himself, mentioned
that he believed he would always be compared to others
in a VSC based on who wore the best clothes. Another
participant made a humorous remark about the possibil-
ity of receiving a "house ban” (Thomas, 70) for wearing
his usual clothes in training. This remark highlights the
worries the man has about experiencing exclusion when
he does not adhere to the expected norms.

The same participant had previously attempted to
join a VSC but was insulted and devalued due to his life
situation. He expressed that he was requested by a person

with "Hey, shorty, run a long.” to fetch something for him.
In this context, it is a disrespectful and discriminatory
request towards an adult person due to his appearance or
perceived social standing.

In addition to stigma directly linked to poverty or
unemployment, some participants also reported experienc-
ing stigma related to physical ability. Elke, for example,
described VSC participants as perfect people’, whereas
she assumed even before registering that the participants
at beneFit would not be perfect:

“I have confidence in myself because the others aren’t
perfect either, and that gives me a bridge. So it’s ac-
tually positive for me that the others aren’t perfect
either; it helps me. It's better for me when not everyone
is an athlete and they are all really great.” (Elke, 56)

With regard to the sports programme offered by ben-
eFit, the majority of the participants expressed a positive
opinion, as it was explicitly aimed at people affected by
poverty and thus removed the participants’ inhibitions
and fears. Some participants already associated an ex-
pectation of belonging to the group when they signed
up via the leaflets in terms of social status and physical
performance requirements

“So the keyword is ' for poor people’, and since I'm
not rich, I realised that this is a certain clientele I fit
into, and that gave me the courage to sign up there.”
(Stephan, 62)

This statement showcases how individuals may seek
spaces or opportunities where they feel a sense of con-
nection or understanding based on shared experiences
or circumstances. It reflects the importance of environ-
ments where people can feel comfortable and supported,
especially when facing financial constraints or societal
judgements.

In participating in sports activities with people who
share a similar background, participants also see special
opportunities to share similar life experiences. In this
context, the sports programme provided by beneFit is per-
ceived as a space that can foster encounters that may not
occur in the everyday lives of people affected by poverty.

“And of course, there's also the social aspect, that
I’'m now with people who are in a similar situation as
me and that we can share our experiences with each
other. Normally, you tend to avoid each other in such
situations.” (Mathias, 57)

The participants from beneFit were also supported
by the trainers, who treated them respectfully and at eye
level, so that they did not feel that their own life situation
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played a special role. This allows them to feel safe and be
themselves without the need to pretend.

“You don’t come in here and ask “what kind of people
are these”, but just say, “hey, how are you?” and
perceive us as just normal people ... . You can have
fun, experience criticism, or chat, just like normal.
That’s what I worry about when I go to a club now in
my situation.” (Petra, 51)

Concerns About Keeping up Physically

Concerns about physical performance appear to play
a structurally significant role, particularly for older partic-
ipants, and is a reason why they tend to avoid the regular
sports programmes and opt for the offerings from beneFit.
Three participants are of the opinion that their physical
performance and mental condition is not sufficient to
keep up with other groups in VSCs. Notably, all of these
participants had never previously been part of a VSC.

“(..) Iwould not have dared to do it because [ was just
in very bad physical condition, and I wouldn't have
had the courage to do it,” said Elke, 56. She further
explained, "I wouldn’t have been mentally able to go
to a regular club. That would have put me under too
much stress, (...).” (Elke, 56)

Svenja (38) expressed a similar view, highlighting the
competitive nature of VSCs: "That was always the main
focus — winning.’

Especially for older participants like Elke, the combi-
nation of age-related physical limitations and the psycho-
logical strain of trying to meet performance expectations
in a sports programme can feel overwhelming. Many of
the participants at benefit are older or have health issues
and have often experienced long periods of physical in-
activity, which amplifies their concerns. beneFit provides
them with a space where they can participate without
the pressure to perform, allowing them to focus on their
well-being at their own pace.

“Well, 1 find it to be a nice framework for myself be-
cause I trust myself to listen to my own body within
that framework. So, if it becomes too much for me,
1 allow myself to take a step back.” (Elke, 56)

This positive attitude towards beneFit’s offerings is
largely due to the fact that participants do not feel they
need to meet strict performance expectations. The indi-
vidual needs of participants are respected, enabling them
to participate at a level that feels manageable.

“There’s no pressure to perform that's imposed on
everyone. Instead, everyone just does what they can,

and I think that’s actually a good thing. It’s great that
everyone can just do their own thing.” (Dieter, 65)

beneFit emphasises during recruitment that everyone
can participate according to their own abilities, a message
consistently reinforced by the trainers. This inclusive
approach fosters an environment where participants feel
comfortable engaging in sports within a group without
fear of judgment or pressure to meet high-performance
standards.

Financial Costs

Six of the participants said that they did not have the
confidence to cope with the costs that arise, especially
when starting a sports programme, but also the contin-
uous costs. Most of the participants had hardly been ac-
tive in sports in the past years and thus did not have the
necessary sports clothing and shoes. Expenses can be
high, especially at the beginning when equipment and
clothing need to be purchased. The participants also see
the regular membership fees as challenging and not to be
managed without saving money in other areas of life. One
participant also added that it is difficult to build up social
contacts in VSCs without incurring additional expenses.

“If you want to make connections, you have to spend
money and sit around drinking and doing all sort of
things. Plus, you have to pay the new membership fees
again and again. And in the end, you also have to pay
for the clothes.” (Thomas, 70)

Accordingly, beneFit’s offering is also described as ac-
cessible as there are no financial costs incurred for partici-
pation. The participants appreciate the opportunity to par-
ticipate for free and also the provision of sportswear. One
participant saw herself additionally motivated to participate
in the sports programme by the provision of sportswear:

“.., I can hardly afford to spend money because I earn
so little right now, so I try to avoid any expense. When
1 got something like that, it was a great thing. It gave
me even more motivation.” (Beate, 64)

Absence of Social Contacts in VSCs

When asked why the participants had not previously
participated in other sports activities, two participants
stated that the absence of social contacts who are already
members of VSCs hindered their access to such clubs.

“In my case, the housing situation has contributed
to the fact that I haven’t made any connections. May-
be if I had always lived in the same district or lived
there now, then I would have been able to make some
connections, but that's not the case.” (Thomas, 70)
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In contrast, for five participants, the notice in a facil-
ity they regularly visit, which supports unemployed and
homeless individuals, seems to have been a relevant factor
that made their participation in the course programme
possible. Some of the participants were not explicitly look-
ing for a sports programme, but were rather confronted
with it by chance and became interested. "... there were
some notes lying here and I read through them. Then
I said, spontaneously, "That’s nice!” (Inge, 67) These
more incidental accesses to the sports programme are
based on the fact that the leaflet were displayed in the
facilities visited by the participants. Information about
other sports programmes is less likely to be available in
welfare institutions.

Discussions and Practical Implications

The objective of this study was to examine how social
exclusion mechanisms associated with poverty affect the
participation of individuals experiencing poverty in VSCs.
Based on the findings, this discussion reflects on the key
barriers identified and explores potential pathways to
enhance access to sports programs for this target group.

The results of the study indicate that the study partic-
ipants perceive various exclusionary factors in participat-
ing in VSCs, which, from their perspective, do not occur
in the beneFit programme. It became clear that exclusion
in VSCs is closely tied to broader dimensions of social ex-
clusion in everyday life, as described by Kronauer (1998).

Stigma emerged as a particularly pervasive barrier,
aligning with Kronauer’s dimension of cultural exclusion.
Participants often faced stigma in their everyday lives,
leading to coping mechanisms such as social isolation to
avoid judgement (Goffman, 1986; Reutter et al., 2009).
This cultural exclusion extends into sports within groups,
where fears of judgement or exposure discourage par-
ticipation. In addition to stigma associated with poverty
and unemployment, specific stigma related to physical
ability appears to be present in sports settings. Participants
expected the training group at beneFit to consist of indi-
viduals with physical limitations, despite the fact that the
programme leaflet exclusively addressed poverty rather
than physical condition. This suggests that participants
may have internalised stereotypical ideas about who en-
gages in poverty-focused sports programmes. Interesting-
ly, athletes were described as perfect people’, reinforcing
a perceived difference between themselves and physical-
ly active individuals. This separation between ‘us’ and
‘them’ is also reflected in the findings of Chase and Walker
(2013), who highlight how individuals affected by poverty
often construct a social divide. This distinction suggests
that participants may have internalised an idealised image
of people who engage in sports programms. In line with
Goffman’s (1986) types of stigma, it becomes evident
that participants not only fear stigma due to blemishes of

character (e.g., unemployment) but also due to abomina-
tions of the body (e.g., physical limitations). The visibility
of stigma plays a crucial role in this process (Goffman,
1986; Jones et al., 1984). Some aspects of poverty are
immediately visible in VSCs — such as worn-out clothing
— while others, like unemployment, remain concealed
unless disclosed. This distinction reflects different risks of
exposure, which may shape participation decisions. Taken
together, the findings suggest that individuals affected by
poverty perceive multiple risks of stigma in VSCs, leading
them to avoid these spaces altogether. While targeted
sports programmes may unintentionally reinforce social
exclusion by isolating participants within familiar cir-
cles, their benefits should not be underestimated. Beyond
providing access to sports within groups, such initiatives
create opportunities for social interactions, for example,
between trainers and participants, which can contribute
to reducing stigma. Studies show that direct contact with
stigmatised groups can lead to attitude changes among
those who hold stigmatising views (e.g., Brown et al.,
2003). Given the broad societal reach of sports, VSCs
could serve as valuable settings for stigma reduction,
provided they actively foster an inclusive and diverse
environment. In this context, public sports events such
as the Homeless World Cup and national street football
tournaments deserve greater attention. These events pro-
vide marginalised groups with public visibility, challenge
prevailing stereotypes, and contribute to shifting societal
perceptions. Moreover, participation in sports programmes
can counteract common stigma against people affected by
poverty — such as laziness or lack of willpower — by con-
trasting these with the characteristics typically attributed
to athletes, such as motivation, resilience, and physical
activity. From a policy perspective, tackling stigma in
sports requires integrated strategies that challenge deeply
rooted societal attitudes. Public awareness campaigns,
similar to those in anti-discrimination efforts, could help
normalise the participation of marginalised groups in
sports programmes. Funding bodies should prioritise
programmes that not only facilitate access to sports but
also actively challenge stereotypes, encouraging VSCs
to develop targeted strategies to promote diversity and
inclusion. Additionally, regulatory measures, such as
sensitivity training for staff and inclusive policies within
VSCs, could help foster a culture of respect and belonging.

The present study suggests that physical performance
is exclusionary not only as a category of stigma but also in
relation to concerns about keeping up physically. Partici-
pants, many of whom face physical limitations and psycho-
logical challenges, expressed concerns about meeting the
physical demands in VSCs. Although the programme at
beneFit is open to all people affected by poverty, the data
revealed that older adults were particularly drawn to it,
as it likely addresses, in a special way, the barriers faced



Physical Culture and Sport. Studies and Research, 2025, 109, 44-57 53

by older individuals or those with physical and mental
health challenges. This is likely due to its low-threshold
and non-competitive nature, which contrasts with the per-
formance pressures often encountered in VSCs. While this
issue also affects younger people with health impairments
or lower performance levels, it is particularly significant for
older adults affected by poverty, as this group is especially
prone to health problems (Jenkin et al., 2017; Stenholm et
al., 2015; Zaninotto et al., 2020). The results of this study
give reason to consider the performance requirement here
as relative to the external conditions. Even though sport has
undergone a change in recent decades and the role of com-
petitive sport, which is particularly performance-oriented,
has diminished due to the political objective of "Sport for
All” (Ibsen et al., 2016), physical performance in sports
programmes is still considered as both an inclusive and
exclusionary factor (Elling & Claringbould, 2005). In order
for everyone to be able to participate, it is recommended
that inclusive offers be expanded with regard to perfor-
mance requirements. During the recruitment process,
fears regarding high performance expectations should
already be addressed. In training, coaches play a sig-
nificant role in shaping the content, making it crucial to
provide training for coaches on inclusive training content.
Financial costs represent a significant barrier to partic-
ipation in VSCs, aligning with Kronauer’s dimension
of economic exclusion. As highlighted in previous re-
search, the expenses associated with sports programmes
extend far beyond membership fees and include costs
for equipment, transportation, and social participation —
such as post-training gatherings (Bundesministerium fiir
Wirtschaft und Energie [Federal Ministry for Economic
Affairs and Energy], 2018; Vandermeerschen et al., 2017).
In this study, for the participants, a pressing financial chal-
lenge appeared to be the lack of basic sports equipment,
such as suitable sportswear or shoes, which significantly
hindered their access to sports. Many participants had
little to no prior experience in sports and therefore did
not own the necessary gear, making initial participation
financially burdensome. Even when sports programmes
were offered free of charge, the inability to afford appro-
priate clothing and footwear often became a decisive entry
barrier. At beneFit, it became evident that, in addition to
providing free access to sports courses, the availability
of secondhand sports equipment plays a crucial role in
reducing financial barriers. By offering sports clothes and
shoes, upfront costs for participants can be significantly
minimised, making engagement in sports more feasible.
While this approach is not yet widely implemented, it
represents a practical strategy to enhance accessibility.
However, its success depends on organisational capac-
ities, as the collection, management, and distribution of
secondhand sports equipment require structured imple-
mentation. Furthermore, some municipalities and job

centers in Germany provide financial assistance to cover
membership fees, partially alleviating costs for individ-
uals with low incomes. However, it can be assumed that
many people do not know about this or the bureaucratic
effort is too high. By actively advertising this by VSCs,
the utilisation rate of these cost transfers could be in-
creased. At the same time, beneFit’s experience shows that
participants who have been involved for a longer period
often express interest in becoming official club mem-
bers and are willing to pay a membership fee (typically
10—50€ per year). These experiences support the notion
that membership fees are only one aspect of financial
accessibility, with the overall financial burden of sports
participation — particularly the cost of sports equipment
— playing a more significant role in exclusion from VSCs.

At least in the present study, it became evident, that in
some cases access to VSCs is lacking due to the absence
of social contacts in VSCs. This aligns with the concepts
of exclusion through social isolation and spatial exclusion.
Whereas in the context of jobs, one’s own social network is
often a supporting factor, especially when they themselves
are employed (Cingano & Rosolia, 2012; Marsden et al.,
2001; Nichols et al., 2013), a similar effect can be found
for VSCs in this study, which is partly not available for
the participants. If, in addition to this, the information
channel of sports programmes is not sufficient, it can have
an exclusionary effect (Gregg & Bedard, 2016; Vander-
meerschen et al., 2017). To counteract these dynamics,
it could be beneficial to ensure that information about
sports programmes reaches potential participants through
targeted outreach. For example, placing information in
welfare institutions or other spaces frequently visited
by individuals living in poverty might help bridge this
gap. Such approaches could particularly support people
with smaller social networks, potentially enabling them
to access opportunities independently of personal con-
tacts. This strategy could address both spatial and social
dimensions of exclusion, contributing to more equitable
access to sports programmes.

The findings of this study emphasise the need for
multi-layered policy approaches to address barriers in
sports participation for individuals affected by poverty.
Stigma and performance expectations represent deeply
entrenched challenges that require targeted interventions
at both organisational and systemic levels. By prioritis-
ing funding, training, and inclusive outreach strategies,
policymakers can ensure that VSCs become a genuinely
accessible avenue for promoting health, social inclusion,
and well-being among marginalised populations.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

One limitation of this study pertains to the researcher’s
involvement in the beneFit programme. While the estab-
lished relationship with participants may have facilitated
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more open disclosures of personal feelings and percep-
tions due to familiarity (Helfferich, 2011), this closeness
might also have influenced participants to present a more
favorable view of the programme, potentially introducing
bias into the results.

Furthermore, limitations arise from the sample size
and socio-demographic composition of participants. While
a larger sample size would have been preferable, practical
constraints such as frequent language barriers, particu-
larly among individuals with a refugee background, and
a fundamental lack of interest in participating in the study
made this unattainable.

Consequently, the study’s findings cannot be gen-
eralised to the broader population affected by poverty.
Furthermore, the sample reflects a trend also observed
in beneFit’s offerings, as older adults tend to participate
more frequently. Therefore, the findings provide insights
into a specific subgroup and cannot be generalised to the
broader population affected by poverty. However, the study
offers unique insights into a particularly underrepresented
group in poverty research—namely older, unemployed
adults and individuals with health-related challenges.

The diversity within poverty-affected populations
— including variations in age, gender, ethnicity, and so-
cio-economic conditions — remains insufficiently explored.
Further investigations could examine how these factors
intersect with barriers to sports participation. Comparative
studies across different demographics and settings would
enhance the broader applicability of these findings. For in-
stance, analysing similar programmes in different regions
or among younger populations could reveal both universal
and context-specific exclusionary factors. While this study
focused on VSCs, examining other organisational settings,
such as public institutions or commercial providers, could
offer a more comprehensive understanding of accessible
sports opportunities for individuals affected by poverty. To
deepen insights into non-participation, upcoming studies
should also consider individuals who have not yet engaged
in any sports programmes but express an interest in doing
so. Understanding their perceptions and motivations could
help design more inclusive and appealing initiatives. Given
that stigma emerged as a central barrier, future inquiries
could assess practical solutions to mitigate judgment
fears, such as sensitivity training for VSC staff or public
awareness campaigns.

By addressing these gaps, future studies can provide
a more nuanced understanding of the intersection between
poverty, social exclusion, and participation in VSCs, in-
forming policies and practices that support equitable
access to sports for all.
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