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It's the 'small things' that matter

Key Findings

We can enable and support activity leaders and 
volunteers to 'get it right'

Participants seem to value a sense of belonging more than they value 'typical' 
safeguarding concerns, such as physical safety. Participants seem to feel it's 
more important to get these 'small things' right than it is to design and 
implement formal safeguarding policies and procedures. Indeed, if nothing is 
going wrong, then participants seem to take it for granted that these 
safeguarding policies are operating effectively in the background, and are 
therefore beyond their concern.

If participants value the 'small things', then we must ensure that activity leaders 
and volunteers have all the support and resources they need to create 
environments in which participants can feel known, and valued. At the same 
time, participants seem to place a great deal of trust in activity leaders, which 
could lead to situations where they are afraid to challenge them if something 
does not feel right. To get around this, all clubs should appoint a dedicated 
welfare officer or safeguarding lead, who could handle concerns and disclosures 
independent of the activity leader.

The researchers spoke to participants from eight sport and activity organisations 
over a three - year period. The researchers were particularly interested in hearing 
the views of participants who belonged to  a potentially marginalised group, by 
virtue of their age or of a disability. 

We can support participants' agency, and 
encourage them to speak up

A lack of safeguarding concerns could mean that all is well. Or it could suggest 
that participants are not aware of certain safeguarding risks, or that they do not 
feel comfortable in speaking up. Safeguarding awareness campaigns could 
help here, but they would need to strike a balance: We need to empower 
participants and promote their agency without creating cultures of fear and 
mistrust.
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We need to raise awareness of third party support

There must be a balance between competition 
and inclusion

A person - centred approach can help activity 
leaders meet diverse needs

Many participants told us that, if they had a concern, they would report it to their 
club leader. This raises the obvious question of who they might turn to if they had a 
concern about their club leader. We should promote greater awareness of outside 
agencies, the sort of support they can offer, and of how participants might contact 
them.

Some participants valued the social side of sport and activity. Others valued the 
competitive aspect. Activity leaders and volunteers need to find a way to cater for 
these differing priorities to ensure that nobody feels pressured, isolated, or 
unfulfilled.

Activity leaders need to accommodate varying levels of ability, along with varying 
levels of possible risk. A person - centred approach in line with participants' 
respective  abilities can help ensure that nobody gets left behind, and that nobody feels 
rushed.
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Maximising opportunities and tackling inequalities by listening to the voices 
of sports participants from potentially marginalised groups

˺̟ ̝̟̖̚ ̨̥̙̚ ̥̙̖ ̡̠̣̥̄ ˶̟̘̝̟̒̕Я̤10 year Uniting the Movement strategy, the Voice of 
the Participant project aimed to gather the views of sport  and activity participants 
from potentially marginalised groups.

Originally the project focused on marginalisation or inequality on the grounds of 
age, disability, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or any other protected characteristic that 
may result in potential differences in opportunity or treatment. Ultimately the 
research centred on activity groups for older people, alongside sport and activities 
provision  for people living with learning or physical disabilities.

The project sought perspectives from individuals and groups regarding their safety 
and wellbeing when engaging in their chosen sport or activity. Rather than sport and 
activity organisations, the project focused on those participating in sport and 
activities, along with those who support them to do so. The researchers 
acknowledged, though, that there would often be some crossover between these 
groups.  

The approach
The research team of Anne Patterson and Tina Thordal gathered data through a 
variety of methods:

¶ Face - to - face focus groups and forums
¶ Individual interviews with likely respondents
¶ Online and offline surveys, using easy - read formats when necessary

Over a three - year  period, the researchers gathered data and insights from 18 clubs 
and organisations.

All participating clubs and organisations received a written feedback report to 
enable them to take any actions necessary to improve the welfare and 
safeguarding provision in their clubs. The reports also served to reassure organisers 
of what was already working well. 

After a certain amount of time, the researchers contacted a small number of 
organisations for an update on the feedback process, along with any actions they 
had made following their involvement in the project. 

Introduction



Our enquiries were made of various groups of sport/physical activity participants.  

One of our initial project aims was to gain an appreciation of safeguarding from 
the perspective of participants who belonged to a potentially marginalised group, 
by virtue of age or of disability. 

Participants

With the help of partner organisations in the 
Active  Partnership  and charity sectors we were 
able to reach people in both groupings . Some 
were taking part in exercise to build strength 
and balance to help prevent falls. Others were 
exercising just for the  sheer enjoyment of getting 
outdoors and being part of a group .  

We once more acknowledge that there are 
some overlaps between the two groupings of 
participants and so we report both the 
commonalities as well as those areas that are 
unique or different for each grouping. 
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Developing a shared understanding of what safeguarding 
means
We have highlighted in other areas of our write - up about this project that the 
vocabulary around safeguarding was often problematic , and it was necessary to 
ask about safeguarding in a variety of ways rather than simply asking 
participants what safeguarding meant to them.  Our enquiries thus became 
about what made people feel safe and well (or otherwise) while taking  part , and 
what was it that contributed to them feeling this way (or not!).  

Data Findings
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Consequently, the insights we report here are 
reflective of participants ' Ю̧̝̖̚̕ ̡̖̩̖̣̖̟̖̤̔̚Я ̠̗ 
being/feeling safe and well when taking part 
in their respective physical activities.  They 
encompass a whole gamut of  things that for 
these participants help to build a feeling of 
safety and wellbeing  Ь a safe place and 
activity that they return to regularly with 
confidence.  We acknowledge that some of 
̥̙̖̤̖ ̞̘̙̥̚ ̡̡̖̣̒̒ ̥̠ ̖̓ ̠̦̥̤̖̚̕ ̥̙̖ Ю̟̠̣̞̝̒Я 
realm of safeguarding issues . This in itself 
was a key finding . What  we might call 
'safeguarding'  means many different things 
to different people.  It has been invaluable 
therefore to capture these voices and gain 
some insight into what safeguarding is for 
participants themselves.  

Safety and wellbeing  ̇ ̤̗̖̘̦̣̟̘̒̒̕̚˚ ̗̠̣ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚ ̤̚з
(what really matters to participants)

Feeling physically safe in the environment and knowing that you 
could trust the coach
Participants oriented to physical safety and wellbeing .  People said  that they felt 
physically safe in the environment and felt they could trust the coach(es) Ь 
indeed , they spoke very highly of the coaches and the attention they gave to 
each person. Participants felt confident that leaders were able to anticipate what 
may happen and advised then accordingly during the session (for example, 
advising adjustments to posture and so on).  
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It mattered to participants that the physical environment was organised such 
that there were appropriate facilities for the activity being undertaken, with no 
obstacles and with health and safety in mind and that facilities (including 
changing) could cater for all of those participating.  Some participants referred to 
the size of the group as relevant to their safety and wellbeing .  

  Some enjoyed the intimacy of a small group, particularly where an activity 
̝̖̖̣̒̕ ̟̖̖̖̕̕ ̥̠ ̥̥̖̟̒̕ ̢̦̥̖̚ ̝̠̤̖̝̪̔ ̥̠ ̧̟̦̝̤̒̚̕̚̚̕Я ̧̞̠̖̞̖̟̥̤ ̟̒̕ 
posture. If there were  too many people in the group, it could have detracted from 
the personalised help some required.   Some people though found that they felt 
better in a large group that allowed for social interaction, but not so large that 
their voice was not heard or they were overlooked.  Suffice to say that despite the 
variability of views, participants ' sense of feeling safe and well during the activity 
depended upon the size of the group.   
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One participant referred to the fact that they 
took medication, signalling  that they had an 
ongoing health condition requiring 
supervision . They said it was good that they 
could be supervised from a distance.  Again, 
the activity area being in view at all times 
allowed them to engage autonomously in the 
̧̥̥̪̒̔̚̚ ̦̥̓ ̨̥̙̚ ̧̦̟̠̥̣̦̤̖̓̚ Ю̞̠̟̥̠̣̟̘̚̚Я ̪̓ 
their supporters.  

 

Many participants and their supporters 
referred to environmental and 
practical factors .  People felt that a venue 
needed to be very safe for those needing 
a sheltered environment, where they could 
be seen and supported , but with little or no 
intervention if they wished to be 
independent.  

Most venues allowed for the activity area to 
be in view at all times , which allowed for 
safety monitoring but allowed participants to 
get on with the activity as autonomously as 
possible. One volunteer mentioned some 
instances where participants had managed 
to turn off, but they mitigated this through 
using a circuit contained within a fenced 
area. 
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Being known

In the context of what people can do within their sport 
or exercise
Participants reported that they felt safe in the knowledge 
that the group leader(s) knew what they were able to do 
and worked with them to manage any constraints 
related to their ability, capabilities , or otherwise to 
complete their activity.

̡̣̥̟̥̤́̒̔̒̚̚Я ̠̟̗̖̟̖̔̔̚̕ ̨̤̒ ̡̡̤̦̝̖̞̖̟̥̖̕ ̪̓ ̥̙̖ 
variety of ways people could engage with the activity.  
At a cycling club , participants could cycle either 
independently or with someone on board a suitable 
bike . At some venues, supporters could cycle alongside 
them on another bike.  People valued having their 
preferences known and having many differing options 
which resulted in very positive personalised experiences.

In terms of who they are and their wider social context
Participants valued being known by name and by leaders having a good sense 
of where they had travelled from, who supported them to take part , and so on.  It 
was clear that many participants were repeat attendees  and so were well -
known to leaders and volunteers.  Participants liked that volunteers knew 
something about them and their preferences for engaging with the activity , and 
this helped their confidence to take part.  

Participants told us how much it was 
appreciated that they were known fully 
and were able to tell leaders and 
̧̠̝̦̟̥̖̖̣̤ ̗̚ ̥̙̖̪ ̨̖̣̖ Ю̧̙̟̘̒̚ ̒ ̓̒̕ ̪̒̕Я 
and were a little compromised in what 
they could do that day.  They reported too 
that leaders were aware of their wider 
lives and so could appreciate if/when they 
may have other pressures coming to bear 
on their ability to engage with the activity. 
They liked too that leaders also knew their 
wider support circles; people who enabled 
them to attend.    



˽̖̖̣̤̒̕Я ̨̣̖̟̖̤̤̒̒ ̠̗ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚Я ̧̣̪̟̘̒̚ ̙̖̝̥̙̒ ̤̤̦̖̤̚ ̨̤̒ ̝̤̠̒ ̤̖̖̟ ̤̒ ̒ ̧̖̣̪ 
̡̞̠̣̥̟̥̒̚ ̡̣̥̒ ̠̗ Ю̖̟̘̓̚ ̨̜̟̠̟Я ̤̒ ̥̙̤̚ ̡̙̖̝̖̕ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚ ̥̠ ̗̖̖̝ ̠̟̗̖̟̥̔̚̕ ̥̠ 
take part, safe in the knowledge that someone else there knew something of 
them, in case a health problem manifested during a session.  
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Ю˳̖̝̠̟̘̟̘̚Я ̟̒̕ ̡̖̥̟̖̒̔̔̒̔
Participants felt that being safe and well 
embodied things like a sense of feeling 
included; knowing that you were not going to 
be made to feel embarrassed; knowing that 
you were not being judged; a sense of 
Ю̖̝̠̟̘̟̘̓̚Я ̥̠ ̥̙̖ ̡̘̣̠̦˟ ̡̣̥̟̥̤́̒̔̒̚̚ ̟̚ ̞̟̪̒ 
groups expressed a sense of belonging and 
they valued the social interaction as much as 
the physical exercise.  For some (for example, 
someone who self - identified as gay), this had 
not always been their experience but the 
group to which they belonged was felt to be a 
very safe and positive space. 
Safeguarding/safety/ wellbeing  was also 
described by some participants as belonging 
in a group where no abuse happens even 
when people are potentially vulnerable. Age  
was acknowledged by participants 
themselves as a potential vulnerability in this 
instance .

Many participants we spoke to 
suggested a sense of belonging at their 
club or activity, either because  they 
already knew the leader , or they knew 
other people who attended , and they 
looked forward to seeing them.  

There was a sense that this was about more  than simply seeing people each 
week , and that they felt part of the club . As one person articulated , they would be 
̞̤̤̖̚̕ ̗̚ ̥̙̖̪ ̟̕̚̕Я̥ ̥̥̖̟̒̕˝ ̤̪̟̘̒̚ б̖̈ ̝̠̠̜ ̗̥̖̣̒ ̖̙̒̔ ̠̥̙̖̣вˬ б˺̗ ̝ ̨̤̟̒Я̥ ̙̖̣̖ ̝ 
̨̜̟̠ ̝ ̨̠̦̝̕ ̖̓ ̞̤̤̖̚̕в



Socialising
Many participants made it clear that sport and activity provides an opportunity to 
socialise, which they said contributed to their sense of safety and wellbeing .  This 
was expressed by carers/supporters too.  The fact that some people had been 
Ю̤̠̝̝̪̔̒̚ ̡̣̖̤̣̖̔̓̚̕Я ̥̠ ̤̠̞̖ ̡̘̣̠̦̤ ̝̤̠̒ ̧̖̖̟̖̔̚̕̕ ̥̙̖ ̖̒̚̕ ̥̙̥̒ ̥̙̖ ̤̠̝̔̒̚ 
element was equally as important as the physical gains that might be made 
from participating. 
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˷̠̣ ̞̟̪̒ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚ ̥̚ ̨̤̒ ̝̤̠̒ ̥̙̖ Ю̧̖̖̟̥Я ̠̗ 
attending that was beneficial.  Supporters also 
looked more widely at the activity as supporting 
participants wellbeing .  They felt that 
participants enjoyed the outing itself, planning it 
and doing the outdoor activity , but also enjoyed 
the  sharing of the activity within a larger group.

A parent - carer explained in great depth how 
good it was for their own wellbeing  that they 
could enjoy a stride - out themselves for a walk 
within the perimeter of the track while also 
seeing the  person they cared for enjoying their 
experience too.  They felt it helped  both of them 
with respect to their physical and emotional 
wellbeing . 
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Participants told us that feeling safe was 
about belonging to the group and the 
opportunity for social engagement. They 
said they attended the group for the 
company as much as anything else and 
the social part was an essential side of it.  
˺̟ ̞̟̪̒ ̡̘̣̠̦̤ ̨̖ ̧̠̤̖̣̖̓̕ ̒ ̝̠̥ ̠̗ Ю̜̓̒̔ 
̟̒̕ ̗̠̣̥̙Я ̟̒̕ ̞̦̙̔ ̝̦̘̙̥̖̣̒ ̞̠̟̘̒ ̥̙̖ 
groups which evidenced this very well. 

Participants expressed a sense of camaraderie that made them feel safe too , 
and they said this also contributed to feelings of wellbeing ˬ бThe class helps the 
̣̟̓̒̚ ̥̠̠в one participant remarked , б̒ ̟̕ ̥̚ ̟̔̒ ̖̓ ̒ ̡̙̖̝ ̨̥̙̚ ̝̠̟̖̝̟̖̤̤̚в˟ 

In particular the idea that it was a social as well as a physical activity was a key 
driver for many people to come along time and time again.  When we arrived at 
one venue a group of people who arrived in a minibus was enjoying a picnic 
lunch before the session. Carers  told us that this was just as much a social 
experience as one that enabled some valuable exercise. 



Building Relationships
Participants really valued their activity leaders and looked to them as a source of 
constancy in the sense that participants knew what to expect from a session. The  
predictability helped them feel comfortable  and confident to take part. In the 
case of people with learning disabilities the leaders and volunteers had built up a 
trust with many participants attending the session on a regular basis. Often 
activity leaders and volunteers could anticipate how everyone  would engage with 
the activity and have the appropriate equipment ready. We were told how over 
̥̞̖̚ ̡̡̖̠̝̖Я̤ ̠̟̗̖̟̖̔̔̚̕ ̥̠ ̡̡̣̥̥̖̒̔̒̚̚ ̙̒̕ ̟̣̖̤̖̔̒̚̕ ̥̓̚ ̪̓ ̥̓̚ ̦̟̥̝̚ ̥̙̖̪ ̨̖̣̖ 
able to participate autonomously, after having been very hesitant at the start of 
their engagement with the activity. Often these participants oriented towards 
those individuals with whom they had developed some sort of affinity, and it was 
this that enabled them to grow in confidence .
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As one participant remarked ˘̥̚Я̤ 
the people [leaders and 
volunteers] that make you feel 
safe '. Another participant referred 
to the positive attitude of activity 
leaders and volunteers 
suggesting that 'it  gees people 
on '

Participants also described situations where they felt respected . Examples  were 
given where coaches/leaders asked if it was okay to touch someone to re - adjust 
̥̙̖̣̚ ̡̙̪̤̝̔̒̚ ̡̠̤̥̠̟̚̚ ̥̠ ̡̙̖̝ ̨̥̙̚ ̥̙̖̣̚ ̧̥̥̪̒̔̚̚˟  Ю̡̖̤̖̥̃̔Я ̨̤̒ ̝̤̠̒ ̦̤̖̕ ̥̠ 
describe where participants felt respected and valued for what they can and 
cannot do as part of the activity and were not made to do things they could not. 
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Due to varying disabilities, some participants were heavily 
reliant on others to aid their efforts in their chosen activity, 
though they were often able to communicate  what did 
and did not suit them. Similarly , supporters and activity 
volunteers had a clear idea of what suited the person 
they supported and what did not. It became clear that for 
many participants their safety and wellbeing  was a 
collaborative endeavour, and this largely rested  upon 
relationships built on trust  and confidence.

Having empathic activity leaders appeared to be 
paramount in building relationships and creating 
environments of trust.



Communication
Communication was mentioned  time and time again as being key  to running a 
good activity/ club. We  ̠̟̤̖̣̔̚̕ ̥̙̤̚ ̞̠̣̖ ̟̚ ̥̙̖ ̟̖̩̥ ̤̖̥̠̟̔̚˝ Ю̧̣̖̖̟̥̟̘́̚ 
situations that place people at risk -  exploring good practice/poor practice Я˝ as 
there was much good practice in this particular area.  
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Participants liked that leaders were reactive as well as proactive, in the sense that 
they were proactive in communicating well about how the session might proceed 
but were reactive too to anyone who might be struggling with understanding on 
any particular day . Some people  ̨̜̟̠̝̖̘̖̒̔̕̕ ̥̙̖̪ ̤̠̞̖̥̞̖̤̚ ̙̒̕ Ю̓̒̕ ̪̤̒̕Я 
and these needed to be embraced too for participants to feel safe and supported 
in the session. 

We include it in this section too though, since it 
was reported by participants that effective 
communication contributed to their sense of 
safety and wellbeing .  At an individual 
participant level, it was felt to be imperative 
that leaders and volunteers knew how each 
person typically communicated, particularly  
̨̙̖̣̖ ̥̙̤̚ ̞̘̙̥̚ ̟̠̥ ̖̓ Ю̞̟̤̥̣̖̞̒̒̚Я ̧̖̣̝̓̒ 
communication.  It was also said that leaders 
̟̖̖̖̕̕ ̥̠ ̦̟̖̣̤̥̟̒̕̕ ̧̟̦̝̤̒̚̕̚̚̕Я ̞̠̖̤̕ ̠̗ 
engagement in both communication and in 
their pursuit of the activity for them to feel safe 
and happy while participating.  

Some participants also 
expressed the importance of 
having what they called 
б̝̖̣̔̒ ̣̦̝̖̤ ̠̗ ̡̝̪̒в ̗̠̣ ̥̙̖̞ 
to feel comfortable in taking 
part. This  was particularly 
relevant for those who 
engaged in team activities 
and where competition was 
involved.  

Participants expressed concern that it did not feel good when their personal 
challenges, such as  physical or learning disabilities, behavioural challenges and 
so on, were  highlighted or magnified in the pursuit of winning a game.  



̡̣̥̟̥̤́̒̔̒̚̚ ̤̒̚̕ ̥̙̥̒ Ю̝̖̣̔̒ ̣̦̝̖̤ ̠̗ ̡̝̪̒Я should reflect  whoever was in their team 
at any one time so that no - one is made  to feel uncomfortable about their 
contribution.  

Participants told us that play should be about enjoyment, and that it should  be 
inclusive. Participants  also reported  ̥̙̥̒ ̥̙̖̣̖ ̨̖̣̖ ̧̣̠̦̤̒̚ Ю̧̝̖̖̝̤Я ̠̗ ̡̠̞̖̥̥̠̟̔̚̚˟  
We were told that play may take place in a relaxed session or more competitive 
̤̖̥̥̟̘̚˝ ̟̚ ̨̙̙̔̚ ̤̖̔̒ ̗̗̖̣̟̘̕̚̚ б̣̦̝̖̤ ̠̗ ̖̟̘̘̖̞̖̟̥̒в ̞̪̒ ̡̡̝̪̒˟  ̙̖̣̖̅ ̨̤̒ ̒ 
̣̖̠̘̟̥̠̟̔̚̚ ̥̙̥̒ ̡̡̖̠̝̖Я̤ ̡̤̣̥̠̟̤̒̒̚̚ ˙̗̠̣ ̡̣̠̘̣̖̤̤̠̟̚ ̟̚ ̝̖̘̦̖̤̒˝ ̗̠̣ ̡̖̩̞̝̖̒˚ 
may be different and this can also affect  matters of inclusivity, such as in terms of 
including people with a range of differing abilities .  So 'clear  ̣̦̝̖̤ ̠̗ ̡̝̪̒Я ̨̖̣̖ 
reported to be important to all participants, whether very able and keen to win , or 
playing with recognised challenges and also keen to win! 

Some participants also mentioned social media as a good means of 
communicating more widely about their activities but felt that for this to be safe it 
should be monitored and mediated effectively. We reflect on this again in the 
following main section around preventing risk.
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Tailoring activities for each individual
Tailored generally to suit capabilities and capacities
Participants said that they felt that coaches were aware of 
their varying abilities/mobilities and knew each one of 
them and their exercise needs . In some cases , these were 
assessed by coaches when they enrolled for some classes.  
They felt they were in a safe space, where  the trainer knew 
them and their abilities, and they were not pushed beyond 
their limits. Participants talked of having a sense of control 
over what they attempted and what they did not. The  
decision about what/how much to do rested with them as 
they knew best what they could and could not  manage.  
Some people said that to be safe they had to concentrate 
and do as much as they could manage . Coaches  also 
have a good sense of this for various individuals, and  
participants reported that sometimes they were reminded 
not to push themselves too far .  

Examples ̠̗ ̨̙̥̒ ̡̡̖̠̝̖ ̨̤̒ ̤̒ Ю̣̦̝̖̤ ̠̗ ̡̝̪̒Я ̨̖̣̖ included suspending 
play when someone falls over, minimising over - physicality, bullying, 
shouting , and aggression in play. 



Many participants said they  felt safe  and happy  while doing the activity,  as they 
felt they had a choice around how much or how little they engaged. They felt they 
could maintain a sense of control for themselves and were empowered to work 
towards their own achievement goals by the leaders and volunteers.
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There were several instances where  people 
were encouraged to achieve their 
goals , and people moved from being 
unconfident to being fully confident.  We 
observed one person who was rather 
reluctant to ride a bicycle, but  who by the 
end of the activity session had completed 
several laps of a track and didn't want to  
get off!  

For some participants joining the activity 
had been transformational . One  person 
who had experienced a stroke had been 
initially transported round a circuit by 
others doing the pedalling, but they  could 
now use an adapted cycle independently.  
They would not have been able to do this 
on the road, due to high risks, but  they  were 
able to incrementally increase their 
capabilities in a safe space.  Their 
supporters said this had greatly impacted 
the building of independence for that 
person. 

Similarly, a partner of a 
participant who had 
experienced a stroke also 
told us that they had been 
Ю̡̣̖̤̣̖̔̓̚̕Я ̥̙̖ ̤̖̤̤̠̟̤̚ ̥̠ 
help with rehabilitation and 
that the activity had 
proved extremely 
beneficial in the pursuit of 
both rehabilitation and re -
gaining some 
independence.



Awareness of policies and procedures for safeguarding
Many participants assumed that there were policies and procedures related to 
safety and wellbeing  in place, and held somewhere, but very few knew where 
these were or how they could be accessed.  It was assumed by many that this 
particular area was the domain of leaders and organisers of the activity , and that 
safety and wellbeing  was about their safe engagement in any one session, rather 
than the policies and procedures that might sit behind their safe engagement.  
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Tailored for those with very specific needs 
Participants were made to feel safe, well , and confident when they had very 
specific needs , and when activity  leaders and volunteers worked very hard to 
meet these needs.  Examples given to us by participants included a couple who 
were blind (they self - identified using this term) and were enabled to take part in 
their activity with adjustments in equipment and communication.   They reported 
they felt completely safe and confident and had worked collaboratively with 
those organising the activity to make it so.  ̖̈ ̖̥̝̒̕̚ ̥̙̤̚ ̞̠̣̖ ̟̚ ̥̙̖ Ю̧̣̖̖̟̥̟̘́̚ 
situations that place people at risk -  exploring  ̘̠̠̕ ̡̣̥̖̒̔̔̚ˠ̡̠̠̣ ̡̣̥̖̒̔̔̚Я 
section of this write - up but include it here as a factor that was highly relevant to 
participants safety and wellbeing.

Similarly, we observed and were told of 
instances where those with challenging 
behaviours required sensitive solutions to 
enable their participation, and  activity 
providers tailored this for them, such that 
the participants returned repeatedly in the 
knowledge they could participate safely 
and happily. Again, we say more about this 
̟̚ ̒ ̨̗̠̝̝̠̟̘̚ ̤̖̥̠̟̔̚ ̤̒ ̥̚ ̣̖̗̝̖̥̤̔ Ю̘̠̠̕ 
practice Я˟

Thus, it is possible to see that there were a 
whole range of factors that contributed to 
̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚Я ̤̖̟̤̖ ̠̗ ̤̗̖̥̪̒ ̟̒̕ wellbeing  
when engaging with their activity.  Some 
are things that it is possible to take for 
granted and/or may seem outside the 
realms of typical safeguarding concerns.  
We consider this in our final reflection 
section.
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Whose responsibility is 
Ю̤̗̖̘̦̣̟̘̒̒̕̚Я˰

For some, particularly those with learning 
disabilities, there appeared to be little 
awareness of their own agency in safety 
and wellbeing . We reflect further on this in 
other sections .  In the main part, these 
participants appeared to trust their 
safety and wellbeing  to those supporting 
them, whether this be support - workers or 
teachers, or those running the activity.  
Many other participants however 
reported that their safety and wellbeing  
was invested very much in their activity 
leaders, though they said that they 
looked out for each other, indicating that 
the responsibility was also a mutually 
shared one.  Carers/staff - members of 
those who were supported to participate, 
echoed this tendency to look to the 
leaders in the first instance as 
responsible for safety and wellbeing , but 
they recognise too that it was a shared 
responsibility , and  that  for them it was 
part of their every care or work.  Where 
̥̙̖̣̖ ̨̖̣̖ ̖̤̘̟̥̖̒̕̚̕ Ю̨̖̝̗̣̖̒ ̠̗̗̖̣̤̔̚Я ̟̚ 
clubs, these were also named by 
participants as having responsibility for 
safety and wellbeing  matters. 
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Some participants thought that there were probably safety policies in place , but 
that everything runs so smoothly in their club that policies never have to come 
into play . Suffice to say we were advised by all leaders/volunteers that there were 
policies and procedures in place should anyone wish to access them. One set of 
participants told us that they were in the process of developing these , and they 
acknowledged that they would  ̟̖̖̕ ̥̠ ̖̓ ̤̥̠̣̖̕ ̟̒̕ Ю̧̖̣̥̤̖̒̕̚̕Я ̟̚ ̒ ̨̪̒ ̥̙̥̒ 
made it easy for all to access , with consideration given to those who were less 
technical/media - aware.  Thus, there was a varied range of participant 
awareness of policies and procedures ranging from some telling us they had б̟̠ 
̖̒̚̕в to those indicating a strong awareness .



Knowing what to do if someone has a concern or worry

Very few grounds for concern
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With further discussion, some people did suggest ways in which concerns might 
arise , albeit on a speculative level.  For example, some people described some of 
the feelings that can happen when participating in activities . People  could feel 
'confused',  'unsure',  'overwhelmed'.   This might mean that they or others might 
need staff support, whether from  care staff or the activity leader , and it is their 
reassurance that can help them to feel confident.  Their responses were 
consistent with some of the perspectives expressed above about what 
safeguarding might look like . They were linked to their feeling safe and to their 
general wellbeing , rather than thinking about risks that safeguarding practitioners 
might consider risks, such  as abuse, bullying , and so on . 

Most participants reported 
that they had very little cause 
for concern, suggesting that 
their leaders were 
approachable and friendly 
and had a keen willingness to 
help with anything that might 
occur. There was an 
overwhelming positivity that 
the leaders of their group 
could resolve anything.  
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It appeared to be assumed by most participants, 
̥̙̥̒ Ю̤̗̖̘̦̣̟̘̒̒̕̚Я ̨̤̒ ̥̜̖̟̒ ̣̖̔̒ ̠̗ ̪̓ ̥̙̖ 
provider and leaders of the activity session and 
they assumed that policies and procedures were 
in place , particularly as for some of the older 
people they had been referred to the activity as a 
means of preventing falls and improving balance 
and the like, so it was considered a health 
intervention.  

For participants with learning disabilities, 
particularly those attending from group care 
settings, there is possibly an assumption that 
safeguarding is implicit in whatever activity they 
attend with their supporters.  



On the other hand, a number of participants with 
learning disabilities who attended activities 
independently or from shared care settings 
appeared very empowered to call out anything 
they did not  like and said they would defend 
others ('we  could gang up ')  if someone faced a 
risky situation or had a concern.  Thus, again , 
there was a whole spectrum of responses, from 
walking away if you did not  want to report a 
concern, to challenging something vehemently. 

To tell or not to tell
Across all our visits, there was a great deal of 
variety in what a participant would do with a 
concern, should one be raised, either involving 
themselves or someone else.  Some participants 
reported that they would have no qualms about 
reporting anything that concerned them whilst 
̠̥̙̖̣̤ ̤̒̚̕ ̥̙̥̒ ̥̙̖̪ ̨̠̦̝̕ ̟̠̥ ̨̤̙̚ ̥̠ Ю̣̠̜̔ ̥̙̖ 
̠̥̓̒Я˟  
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̠̞̖̄ ̧̖̖̟ ̡̣̖̠̣̥̖̕ ̥̙̥̒ ̥̙̖̪ ̨̠̦̝̕ ̣̥̙̖̣̒ Ю̨̝̜̒ ̨̪̒̒Я ̗̚ ̥̙̖̪ ̗̖̝̥ ̥̙̖̪ could not  
express and possibly resolve any concerns. Thus, there was a whole spectrum of 
responses ranging from saying that they may cry and get emotional about it, to 
̥̖̝̝̟̘̚ ̤̠̞̖̠̟̖ ̥̙̖̪ ̟̕̚̕Я̥ ̗̖̖̝ ̤̗̖̒ ̟̒̕ ̠̟̥̖̟̥̔ ̟̚ ̥̙̖ ̠̟̥̖̩̥̔ ̠̗ ̥̙̖̣̚ ̧̥̥̪̒̔̚̚˟  
At the other end of the spectrum, some people told us about whole pathways of 
people they may work through to raise a concern, including wider agencies like 
the police and social services. 
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Some older participants said that at 
̥̙̖̣̚ ̘̖̒ ̥̙̖̪ ̨̠̦̝̕ ̟̠̥ ̨̤̙̚ ̥̠ Ю̣̠̜̔ 
̥̙̖ ̠̥̓̒Я ̤̒ ̥̙̖̪ ̧̝̦̖̒̕ ̥̙̖̣̚ 
participation in the group . Some  said 
that at any age they would be 
reluctant to speak up about concerns. 
Some  said they might simply leave 
the group rather than pursue an issue . 
Others  said they ˘̨̠̦̝̟̕Я̥ wish to 
make a fuss '.  

Conversely, other older adult participants said they would have no hesitation in 
raising something either for themselves or for others.  



Groups containing people with learning 
disabilities also gave a varied range of 
responses though with some elements in 
common.  Some participants did not appear 
afraid to speak up and share their concerns 
with us which very much suggested they saw 
their club as a safe space to be honest and 
up front about anything bothering them.  
Certainly, the community feel of many clubs 
confirmed what was said by one participant 
Ь that they all look out for each other and 
would feel confident in raising any issues.  We 
acknowledge that this may not be the same 
for all people with learning disabilities . Also, 
for those with greater communication 
challenges, the onus would rest on their 
supporters to raise any concerning matters. 
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Supporters also said that they would have no qualms in raising a matter on behalf 
of the person they supported, and in a lot of cases they were well positioned to do 
̤̠ ̤̒ ̥̙̖̪ ̨̖̣̖ ̤̠̞̖̥̙̟̘̚ ̠̗ ̟̒ Ю̡̖̩̖̣̥Я ̠̟ ̥̙̖ ̡̖̣̤̠̟ ̥̙̖̪ ̡̡̤̦̠̣̥̖̕ ̟̒̕ ̨̜̟̖ 
what issues may and may not be concerns.  Of course, this does mean that there 
̤̚ ̥̙̖ ̡̠̤̤̝̥̪̓̚̚̚ ̠̗ Ю̗̝̥̖̣̟̘̚̚Я˝ ̪̓ ̥̙̣̚̕ ̡̣̥̖̤̒̚˝ ̠̗ ̨̙̖̥̙̖̣ ̟̒̕ ̨̙̥̒ ̥̠ ̥̖̝̝ ̠̣ ̟̠̥ ̥̠ 
tell , even if these ̡̣̥̖̤̒̚ ̗̖̖̝ ̥̙̖̪ ̣̖̒ ̥̟̘̒̔̚ ̟̚ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚Я ̖̤̥̓ ̟̥̖̣̖̤̥̤̚.  

Who to tell
Overwhelmingly among all groups, it was reported that the first port of call with 
any problem would be the activity leader. There  appeared to be a great deal of 
trust placed in the leader to be able to resolve any concerns.  

This was especially 
the case where a 
strong relationship 
had been built 
between 
participants and 
the activity leader 
as described in 
earlier sections. 



Older participants who had no qualms about raising concerns named the activity 
leader as the person they would approach first. When  asked what they would do 
if they had a concern about the activity leader , participants named  several others 
they would approach with concerns. This included  their family, friends, those who 
̙̒̕ Ю̡̣̖̤̣̖̔̓̚̕Я ̥̙̤̚ ̧̥̥̪̒̔̚̚ ˙i.e. health  and social prescribers ), and the people 
running the leisure centre in which the activity was based. Someone even 
mentioned reporting to some sort of 'sporting  ombudsman '. 
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Activity  leaders appeared to be pivotal 
figures for participants. This makes us 
wonder what would happen if it was the 
leader with whom they experienced a 
concern.

For both older participants and those with 
learning disabilities, there was a general 
sense that activity leaders should be the first 
port of call.  It was only when we asked what 
if the leader was the source of concern that 
people were more creative in their thinking 
and named other pathways, including wider 
agencies that may be of help.  There 
generally appeared  to be limitations about 
who could be approached.  Participants with 
learning disabilities appeared to find it more 
challenging to think beyond their immediate 
carers/supporters and the leader of the 
activity group, although they sometimes 
referred to others in their care setting, such 
̤̒ б̡̡̖̠̝̖ ̟̚ ̥̙̖ ̦̥̪̕ ̠̗̗̖̔̚в˟
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For people with learning 
disabilities, since they were often 
supported by others to take part 
in their sport or activity, they 
invariably said they would speak 
̥̠ ̒ ̣̖̣̔̒ ̠̣ б̤̥̗̗̒в ̡̡̤̦̠̣̥̟̘̚ 
them in the first instance.  They 
also said that they would tell the 
activity leader in whom much 
trust was placed.  



Agency
While older  participants demonstrated some agency in whether and where they 
might report a concern, there were  still instances where they said they might walk 
away rather than 'rock  the boat '.  This potential vulnerability was magnified 
somewhat when it was accompanied by a possible fear that they might not be 
̝̖̒̓ ̥̠ ̥̥̖̟̒̕ ̗̚ ̥̙̖̪ Ю̣̠̜̖̔̕ ̥̙̖ ̠̥̓̒Я˝ ̤̟̖̔̚ ̥̙̖̪ ̧̝̦̖̒̕ ̥̙̖ ̤̠̝̔̒̚ ̖̟̘̘̖̞̖̟̥̒ 
greatly too.  Thus, older people did appear to act as their own agents in matters 
of concern but weighed this against what they might lose as a result of raising a 
concern.  Some participants told us that they felt comfortable in raising issues, 
had raised issues as they went along , and had had their concerns considered 
and resolved.  
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Preventing situations that place people at risk 
(exploring good practice/poor practice)
Our own observations at the various clubs made us aware of much good 
practice . Leaders  and volunteers reported that there were policies and 
procedures in place, with some clubs having designated welfare officers . Yet the 
emphasis in this section is on what  participants themselves said they thought 
̨̤̒ ̘̠̠̕ ˙̠̣ ̡̠̠̣˚ ̠̦̥̒̓ ̥̙̖̣̚ ̝̦̔̓ˠ̧̥̥̪̒̔̚̚˟  ̡̣̥̟̥̤́̒̔̒̚̚Я ̡̡̧̖̣̤̖̥̖̤̔̚ ̣̖̒ ̥̙̦̤ 
foregrounded here, though having attended many sessions ourselves, we  
supplement these with our own observations of what  we saw on the ground .

On the other hand, participants  
with learning disabilities did  not 
show  a great deal of agency for 
their own safety and wellbeing. It  
appeared to be entrusted to 
their familiar others, whether this 
was their carers/supporters or 
the activity leader. 

Those participants with learning disabilities who did demonstrate some agency in 
raising concerns told us that they would speak up and say when they were not  
happy, that they could walk away if they wished to and did not  like what was 
going on . One participant  suggested  that  they were a close - knit group and would 
Ю̘̟̘̒ ̡̦Я ̠̟ ̨̧̙̠̖̖̣ ̨̤̒ ̦̤̟̘̔̒̚ ̥̙̖̞ ̥̠ ̖̓ ̠̟̖̣̟̖̔̔̕˒  
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Exploring good practice
Effective leadership
Overwhelmingly participants sang the praises of their activity leaders and their 
teams of volunteers. The activity leader and supporting volunteers who delivered 
the session appeared to be important figures in making participants feel safe 
and confident to take part.  For some participants confidence was a key issue , 
and we observed all supporters enabling their involvement in a way and to a level 
that individual participants were comfortable. We were told by participants that 
'the  staff are great ' and that they enjoy the session 'because  ̥̚Я̤ ̣̖̝̩̖̒̕˝ ̗̣̖̟̝̪̚̕ 
and without too many rules and regulations '.  It is good that that is how people 
feel who take part, and we could see that staff worked very hard to make it safe, 
seamless , and enjoyable.
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Effective leadership also involved 
effective planning . It was clear that 
some  of this had been done in 
advance , and we were told that 
participants liked that their activity 
organisers checked out premises 
and ensured that everything was 
present that was needed/desired, 
including adequate changing areas 
for differing genders . In relevant 
cases that there was a referee for 
competitive sessions. 

We were also made aware that 
there was a great deal of 
̠̝̝̠̣̥̠̟̔̒̓̒̚ ̨̥̙̚ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚Я 
supporters and with other agencies, 
for example the leisure centres 
providing the activity venue.  

Participants' supporters told us that they also collaborated with wider agencies such as 
the council and local charities , who activity leaders worked with to maximise inclusion 
and provide the potential for safe and beneficial engagement with physical and social 
activity.



Good practice embodied in activity leaders and volunteers
Participants spoke very well of support workers and coaches, using expressions of 
how it made them feel to tell us about this . Among these were feelings  of 
'happiness'  and 'being  loved '.
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Participants reported feeling 
encouraged by the activity 
organising team . We were told by 
activity organisers that 'we always 
find a way '. Such was the 
commitment of activity leaders and 
volunteers to enabling optimum 
levels of engagement.  

One volunteer commented that they 
genuinely believed that they have the 
best job in the world . Such was the 
commitment of organising staff to 
making the activity enjoyable and 
beneficial for those taking part.  

Participants reported that it was 
down to the attitude of activity 
leaders that they felt that 
participants could do their activity. 
It was they who gave them the 
confidence and made them feel 
comfortable to be there and to 
participate to whatever extent they 
could.  

Participants told us resoundingly that 
leaders and volunteers were 
approachable and that they felt 
listened to. They particularly valued 
that the leaders knew who they were 
as individuals , leading to a sense of 
̖̝̠̟̘̟̘̓̚ ̟̒̕ Ю̖̟̘̓̚ ̨̜̟̠̟Я˟  

We observed that people were known individually by leaders and volunteers and 
there were flexible ways to engage everyone  on both a practical and social level.  



We observed how the coaches knew their participants' personal  circumstances  
and  how they were feeling on the day. Generally,  each participant was known 
individually, even when they were part of a  large group. This was clearly very 
important to participants since it was mentioned by so many of them and this 
clearly contributed greatly to their feeling safe and comfortable in participating 
in the activity.  

Others said they felt comfortable that they could approach someone with any 
concern, in particular describing one of the team as very compassionate and 
caring about them in a non - intrusive way.
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Participants liked too that 
coaches knew what they 
could and could not 
manage within the activity. 
One participant said that 
they established that it was 
a safe environment for them 
early on . They had sensed 
that very quickly from the 
attitude of activity leader 
and volunteers.

They added that they valued being 
put at ease and being part of the 
group.

Supporters of those taking part were 
also extremely complimentary 
about the leaders and volunteers 
and of the activity which they 
provided.  They said they saw the 
many benefits for those they 
support and often it was a highlight 
̠̗ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚Я ̨̖̖̜̤˟ ̡̣̥̟̥̤́̒̔̒̚̚ 
confirmed this latter point too , quite 
emphatically, telling us: ˘˺̥Я̤ 
wonderful here '; ˘˺̥Я̤ only my second 
week here but l really enjoy it '; 
˘̙̖̣̖̅Я̤ a sense of community ' and 'I 
love being here '.



Person -̖̟̥̣̖̔̕ Ю̤̠̝̦̥̠̟̤̚Я -  promoting choice, independence and 
confidence
During our visits we were able to speak with a wide variety of participants taking 
part in a varied range of physical activities.  There were people from an older -
adult population, some individuals with extra communication needs, some with 
visual  impairments, varying levels of physical and/or intellectual disability, people 
with mental health concerns, and  individuals whose behaviour could present as 
challenging.  Every effort was made to work in a person - centred way to 
accommodate such a diverse range of participants and to enable them to take 
̡̣̥̒ ̤̗̖̝̪̒ ̟̒̕ ̠̟̗̖̟̥̝̪̔̚̕˟ ̟̖̀ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̒̔̒̚̚Я̤ ̡̣̖̟̥̒- carer summed it up in the 
following way: 'The sessions are inclusive, helpful and amazing '.  

As mentioned previously, leaders and 
volunteers were instrumental in the 
encouragement and motivation of 
individual participants to engage with 
the activity however they wished and 
felt able.  Participants told us that they 
felt that activity leaders and 
volunteers motivated them really well 
and said that they seemed to proceed 
with a 'no ̤̦̙̔ ̥̙̟̘̚ ̤̒ ̪̠̦ ̟̔̒Я̥' 
attitude. Although some participants 
also added that motivation comes 
from within oneself, they 
acknowledged that their self -
motivation was enhanced by the 
coaches constantly encouraging 
them.
Both participants and their supporters 
spoke about having choice around 
how much people engaged with the 
activity.  Often activity sessions began 
with a warmup  or game, which 
included everyone regardless of 
ability/capability.  

It was very inclusive, though we observed that participants did indeed exercise 
choice around how much or how little they engaged . Some  were in the thick of it , 
while  others  were reticent and so were encouraged to do what they could or wished 
to, in a non - pressurised manner.  

26Registered charity (no. 1086592) 
Centre for Social Work , University of Nottingham, NG7 2RD



One participant said 'Sometimes  ̝ ̖̖̔̕̚̕ ̝ ̠̟̕Я̥ ̨̟̥̒ ̥̠ ̥̜̖̒ ̡̣̥̒ ̟̒̕ ̟̠- one 
forces me to. I like to just watch '.  This also indicated that there was value too in 
the social opportunity that attending the session provided. 
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One example was a young female participant who was very slowly 
building confidence to participate.  She was encouraged to hold the 
handle bars on a small bike that had been decorated with stickers 
(which were important to her personally) for increasing amounts of 
time, with an intention to increase time doing this and so build greater 
confidence around the cycling activity.   

Participants were supported to think for themselves rather than for others to take 
over.  For example, it was suggested they 'think  about your position ' or 'think  about 
where your chair is ', which gave participants time to think through their actions 
and then to act independently to achieve what they were trying to achieve.  

Where the exercises seemed too 
energetic for some, participants 
suggested that they felt this was more 
about a poor fit, presumably  between 
the person and the exercise content , 
rather than it being about not having a 
choice.  This was mentioned in the 
context of them explaining that it was 
imprinted on them by the activity 
leader that they should go at their own 
pace.  For example, during a cycling 
̧̥̥̪̒̔̚̚˝ ̗̚ ̤̠̞̖̠̟̖ ̤̒̚̕ ̥̙̖̪ ̟̕̚̕Я̥ 
want to ride or they dismounted their 
cycle at any point, then that was 
completely fine and encouragement 
was given to proceed at their own 
pace, or  not at all if that is what they 
chose .  
As we mentioned earlier, we  observed that people were known individually by 
leaders and volunteers and that there were flexible ways to engage them. There 
appeared to be a loose/informal plan for how each participant might progress 
and grow in confidence. 



Participants and their supporters at a cycling activity contributed to decisions 
about which cycles they felt comfortable with at that particular time.  Staff were 
extremely good at enabling people to achieve their best experience and one 
volunteer told us that 'it  always starts with what people can do and not what they 
̟̔̒Я̥'.
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One example of the promotion of independence was of a man who had 
experienced a stroke that had left him with some physical challenges.  
He had, over several sessions , been supported to progress from using a 
tandem supported by another person, to using a three - wheeled bike 
that he was then able to use alone.  

They felt participation in the activity and 
the way the activity was run had other 
̖̒̕̕̕ ̖̟̖̗̥̤̓̚ ̗̠̣ ̡̡̖̠̝̖Я̤ ̧̡̖̖̝̠̞̖̟̥̕˝ 
autonomy , and wellbeing . 

In terms of building individuals'  confidence, 
we were told by participants and 
supporters, and  we actually observed this 
ourselves , that participants'  confidence 
seemed to be invested in those people 
who had helped them before , and so they 
sought those people out to help them. This 
contributed to their feeling of safety and 
wellbeing  and supports an earlier 
observation that good practice is often 
embodied in leaders and volunteers , and 
̥̙̖̣̚ ̥̥̥̦̖̤̒̚̕˟ ̞̝̣̝̪̄̒̚̚˝ ̥̙̖ ̖̒̚̕ ̠̗ Ю̖̟̘̓̚ 
̨̜̟̠̟Я ̪̓ ̝̖̖̣̤̒̕ ̟̒̕ ̧̠̝̦̟̥̖̖̣̤ ̨̤̒ 
again seen to be an important factor in 
building and maintaining 
participants' confidence . 

˲̤ ̨̖̝̝ ̤̒ ̖̟̘̓̚ ̡̞̥̗̦̝̒̔̚ ̠̟ ̡̡̖̠̝̖Я̤ wellbeing  and empowerment in the ways 
described above, supporters also recognised some wider benefits in taking part.  
˷̠̣ ̡̖̩̞̝̖̒˝ ̠̟̖ ̡̡̤̦̠̣̥̖̣ ̥̠̝̕ ̦̤˫ б̖̈ ̝̜̖̚ ̥̙̖ ̡̖̣̤̠̟ ̨̖ ̡̡̤̦̠̣̥ ̥̠ 
̡̟̖̖̟̖̟̥̝̪̚̕̕ ̡̪̒ ̗̠̣ ̥̙̖̣̚ ̤̖̤̤̠̟̚ ̤̒ ̥̚ ̡̙̖̝̤ ̥̠ ̧̡̖̖̝̠̕ ̞̠̟̖̪ ̤̜̝̝̤̚в˟  
Supporters felt that this activity provided a safe environment in which these other 
skills could be practised.  
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Two participant - cyclists in particular told us how their confidence had grown 
increasingly in a fairly short time. This  was affirmed by their care staff.  Varying 
arrangements were made possible for individuals to build or maintain 
confidence. 

For example , parent - carers took it in turns to cycle with a participant 
̨̙̠ ̤̥̣̦̘̘̝̖̕ ̥̠ ̠̕ ̤̠ ̝̠̟̖̒˟ ̖̈ ̨̥̟̖̤̤̖̚̕ ̧̟̦̝̤̒̚̕̚̚̕Я ̠̟̗̖̟̖̔̔̚̕ 
growing over the course of a session and even lap upon lap, all enabled 
by those delivering the activity who tailored support for each individual.  

Participants also said 
they appreciated the 
clear instructions and the 
patience and 
encouragement they 
were given , especially 
when sometimes 
confidence was a little 
low and it might feel 
more challenging.  
Participants and 
supporters alike told us 
that they had seen their 
and other 
individuals' confidence  
being boosted and 
growing as a result of 
regular attendance and 
the person - centred 
approach.

For example, some participants responded well to having storyboards 
for the activity, mostly  done by supporting care - workers in conjunction 
with leaders and volunteers. 

We were also told that confidence was aided by preparation and participants 
knowing what to expect.



˶̧̗̗̖̥̖̔̚ Ю̙̤̥̠̣̪̚-̥̜̟̘̒̚Я ̟̒̕ ̡̡̨̖̣̠̣̜̒
Having spoken about good practice associated with the personalisation of activities 
for each individual and being told how much participants valued the idea of being 
known by activity leaders and volunteers, participants explained how this came 
about. Apart from knowing everyone on a social level we were told by participants 
that 'We are asked information about ourselves when we first join '. 
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We were made aware that as 
part of what might be termed 
their registration, data was 
̠̝̝̖̥̖̔̔̕ ̠̟ ̡̡̖̠̝̖Я̤ ̡̤̖̗̔̔̚̚ 
needs to enable them to take 
part as fully as possible . We 
certainly saw this in action as 
specialist equipment was 
brought into play as and when 
needed .  

One parent explained the lengths that the club had gone to, to enable her 
offspring to be part of the club.  As a young person with challenging physical 
disabilities, a number of differing approaches were tried to bring about optimal 
engagement, and  enjoyment .
We were told at several venues/clubs that a form was used to capture important 
̟̗̠̣̞̥̠̟̒̚̚ ̠̦̥̒̓ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚˟  ̙̤̅̚ ̗̠̣̞ ̝̤̠̒ ̥̖̒̔̕ ̤̒ ̤̠̞̖̥̙̟̘̚ ̠̗ ̒ Ю̣̤̜̚-
̤̤̖̤̤̞̖̟̥̒Я ̠̗ ̨̙̥̒ ̡̡̖̠̝̖ ̞̪̒ need  to be able to take part. It  contained 
important information that organisers needed to know about a particular 
participant and their preferences , and so on.  We saw these forms being issued to 
new participants and collected from existing ones at our visits. 
We were told by one supporter that this 
being known was really important to 
many participants when it came to 
leaders and volunteers knowing of 
medical conditions . For example, if 
someone had epilepsy this would need 
to be known.  Activity leaders confirmed 
that when new people attended, they 
were asked about any such existing 
conditions and also about abilities and 
capabilities in order that any aids could 
be provided to enable their inclusion 
and keep them safe and well.  



Personalisation -  ̧̙̟̘̒̚ ̡̡̡̣̠̣̥̖̒̒̚ Ю̤̒̚̕Я 
At almost all sites we visited we observed different aids being used to support 
people with varying mobility and/or capacity to take part.  

At cycling events we observed that the leader and his supporting volunteers knew 
the individuals attending and which cycles they preferred and enabled this as far 
as possible.  We observed that the leader and volunteers worked alongside those 
who were directly supporting individuals and jointly they tailored a way for an 
individual to engage with the activity.  

There  was a sense of personalisation of the activity for everyone .  We were told by 
participants and their supporters that the activity leader and supporting 
volunteers knew how confident people were about the activity and what their 
preferences were in terms of using particular cycles.  We observed a wide range 
of participants with very diverse needs, some  quite complex, all  being very well 
catered for.  Examples were provided where activity organisers had gone above 
and beyond to enable people with varying needs to attend.  
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An example of this person - centred approach was of a young 
participant who liked to travel with their toy dog, which was strapped to 
the cycle or her helmet to enable this , which contributed greatly to her 
confidence and wellbeing  in taking part.

Another example was of two male cyclists who remained together 
throughout most of the session, often riding one or two laps and then 
changing their cycle. This was supported by volunteers who seemed 
very familiar with this trend.  We observed these participants bordering 
on being a little disruptive , but this was handled extremely well by 
diversion towards different cycles.  They were very well supported by 
volunteers who seemed to be familiar with their behaviours and 
tendencies. This approach also contributed greatly to the idea of this 
being an activity that supported shared experiences , again signifying 
that the social as well as the physical benefits are important to 
participants .



A final example was of a participant who wished to attend and cycle but 
̨̙̠ ̡̤̖̟̥ ̒ ̝̠̥ ̠̗ ̥̞̖̚ ̦̟̖̣̟̖̥̙̒̕ ̒ ̣̦̘ˠ̝̟̜̖̥̓̒ ̤̒ ̥̙̥̒ ̨̤̒ ̥̙̖̣̚ Ю̤̗̖̒ 
̡̤̖̒̔Я˟  ̙̖̅ ̡̖̣̤̠̟ ̨̤̒ ̘̥̥̖̒̒̚̕ ̟̒̕ ̠̦̝̔̕ ̡̣̖̤̖̟̥ ̨̥̙̚ ̙̝̝̖̟̘̟̘̔̒̚ 
̧̖̙̠̦̣̓̒̚ ̨̙̖̟ ̠̦̥ ̠̗ ̥̙̤̚ Ю̤̗̖̒ ̡̤̖̒̔Я˟  ˺̟ ̠̣̖̣̕ ̥̠ ̖̟̝̖̒̓ ̥̙̤̚ ̡̖̣̤̠̟ ̥̠ 
participate , activity organisers and volunteers arranged for them to 
attend towards the end of the activity session when there were very few 
people remaining . In that way they could concentrate on them , and they 
̗̖̝̥ ̝̖̒̓ ̥̠ ̠̞̖̔ ̠̦̥ ̗̣̠̞ ̥̙̖ Ю̤̗̖̥̪̒Я ̠̗ ̥̙̖̣̚ ̣̦̘ˠ̝̟̜̖̥̓̒ ̟̒̕ ̨̖̟̥ ̠̟ ̒ 
cycle and cycled around freely and confidently with a supporter 
alongside. 

32Registered charity (no. 1086592) 
Centre for Social Work , University of Nottingham, NG7 2RD

Furthermore ˝ ̒ Ю̪̝̤̥̔̔̚Я ̨̙̠ ̙̒̕ ̧̟̖̖̣ ̖̗̠̣̖̓ ̖̖̟̓ ̠̟ ̒ ̜̖̓̚˝ ̥̥̖̟̖̒̕̕ 
with supporters and was encouraged to try one of the three - wheeler 
bikes.  They were so thrilled with the activity that their supporters thought 
that they would have trouble getting them off the bike when they needed 
to leave.  Their joy at being able to ride was palpable!  

Personalisation also came in the 
form of adjustments to cycles for 
each participant. At the cycling 
sessions there was provision for the 
adjustment of cycles and of 
protective wear such as helmets.  
There was much consideration given 
to which bicycle would be 
appropriate for each individual.  
Adherence to Health and Safety 
matters was also confirmed by 
activity leaders.  We observed this 
on the day. There  was ongoing 
maintenance of tyre pressures and 
seat heights and so on throughout 
the session. We saw basic cycle 
checks taking place and were told 
that any major adjustments or 
checks were completed by qualified, 
certified technicians.



At some exercise sessions for older adult participants, we saw a ready supply of 
aids to assist with variable levels of mobility/capability.  Similarly, exercises were 
made relevant to and for individuals who varied greatly in their capabilities and 
mobility.  We were told by participants that even when participants sensed that 
organisers and/or leader(s) were a little nervous about being able to include 
them, they had persevered and had managed to include them safely. 
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One key example of this was of two blind 1 participants who told us they 
felt they were very well supported to participate safely.  This had been 
through working together , and through leader (s) taking advice from 
those participants about what enabled them and what hampered them 
in being included and taking part safely in the session. They felt that they 
had been heard and that potential difficulties were worked around. They 
gave several examples of how descriptions of the desired exercises were 
modified to enable them to complete the activity safely. Participants 
spoke highly of the leader(s) willingness to receive feedback from them 
on an ongoing basis.  They also told us that they had been helped to 
become oriented to the environment/building over a short period prior to 
them attending classes.

Participants told us at these sessions 
that they really valued that the 
instructions given were closely tailored to 
them individually, in response to their 
individual  capabilities.  Participants 
expressed confidence in taking part in 
the exercises, since they felt exercise 
leader(s) were in tune with each person 
and their specific capabilities.  We 
observed this practically when a 
̡̡̣̥̟̥̒̔̒̚̚ ̡̡̖̣̖̒̒̕ Ю̨̖̜̖̣̒Я ̠̟ ̠̟̖ 
side of the body whilst exercising. The  
exercise leader, having spotted this, 
responded by issuing a reminder to the 
participant, not to bend too low and to 
correct their balance during the exercise. 

1 This term is how the participants 
themselves self - identified



Building social capital and wellbeing
Participants at all activity sessions said how much they valued the opportunity for 
social as well as physical engagement in the sessions they attended.  They 
added that this promoted their wellbeing  as much as they enjoyed the physical 
activity.
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At one of the cycling activities, we 
were told that it was possible for 
whole families, three  generations, 
to  cycle together using varying 
cycles, which they really valued as 
it was one of the few things that 
they could all take part in together.   

We also observed a group activity including all  participants from a particular 
organisation taking part during our visit.  We also understand that such groups 
could enjoy the activity along with all other users on a particular day , or it was 
̡̠̤̤̝̖̓̚ ̗̠̣ ̥̙̖̣̖ ̥̠ ̖̓ ̒ ̡̖̤̠̜̖̓ ̤̖̤̤̠̟̚ ̡̝̟̟̖̒̕ ̥̒ ̥̙̖ ̖̟̕ ̠̗ ̥̙̖ ̞̠̣̖ Ю̡̦̝̓̔̚Я 
session.  Flexibility of access and participation was very evident , with a view to 
enhancing social networking .
Many activities/clubs appeared 
to operate very much as a little 
community of their own , with 
most people knowing almost 
everyone else.  We heard much 
friendly conversation  and there 
was a strong team spirit among 
those  attending, with 
encouragement and sometimes 
friendly teasing.  

Participants enjoyed the social 
space at the end of the session 
and felt it helped their mental 
wellbeing , being part of the 
group.  They told us that they all 
look out for each other.  The 
encouragement, friendliness 
and social side was perceived to 
be as important as the training 
itself.



Effective Communication
Participants referred to various aspects of their experience that required effective 
communication.  They referred to the fact that it was easy to book to attend the 
activity, where  this was required .  They appreciated that during the activity 
communication was very much a two - way process.  They appreciated that 
leaders knew more than just their names and that they knew their preferences for 
engaging with the activity and how to enable them to take part.  Participants said 
they appreciated being asked 'how  are you ?' and being able to give an honest 
answer , since activity leaders and volunteers showed a genuine interest in each 
̡̡̣̥̟̥̒̔̒̚̚Я̤ wellbeing .  They also liked the idea that activity leaders kept in touch 
with people who had not  been attending for one reason or another and enquiring 
if they are okay.
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Our own observations were that people 
appeared very content while doing  their 
activity.  Participants were very engaged 
with the activity and with the social 
opportunity it afforded them.  

Supporters of those participating told us that they too benefited from the 
opportunity to meet others and to socialise whilst attending. These all appeared 
to contribute to a general sense of wellbeing  and engagement on the part of 
participants and supporters alike. All agreed that social engagement was as 
important as the opportunity to get some physical exercise. Most activities 
supported these important aspects by having a time for socialising either before 
or after a session.

Volunteers and supporters of 
those participating talked  of the 
partnership between care staff 
and activity leaders and 
volunteers, to enable an optimal 
experience for each 
individual , and the importance of 
good two - way communication.  
To paraphrase what one 
volunteer said: You have to know 
the parents or carers and the 
people participating, to know 
their situation and what will work 
best for them.



We saw various forms of communication being used including signing , mostly 
Makaton, although  activity leaders and volunteers mostly  used clear and 
straightforward verbal instructions.  We were told by participants that the two -
way communication that existed between leader(s) and participants alleviated 
̟̪̒ ̠̟̖̣̟̤̔̔ ̟̒̕ ̡̧̣̠̖̚̕̕ ̗̠̣ ̟̒ ̡̠̖̟ Ю̖̥̖̓̒̕Я ̠̦̥̒̓ ̨̙̥̒ ̖̟̖̗̥̤̓̚ ̥̙̖ ̡̘̣̠̦ 
and the individuals therein.
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Some participants 
remarked that it was 
important that activity 
groups communicated 
club values , because if 
people knew of these, they 
could sign up to them and 
observe good principles 
and fair play .

Effective communication was also evident when it came to managing 
emotions around  competition and who plays.  One supporter told us that 
competition can get very intense and that emotions  can become an issue for 
some players.  We noted that some participants were very competitive, working 
collaboratively within their teams with the sole aim of winning.  One 
parent/supporter pointed out to us that there was some good unspoken 
communication during the game , something we would not have noticed as it was 
very subtle .  The parent/supporter said that they felt that this contributed 
̡̧̠̤̥̖̝̪̚̚ ̥̠ ̡̡̣̥̟̥̤̒̔̒̚̚Я ̤̠̝̔̒̚ ̨̖̝̝̖̟̘̓̚ ̟̒̕ ̘̖̟̖̣̝̒ ̤̖̟̤̖ ̠̗ Ю̝̠̠̜̟̘̚ ̠̦̥ ̗̠̣ 
̖̙̒̔ ̠̥̙̖̣Я˟   

It was further explained to us that 
players knew each other's abilities 
and capabilities well in the game, 
and they adjusted their body 
positions and positions for play 
within their teams.
This was again seen as a positive 
contribution to building effective 
communication and social skills.  
This sense of 
collaboration contributes to 
wellbeing , and other team -
members could potentially 
provide an alert if something did 
not feel  quite right with someone.   



If someone did not attend  a session , they were asked why afterwards. This was  
important to many participants.  Social media was used to support this and to 
support club communication in general. For  ̡̖̩̞̝̖̒˝ б̖̈ ̝̣̖̪̒̒̕ ̠̞̞̦̟̥̖̔̔̒̚ 
through WhatsApp,  ̟̒̕ ̨̖ ̝̖̥ ̠̥̙̖̣̤ ̨̜̟̠ ̗̚ ̨̖ ̨̠̟Я̥ ̖̓ ̥̥̖̟̟̘̒̕̚в˟  

However, participants  drew attention to the fact that social media use needs  to 
be monitored by someone to prevent some pitfalls , such as online abuse and 
disagreements.

Supporters also confirmed  that communication through the club was very 
effective . As ̞̖̟̥̠̟̖̚̕ ̧̠̖̒̓˝ ̡̡̤̦̠̣̥̖̣̤ ̣̖̒ ̟̒ ̡̞̠̣̥̟̥̒̚ ̡̣̥̒ ̠̗ ̥̙̖ ̝̦̔̓Я̤ 
social fabric.  Many remained to observe and support those they cared for, while 
others  were just as at ease in dropping off someone , presumably in the 
knowledge they would be safe .  
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The use of social media , particularly  
WhatsApp,  as a means of supporting 
communication to and within 
activity/club members was recognised 
by participants as both a good thing 
and a potential risk.  

Participants said that the 
most effective form of 
communication was the sort 
that allowed activity leaders 
to 'meet them where they 
are'. For some this was 
about clear spoken 
instruction or about using 
signing or additional body 
language to demonstrate 
something, a  movement for 
example . And , as in the case 
of the example above of two 
blind participants, using a 
variety of means to 
communicate appropriately 
to enable their optimum 
participation. 



Training of activity leaders 
The activity leader and volunteers told us that between them they had a wide 
range of training experience, from first aid to autism awareness , as well as more 
standardised safeguarding training.  We were made aware too that Disclosure 
and Barring Service (DBS) checks were completed by all.

Most participants assumed that all leaders and volunteers had gone through all 
necessary checks and received training appropriate to their role.   So, there was a 
great deal of trust on the part of participants that all was well in these areas. 
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In terms of more specialised training, those leading older adult exercise classes 
were qualified in various fields of occupational  and physiotherapy .  Similarly, 
those leading cycling activities had knowledge and experience of cycling and of 
cycles. Those delivering other types of activity were experienced in their sport.  
This seems to have been what drew them to leadership or volunteering. 

We saw small examples of good practice in safeguarding at the sessions . 
For example, we observed participants being asked if photos could be 
taken for publicity. In fact, we were asked too. This  is a small but important 
example of how matters of safeguarding were taken seriously in the day -
to - day running of a session. 

Again though, this was largely 
assumed by participants who 
entrusted their safety and 
wellbeing  to those leaders 
and volunteers. So, while we  
became aware that these 
matters were taken care of 
rather well, 
participants' knowledge  of 
appropriate training and 
other relevant checks were 
somewhat assumed . This 
is something we pick up on 
further in the reflections later 
in this report .



Some activities required more specialist equipment knowledge. For example, in 
cycling activity groups, leaders and volunteers may need to know how to work 
with certain specialist cycles, such as those that can accommodate wheelchairs. 
Usually those running the sessions knew how to use this equipment, and so did 
some of the participants' supporters. We highlight  this to illustrate that safety and 
wellbeing  for some participants may be entirely in the hands of others , which 
̞̖̟̤̒ ̥̙̥̒ ̥̙̖ Ю̠̥̙̖̣̤Я ̟̚ ̥̦̣̟ ̟̖̖̕ ̥̠ ̖̓ ̗̦̣̟̤̙̖̚̕ ̨̥̙̚ ̡̡̡̣̠̣̥̖̒̒̚ ̤̜̝̝̤̚ ̥̠ ̘̖̥ 
these things right . We were also advised that organisers knew their limits about 
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The general accessibility of where the group 
was held and the facilities it included , for 
example, a leisure centre with a café and 
toilets , was generally seen as a big benefit by 
many participants.  

Choice of venue/environment
In order to prevent risk and promote 
safety and wellbeing  for those 
participating , it was important that 
good choices were made as to where to 
hold activities. Overall, participants  said 
that they had a sense of what were safe 
physical spaces.  We have considered 
the good practice demonstrated in 
orienting two blind participants in the 
building they were to use for their 
exercise session . Similar  practice was 
evidenced in creating safe spaces , 
rather larger ones, for  cycling activities.

We were told by supporters that venues really should be easily accessible by 
road and needed to have good parking facilities for larger vehicles and so on. 
Each venue  we visited met with these fundamental requirements . Additionally, 
they were pleasant  and  peaceful places to be.  We observed that often the 
grounds themselves had a countryside feel, but were contained, by fencing for  
example . This was  something that participants and their supporters told us was 
an important safety consideration for anyone who tended  to run off. 


