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Overall Activity by 
Ethnicity  

The consistently lower activity levels among 
Black and Asian groups are not random. 
They reflect a pattern of exclusion from 
spaces, resources, and opportunities that 
support active lifestyles — a pattern which 
is reproduced across generations and 
settings. 

These disparities are not explained by individual choice 
alone but are better understood as outcomes of 
structural inequality in how sport and leisure 
infrastructures are funded, located, and made 
culturally relevant.
• Inequalities in physical activity are not neutral — they reproduce deeper 

racialised and classed disparities in health, confidence, and life 
opportunity.

• Ethnicity is a key driver, but its impact is compounded by 
other social factors.

• This analysis recognises that change requires system-level 
intervention, not just community-level encouragement.

Ethnic group Sport England 
infographic Nov 23-24

Mixed 71 %

White Other 67 %

White British 65 % (only significant 
increase - 2pp)

Chinese 58 %

Black 56 %

Asian (ex-Chinese) 55 %

Other ethnic group 61 %

Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24 – Table 1a “Levels of activity by 
demographic characteristic”







Gender Intersections: Amplifying inequality

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24, Table 1a “Levels of activity by demographic characteristic”

Gender amplifies existing ethnic gaps – groups that already sit below the national 
activity rate show the widest male-female splits.

“Mixed” adults top the activity league for both sexes yet still show a 6-point + gap.

Asian, Black, and Chinese women all lie 7–12 pp below the national female benchmark 
(61.4 %).

These figures confirm that gender amplifies ethnic inequality: closing the ethnicity gap 
means focusing hardest on women in Black, South-Asian, Chinese and ‘Other’ groups.



Age Intersections: Magnifier of exclusion 

Young adults (16–34) have dipped slightly (72 % → 70 %), with no published 
age-by-ethnicity cut to test whether gaps persist inside that band. 

This plateau masks persistent ethnic disparities, particularly for Black, 
Asian (excl. Chinese) and Other ethnic groups, who are often 
underrepresented even in younger age brackets.

Older adults (75+): Only 42.8 % meet the 150-minute guideline – the lowest 
of any age band.

The dataset does not give a 75+ ethnicity split; however, qualitative and 
regional studies consistently report even lower activity among minority 
ethnic elders, citing language barriers, inaccessible facilities, and distrust of 
mainstream providers (Horne et al., 2013; Ige-Elegbede et al., 2019; Victor, 
2018).

Young adults are not a homogenous group — 
disaggregated ethnicity data from academic 
literature shows wide variation, especially 
among young women of colour, who often 
experience the lowest engagement due to 
cultural, spatial, and economic exclusion.

For older ethnic minority adults, low activity 
reflects not only ageing but compounded life 
course disadvantage: fewer lifelong 
opportunities to engage in sport, language 
barriers, inaccessible environments, and 
distrust of mainstream services.

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24, Table 1a “Levels of activity by demographic characteristic”



Disability Intersections: Data justice as 
racial justice
Multiple-load risk underscores the concern: Adults with 2 + 
inequality characteristics are active at just 44 % — a 20-point 
shortfall (Table 1a).

Disability and ethnicity each depress activity: their overlap is 
highly likely to magnify exclusion, but the scale is hidden in the 
public tables.

Disability and ethnicity each carry a clear activity penalty – 
disabled adults (48.5%) and Black adults (56 %) are both well 
below the national benchmark (64 %).  

The public tables do not reveal how these two disadvantages 
stack, but national evidence consistently shows compounded 
exclusion when they overlap. (e.g. Sport for All? spotlight 2020; 
Activity Alliance, & IFF Research. (2020)

Disabled people of colour are probably the very people least 
visible to sport systems, because racism and ableism do not 
accumulate additively – they interlock.  

A 20-point activity shortfall for people holding two or more 
disadvantages (44 % vs 64 %) is not evidence of weak personal 
motivation; it is evidence of a sport ecology that centres the 
needs of White, non-disabled, middle-class people.

Sport policy tends to tackle disadvantages one at a time because 
that is where political and commercial wins are most visible.  

Yet the compounded penalty borne by disabled Black adults – 
invisible in headline tables – will only surface if their needs 
converge with the interests of the powerful (e.g., legal risk, 
reputational gain).

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24, Table 1a “Levels of activity by demographic characteristic”





The Inequalities Metric: A Structural Lens

Key Insight: Individuals with 2+ inequality 
characteristics are significantly less active 
(44%) than those with none (75%).
Most impactful characteristics:
• Asian, Chinese, and Black adults
• Older adults (65+) (especially the 75+ 

cohorts)
• Disabled people / long-term health 

conditions
• Lower socioeconomic status (NS-SEC 6–8)
• Muslim faith (51% active – largest 

religion-based gap). 

This inequality metric reveals how structural 
exclusions are embedded across multiple identity 
dimensions, disproportionately affecting racially 
minoritised, disabled, lower-income, and religiously 
marginalised communities. 

The “2+ characteristics” category is not incidental — it 
reflects a system that privileges a narrow, white, able-
bodied, middle-class norm of sport and activity. 

Interventions must confront this normative baseline and 
centre those structurally pushed to the margins. 

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24 – Table 1a, “Characteristics of Inequality”



The Inequalities Metric: Move Metric based 
Aggregated Framing

Programmes need to think beyond an aggregated lens: Black communities face the steepest 
aerobic deficit; South Asian communities the steepest strength deficit; Mixed communities 
are, in contrast, relatively well served for aerobic activity but still need strength-based support.

Intersectionality remains critical:  Tackling ethnicity gaps in isolation will only go so far if 
poverty, disability or faith-based barriers (e.g. Muslim women’s access to gender-appropriate 
strength spaces) remain unaddressed.

Monitoring & evaluation implication: Report each ethnicity separately.  Aggregating into 
“BAME” averages away the distinct - aerobic gap for Black adults and the strength gap for 
South-Asian adults, masking whether programmes are actually closing the right gaps.

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24 – Table 1a & Table 4



The Inequalities Metric: Move Metric based 
Aggregated Framing

Aggregating all “Asian (ex-Chinese)” adults 
together likely masks need 

One-third of Indian households sit in the top social-grade bands AB—roughly twice 
the share for Pakistani (16 %) and Bangladeshi (14 %) households (Office for 
National Statistics [ONS], 2023). Affluence is a strong predictor of sport 
participation, so Indians’ higher SES lifts the combined Asian average to 61 %, 
trimming the apparent gap to just –3 pp.

True shortfall in Pakistani & Bangladeshi communities could be up to four times 
larger (Lawrence, et al. 2024), according to historical trends but this dataset cannot 
prove or disprove whether this remains the case. 

If new spend lands mostly with affluent Indian-heritage communities (easier to 
reach, higher SES), the aggregate “Asian” rate could rise – masking static or 
worsening outcomes for Pakistani and Bangladeshi residents.

Could the headline “Black” activity rate also hide sharper 
need? – Yes, for two reasons

Black African households include a larger London-based 
graduate workforce (higher AB share), whereas Black Caribbean 
households show higher rates of routine occupations and long-
term illness (Business in the Community, 2023).

Black Caribbeans are older on average; activity drops sharply 
after 65, so their subgroup drags the rate down – but is 
numerically smaller than the African subgroup.



Inequalities Metric : Intersectionality 

Activity gap is structural: 75% of adults with no 
inequality markers are active — but only 44% of 
those with 2+ characteristics.

Compound exclusion: Ethnicity, age, disability, 
class, faith, and reproductive status interact to 
reduce participation, not merely add up.

Not a deficit — a design failure: Activity systems 
reflect white, able-bodied, middle-class norms that 
marginalise racialised and minoritised bodies.

Invisibility = harm: Muslim women, disabled people, 
new parents and older Asian adults are often 
excluded from strategy, space, and language.

Centre those with intersecting disadvantages — not as 
hard-to-reach, but as systemically excluded.

Grouping people by ‘number of inequality 
characteristics’ gestures to a reality many in minoritised 
communities already live: a layered experience of 
marginalisation that is more than the sum of its parts. 

Yet the framing still risks flattening difference — we must 
remain attentive to how systems of race, class, disability 
and gender work together, not just stack up. 

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24 – Table 1a “Levels of activity by demographic characteristic”, rows labelled “Characteristics of inequality (0 / 1 / 2 +)”.



Muscle-Strengthening Activity by Ethnicity

• Only 44% of adults meet this 
guideline.

Ethnic disparities:
• Asian (excl. Chinese): 37%
• Black: 41%
• Chinese: 41%
• Other ethnic groups: 40%
• White British 44.5 %, almost identical 

to the national average (44 %).
• Mixed 51%

Insight Commentary: Lower engagement in 
strength activity may affect long-term health 
outcomes.

Lower engagement in strength-based activity 
among certain ethnic groups is often 
medicalised or problematised without 
attention to the structural reasons 

Lack of targeted provision, culturally 
inappropriate spaces, or aesthetic norms 
that define what a ‘fit’ body looks like in 
predominantly white fitness culture. 

Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24 – Table 4 “Proportion of adults meeting the muscle-strengthening guideline (≥ 2 days/week) by demographic characteristic”







Volunteering in Sport by Ethnicity
“Any volunteering in the last 12 months” 
•Black adults: 28.4 %
•Asian adults: 28.0 %
•All adults (average): 22.3 %
•White British: 19.4 % | White Other: 15.5 %
→ Black and Asian groups over-index on overall 
engagement.

High-trust / leadership roles (last 12 months)
→ Data shows that the very roles demanding visibility, 
institutional trust and endorsement are precisely where 
minoritised volunteers vanish.

Regular commitment – weekly / “core-team” 
volunteers
•Despite the strong headline reach, Black and Asian 
adults are under-represented among weekly 
volunteers (those who give time at least once a week).
•Drop-off between casual and core roles signals a 
bottleneck in progression.

Take-away insight – a hierarchy of inclusion
“Welcomed to support, seldom trusted to lead.” 
High volunteering enthusiasm often translates into low 
leadership representation, evidencing systemic barriers 
rather than lack of interest (Lawrence et al. 2022; 
Bradbury et al, 2025). 

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24 – Table 10b “Volunteer Frequency Trends”; Bradbury, S., Malcolm, D., Esson, J., Bandura, C., & Foster, M. (2025). Leading the 
way? Ethnic diversity and inclusion in the senior leadership workforce at 18 sports bodies. Loughborough University; Lawrence S, Fletcher T and Kilvington D (2022)‘Equality’s everyone’s job’: A 
report of the lived experiences of British South Asian people working in managerial, administration and governance positions across football in England and Scotland. Project Report. Digifootballnet.







Volunteering in Sport by Ethnicity
Despite drop off amongst all ethnic groups, affluent white 
men remain the most likely demographic to regularly 
volunteer in sport and physical activity. 

Men and affluent groups dominate weekly volunteering, 
especially in leadership and coaching roles. Ethnicity, however, 
is not published in the 2023-24 role tables

Weekly / “core-team” volunteering still a privilege space

Weekly volunteers: Men 61 % | Women 38 %.

Socio-economic split: NS-SEC 1–2 (higher-income) account 
for 53.4% of weekly volunteers — well above their population 
weight.

Ethnic split: White adults make up ≥ 85.6 % of weekly volunteers 
(e.g. ‘core-team’); Black + Asian combined sit at 10 %.

Leadership & decision-making roles remain gated

Racially minoritised and lower-income adults exit the pathway 
between “helping out” and “holding power”.

Equity insight – a power gap, not just a participation gap

True equity in sport volunteering means redistributing visibility, 
endorsement and decision-making — not merely boosting 
entry-level head-counts. 

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24 – Table 10b “Volunteer Frequency Trends”



Religion and Sport by Ethnicity

Low-activity faith groups align with South-Asian heritage – Hindu 
and Sikh shortfalls echo ethnicity gaps, signalling overlapping 
cultural barriers.

Caution: Hindu and Sikh are imperfect proxies for Indian heritage; 
the 2023-24 data do not show a higher activity rate; both groups sit at 
or below the Asian average.

The earlier claim that “Indians’ higher SES inflates the Asian average” 
may be dated or over-generalised.  2023-24 religion rows show 
Hindu and Sikh adults doing no better—and sometimes worse—than 
the South-Asian average.  Without fresh sub-ethnic data we risk 
reproducing a model-minority narrative that no longer holds. 

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24, Table 1a “Levels of activity by demographic characteristic”

Faith inequality range = 18 percentage-points (Muslim 51 %  
No-religion 69 %).

Christian majority sits close to the baseline; changes here 
move the national average most.

No faith group shows a statistically significant shift since 
2015-16 – religious disparities are static.

Data gap: the public tables don’t cross-tab faith with gender, 
ethnicity or disability; a bespoke extract is needed to pinpoint, 
for example, Muslim women or disabled Hindu elders.



Religion and Sport by Ethnicity

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24, Table 1a “Levels of activity by demographic characteristic”



Attitudes & 
Inclusion

Perception top-rankers: Mixed (39 %) and Black (37 %) adults most 
strongly believe they have the opportunity to be active.

Reality check: Mixed adults convert that belief into the highest 
activity rate (71 %), but Black adults do not (57 %, –7 pp below 
average) – signalling systemic barriers rather than lack of motivation.

Over-performance pattern: Mixed, White British and White Other 
adults all exceed what their own opportunity scores would predict, 
reflecting sport spaces designed around White, middle-class norms.

Structural friction: Black and South-Asian adults sit on or below the 
equality line of the scatter: optimism stalls once racism, gendered-
modesty norms or ableist design kicks in.

Source: Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey 2023-24 – Table 38b (opportunity, “strongly agree” %) and Table 1a (activity %)

The fact that Black adults’ optimism translates least into 
action is proof that the barrier is not inside individuals but 
inside the sport environments they enter.

Policymakers may see high Black/Mixed “opportunity” 
scores and assume the equity problem is solved

Lived accounts (e.g., Black swimmers on skin and hair 
discrimination) are essential qualitative data missing 
from the numeric view.



The plot shows that 
Black, Asian (ex-Chinese) 
and ‘Other’ ethnic adults 
are least likely to turn 
high optimism about 
their opportunity to be 
active into actual activity, 
underscoring structural 
barriers rather than 
individual motivation.

In simple terms: for any 
given belief level, the 
higher the dot, the 
better the “conversion 
rate” from perception to 
behaviour.



At a Glance

What’s Improving

Overall activity levels across England are rising modestly.

Since 2015–16, the number of active adults (150+ minutes/week) 
has increased by 1.5 million people.

White British adults are the only ethnic group to show 
statistically significant long-term gains (+2.4% since 2015–16).

Adults with 2+ inequality characteristics have increased their 
activity by +2.5% since 2015–16 — a modest but positive shift.

What’s Not Improving (or Worsening)

Ethnic disparities remain entrenched.

Black and Asian (excl. Chinese) groups are 6–9 pp less likely to be active 
than White British adults — and this has not meaningfully narrowed since 
2015-16.

The inequality gap (75% active with no factors vs 44% with 2+) persists 
despite policy focus.

Some volunteering rates have declined, especially among White British and 
Mixed groups.

Muscle-strengthening activity is still very low across all ethnic groups — 
particularly Asian adults at just 37%.



At a Glance cont.

The data suggest stagnation more than 
deterioration — but that stagnation reflects a 
failure to dismantle structural barriers. 

For many racially minoritised groups, particularly 
older adults and those living with multiple 
disadvantages, the system has not become more 
equitable. Gains are concentrated among the 
already-included.

In a hostile popular climate against EDI, evidence 
becomes our armour. Racial and intersectional 
inequalities in physical activity are real, 
measurable, and persistent.

The inequalities metric, long-term data, and clear 
ethnic disparities give a robust, apolitical 
foundation to argue for targeted action — without 
necessarily naming theory that underpins it.

Let the numbers speak — but frame them in terms 
of impact, cost, and missed potential, not moral 
failing.

Progress is limited to groups already advantaged 
(e.g. White British), while marginalised 
communities remain structurally excluded from 
full participation in sport and activity.



Implications: Towards Equity, Not Just 
Equality
Equity demands we remove structural barriers, not 
just offer the same resources to all.

This means:

• Prioritising those furthest from opportunity

• Investing in community-rooted, culturally relevant 
provision

• Listening to racialised groups on their terms, not 
reshaping them to fit sport’s existing norms

• Policy and funding should 
prioritise intersectionality, 
particularly:

• Ethnic minority women
• Older minority ethnic adults
• Those with multiple disadvantage 

characteristics

• Need for community-led, 
culturally tailored interventions

We don’t need to ‘fix’ inactivity in racialised groups — we need to fix the systems that exclude them.



Contact us:

Info@sportingequals.org.uk

www.sportingequals.org.uk

@sportingequals

mailto:Info@sportingequals.org.uk
http://www.sportingequals.org.uk/
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