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Preface

This publication you are holding constitutes a significant 
effort in promoting physical activities and facilities at local 
levels. A large body of evidence points to the importance 
of local level activities in promoting physical health. Local 
neighbourhood facilities are particularly important in 
promoting participation in physical activities for groups 
that need it the most: children and youth, families, retired 
and elderly as well as people with disabilities and other 
special needs.

This EU-project was the first one implemented through 
the “Improving Physical Activities at Local Arenas” 
(IMPALA) -program. The project consortium was headed 
by the Erlanger-Nurnberg University Bavaria in Germany. 
The Consortium also included significant international 
partners in Lithuania, the Netherlands, Austria, Italy and 
the our national partner LIKES Foundation in Finland.

I would like to express my gratitude to all the experts 
who contributed to this book. Initially, it was written up as 
the Action Plan for Finnish neighbourhood sport facilities, 
for the use of both private and public sectors, civic societies 
– the third sector – as well as local governments, a range 
of residential communities in their own back yards, in 
urban environments as well as rural regions. The goal for 
this book was to involve the most experienced experts in 

Finland through the principles of participatory planning 
of neighbourhood sport facilities (NSF).

This book was funded by the EU-Commission. EU-
commission and the Consortium Head of the Project in 
Erlangen-Nürnberg University provided the procedure for 
building a National Action Plan for NSF in each of the 
project countries. In Finland, the National Alliance did 
not approve the provided procedure that was given by the 
Consortium but instead put together a more collaborative 
protocol for writing this publication. The purpose was 
also put together all the material that we got in IMPALA 
Summer School in University of Jyväskylä, Finland May 
2016. This meant that some additional time was spent in 
planning and implementing the protocol adding some extra 
time and resources to the completion of the book

Each author who contributed to this book takes the 
responsibility of their own section and together they 
provide a versatile and cross-sectoral perspective on physical 
activity and NSF in local levels. In Finland, NSF-structure 
exists in land, water, snow, ice, on artificial surfaces, air or 
even underground. This means that climate change and 
sustainable development of NSF play an important part in 
planning these facilities, as described throughout this book.
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Plug’n Play  multupurpose park in Copenhagen. The park was 

build before other construction and buildings in the Ørestad 

living area.

Compared to other similar welfare states there are 
significantly fewer NSF per capita in Finland. Local NSF 
in Finland is largely located in school yards, sports parks, 
and residential areas in various urban ‘man-made’ structures. 
An important observation in this international context is 
that only NSF is in extensive use in urban environments. 
Given the close approximate of these facilities to users’ 
homes, usually showers, change rooms or parking facilities 
are not provided. There is also no real need for seats to cater 
for audiences as the venues are not set up for competitive 
sports. There are no entrance fees because the venues are 
always open. For all these reasons, it should be emphasized 
NSF promote free or inexpensive physical activity.

The future neighbourhood sport facilities are intelligent 
but humane. They are intelligent, because sports facilities 
use the latest and most modern technology, (e.g. for security 
and safety, dust sensors for cleaning affairs etc.). They are 
also humane, because users of the sites themselves have 

the opportunity to contribute to decision-making and co-
planning of most aspects of the facilities. 

Finally we would like to give a special thank the LIKES-
foundation for giving us the opportunity for a great and 
meaningful partnership and for publishing this very 
significant piece of work.

In Säynätsalo, Muuratsalo Island, Jyväskylä 15th 
September 2017

KIMMO SUOMI , PhD
Professor in Sport Planning
Country Head of IMPALA-project
Editor in Chief of the Publication
University of Jyväskylä
FINLAND
Email kimmo.j.g.suomi@jyu.fi
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CHAPTER ICHAPTER I

Information of 
Neigbourhood 
Sport Facilities

  
Background information of IMPALA-projects

  MSc David Kotthaus, Project Assistant and Doctoral student, Department of Sport Sciences, 

  Faculty of Sport and Health Sciences, University of Jyväskylä, Finland
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A cross-cultural project

IMPALA is a project of the European Union (EU) and an 
attempt at implementing guidelines that foster physical 
activities through neighbourhood sports facilities in 
different countries, but it is also an attempt to learn from 
each other through a case-consultancy approach (Rütten 
2001), making this project a cross-cultural one. Different 
countries imply different infrastructures, different policy 
approaches and different possibilities of implementation 
success. Keats (2000) argued that there are three kinds of 
these studies: 

One is looking for a universal explanation of some 
aspect of behaviour, for example to find whether some trait, 
relationship or developmental trend occurs in a similar way 
or has a similar function in a wide variety of cultural contexts. 
A second concentrates on bringing out the culturally specific 
aspects, contrasting two or more cultural groups. The third 
is concerned with the interaction of people from differing 
cultural backgrounds. (81) 

In addition, Naumann (2000) has stated that “in principle, 
there is no difference between comparative cross-cultural 
research and research conducted in a single society. The 
differences lie, rather, in the magnitude of certain types of 
problems” in order to subsequently argue that “comparative 
research is more of a perspective or orientation than a separate 
research technique” (Naumann 2000, 401). This shows that 
despite differences within the countries (including various 
obstacles of implementing a European sports policy) a 
cultural study here is generally possible due to the variety 
of ethnography in sports in particular (Hughson, Inglis & 
Free 2005).

European sports policy within 
neighbourhood sports facilities

National sport systems have a diversity which is important to 
understand and to separate. The current state of knowledge 
regarding sport research varies greatly within different 
countries, often depending on the role of sport in the 
past, which also includes neighbourhood sports facilities 
(Ferkins & Shilbury 2015). Those facilities can be used 
by everybody, and the grade of usage depends on various 
circumstances, such as availability, equipment, and personal 
involvement. The construct of involvement, as defined by 
Shank and Beasley (1998), is the perceived interest in and 
personal importance of sports to an individual. Wernecken 
(2000) described sport as a “multifaceted mass phenomena, 
with various challenges and functions, with differentiating 
contents and manifestations” (Wernecken 2000, 16). The 
local neighbourhood sports facilities also serve other roles 
within society despite a healthy lifestyle, which is one of the 
major aims of IMPALA within the European guidelines for 
strengthening physical activities and health (IMPALA 2011, 
2014). Other goals include multiculturalism, integration 
of the communities, a better infrastructure, ecologically 
sustainable environments and equality for disabled people 
for usage and access. Within the European Union, the 
government of the state is in charge of the policies and 
strategies, which later have to be enacted by a decision 
of parliament. The aims of each state might differ, but 
the mentioned guidelines are an attempt of establishing 
cohesive structures within every EU-member state, trying 
to give examples of how to overcome various obstacles and 
improving the sport structures. The implementation of the 
sports policies that refer to the guidelines of the EU can be 
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handled by regional administrations, such as in Finland, if 
the structures of the country require such actions.

The usage of neighbourhood 
sports facilities

The accessibility of neighbourhood sports facilities in Finland 
has been on the agenda of the municipalities for many years, 
but there is still much work to do (Kilpelä 2016). Those 
facilities should be designed for use by the whole of society, 
which includes, for instance, people using wheelchairs. The 
users should feel safe, comfortable and not discriminated 
against when accessing those facilities, which is another 
aspect of the aims of IMPALA. The neighbourhood sports 
facilities need to be included within the local structures of 
the communities, which is essential in integrating those 
into the daily life of the residents. This can have positive 
effects on the acceptance and usage rates as well as on 
the maintenance. The planning processes of building and 
establishing such facilities have to be well thought out in 
terms of financing, location and acceptance. This is essential 
because opportunities for physical exercise in Finland are 
under the rule of the municipalities on the local level. 

Other types of physical activities in local areas include 
outdoor sports, which could be divided into leisure-time 
infrastructures such as playgrounds (including school yards) 
or places in urban and natural space. Examples can be found 

in forests (hiking paths) or in public areas (pedestrian zones). 
Thus, these are not necessarily reduced to areas outside of 
living areas. According to Borgogni (2016) the model of 
“active cities” have become more important within EU 
cities, leading towards an increase in physical activity among 
residents, a higher frequency of usage of neighbourhood 
sports facilities and affecting the future of town planning in 
regards to, for example, cycling or assembling areas used for 
sports. The EU has implemented several possibilities for the 
development of sports facilities such as the EU structural 
fund and the rural development fund. 

In Finland, the idea of restructuring the national policies 
regarding neighbourhood sports facilities was established 
in 1998 with the reform of the Sports Act 1054/1998 
(Finlex 1998) three years after the country joined the EU 
in 1995. The major aim was to strengthen the importance 
of physical activity, especially for children and youth. There 
was an attempt made to combine the neighbourhood sports 
facilities within the regions under a network accompanied 
and guided by the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture 
(OKM). This ministry advises the regional administration 
agencies (AVI) for using the awarded funds, while on the 
local level the municipal sports boards have taken over the 
power from the municipal sports councils. The sports body 
of OKM, which is named State Sports Council, publishes 
an annual file about the neighbourhood sports facilities and 
the progress of the implementation of national, regional 
and local criteria.
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The origins of the project

The IMPALA project was born in 2008 by the acceptance of 
the EU-sponsored (DG SANCO) research plan. The aims 
of the first IMPALA project were to enlarge the possibilities 
for improving the number, space, availability, financing 
and planning processes of infrastructure-related facilities 
and tools to improve leisure-time physical activities and 
wellbeing. The needed information was gathered by several 
universities in 16 countries within the EU by analysing 
national policies, infrastructures and mechanisms of sport 
development (IMPALA 2011). The physical activity 
places were divided into three types: sports facilities like 
swimming pools, gyms or outdoor grounds such as football 
pitches; infrastructure for leisure-time activities (e.g. parks, 
paths for jogging and as pedestrians); and other places in 
both urban and natural space which can be used for any 
physical activities, e.g. Frisbee golf. An attempt was made 
by IMPALA to develop such structures not only in the 
project’s member countries, but also in all the other EU 
countries, which should be enabled to use this project as a 
blueprint to foster physical activities and wellbeing for the 
population of their countries.

The research process

The project itself lasted for two years, from January 2009 
to December 2010. During the process, the universities 
accompanied by their national partner organisations tried 
to develop and measure national policies and tools for 
improving the mentioned infrastructure for sports facilities. 
The good practice criteria were split into several modules 
highlighting their plans regarding policies, planning, 
building, financing and finally, management. Within the 
project, these criteria were named as the four dimensions 
of development (IMPALA 2011). The guidelines for 
developing these sectors were divided into two steps: (1) 
assessment and (2) improvement. 

The outcome 

The outcome of the project was measured by an interim 
evaluation as well as by a final conclusion. As part of the 
interim outcome, the achieved grade of assessment and 
improvement was estimated, as were the by-then still existing 
gaps to be addressed by the end of the project. In the end, 
the final factor for each country was gathered and presented 
(Rütten, Frahsa, Engbers, Suomi & Kolb 2011).

EU-IMPALA project

  MSc David Kotthaus, Project Assistant and Doctoral student, Department of Sport Sciences, 

  Faculty of Sport and Health Sciences, University of Jyväskylä, Finland
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As an example for the policy sector, the major factors for 
success in the Norwegian Action Plan were the following: 
(1) clearly defined leadership, (2) multi-sectoral involvement, 
(3) a strong focus on supportive environments, (4) a concrete 
catalogue of defined responsibilities and time-frame and (5) 
evaluation. Another selected example for the outcome of the 
IMPALA project came from Spain, precisely the area of El 
Anillo located in Extremadura. There the most important 
factors for a successful implementation of the IMPALA 
guidelines were (1) multi-sectoral involvement, (2) sport as 
a tool for regional development, (3) cooperation of different 
levels of government and (4) public–private partnerships. 

The section regarding planning was orientated in 
participatory planning, an approach which tries to involve 
all selected partners and to let their critics influence the 
outcome (Suomi 1998). The two examples selected here 
for the best practice approach come from Germany and 
France. In the case of Germany, the most important items 
to be implemented for success were as follows: (1) a needs 
assessment based on a representative population survey; (2) 
promotion of intersectoral collaboration and participation 
of different stakeholders in planning concrete action; (3) a 
concrete catalogue of defined steps, resources, responsibilities, 
time frame and indicators of a successful implementation; 
and (4) secure sustainability through an intersectoral steering 
committee that is able to foster implementation and further 
development. In France, the following factors were named 
as the most important ones: (1) a broad understanding 
of infrastructures, (2) an intersectoral partnership in 
implementation to ensure high-quality data, (3) regular 
updating, and (4) open access.

In terms of building, the two best implementation 
plans came from Denmark and Portugal. In Portugal, 

the city of Oeiras was selected and the following four 
factors were considered decisive: (1) the construction of 
new infrastructure, especially in deprived areas: (2) the 
consideration of inhabitants’ needs; (3) making the new 
facilities accessible for all inhabitants; and (4) improved 
resources and attractive offers of PA through PPPs. Odense 
in Denmark also earmarked four items as critical for success: 
(1) an intersectoral approach with one permanent project 
leader; (2) multilevel activities, physical improvements, 
changes in regulations and campaign; (3) the promotion of 
reorientation of public space; and (4) evaluation of activities.

The second-to-last item featured the criterion of financing. 
For this, the two best-practice examples came from the 
Netherlands and from Finland. In the Netherlands, there 
were just two factors for enabling IMPALA-related projects 
to become successful: (1) building new infrastructures 
especially in deprived areas and (2) economic resources have 
to come through public–private partnerships. For Finland, 
the six most important factors were named: (1) focus on 
built environment, (2) inter-sectoral collaboration, by road 
administration, tourism and culture, (3) involvement of 
regional, local and the private sector, (4) consideration of 
people’s wishes and demands, (5) a clearly defined evaluation 
criteria and (6) (as in the Netherlands) public–private 
partnerships. 

The last module which was seen as an important criterion 
for the successful implementation of national action plans 
was the area regarding management. The two best examples 
and their key success factors came from the Czech Republic 
and from Austria. In the Czech Republic, the Omega Sport 
and Health Centre was evaluated and three important 
items were identified: (1) collaboration between the 
sports and health sectors, (2) public–private partnership 
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between commercial owners and sports associations and 
(3) promotion of LTPA in the surrounding area. Regarding 
Austria, the example here comes from Vienna and features 
the so-called “sport & fun halls”. Three factors were selected 
for providing successful management, namely (1) focus 
on deprived neighbourhoods, (2) low thresholds and few 
regulations and (3) close cooperation with providers and 
operators of facilities. 
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Project origins

The IMPALA.net project originated from the first and 
initial IMPALA project carried out from 2009 to 2011. 
In that earlier project, 12 countries from all over Europe 
took part and the aims were to plan and build premises and 
infrastructure in local areas for physical activities carried out 
during leisure time (IMPALA project, DG SANCO, grant 
agreement no 20081208). The infrastructure to be built 
consisted of three types: sports facilities (e.g. swimming 
pools), leisure-time infrastructure (e.g. playgrounds) and 
urban and natural space (e.g. public places or forests). During 
the project, an attempt was made to develop criteria and 
to implement and disseminate guidelines for practice. The 
national action plans varied among the countries. In Finland, 
for example, the plan concentrated on sports facilities, and 
in Germany the focus was on cycling. During the phase of 
accessing information for the later implementation period, 
qualitative interviews were carried out to collect information 
about the current used and available resources. Based on the 
analysis of those interviews, the national action plans were 
developed and future policies to improve the situations in 
the participating countries were set. Those plans were then 
delivered to the other states within the EU for learning 

from practical examples (IMPALA 2011, Rütten, Frahsa, 
Engbers, Suomi & Kolb 2011).

The current situation 
and goals of IMPALA.net

The countries of the IMPALA.net project continued to 
strengthen the results of its predecessor, the first collaborative 
project agreement carried out between 2009 and 2011. 
The aim is to continue to improve the infrastructure for 
physical activities in leisure time in the local arena and 
regarding cross-sectoral physical activity (COM (2013) 
603 final) and also contributes to monitoring the attempts 
to foster infrastructure development for physical activities 
(SWD (2013) 310 final). This time only six countries are 
participated in the project: Germany (consortium head), 
Finland, Lithuania, Austria, Italy and the Netherlands. 
Each of these six countries shall attempt to implement the 
IMPALA guidelines, which were developed by the prior 
project and feature several aspects (e.g. financing, building 
or policymaking for local, regional and national levels) as a 

EU-IMPALA.net-project
MSc David Kotthaus, Project Assistant and Doctoral student, Department of Sport Sciences, Faculty of Sport and 

Health Sciences, University of Jyväskylä, Finland
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blueprint for other countries of the European Union. The 
actors in each country need to strengthen intersectional 
collaboration from various fields such as sport organizations, 
sport policies and national as well as regional and national 
authorities. 

The major aims for this project were, first, to develop the 
National Action Plans for implementing and disseminating 
the IMPALA guidelines, and second, to improve the 
participation of citizens in Health Enhancing Physical 
Activity (HEPA) by using sports. In order to accomplish 
this, the infrastructure for sport activities must be developed 
and improved. The whole process was monitored by having 
several meetings throughout the entire project period (2015–
2016), and the participating countries were also trying to 
assist each other for overcoming sudden obstacles during 
the implementation process. The midterm meeting was held 
in Jyväskylä, Finland and was combined with the Summer 
School for Stakeholders, which was the final and third aim 
of this project (IMPALA 2014). The project concluded at 
the end of 2016 and the final National Action Plans of each 
participating country were presented and discussed in week 
48 of 2016 during a meeting in Cassino and Rome, Italy. 
Additionally, the dissemination of those among other EU-
countries will be fostered through a tool-kit developed by 
ISCA for implementing similar plans in their own societies.

The Summer School

The Summer School was held as a combined event with 
the Midterm Meeting of the IMPALA.net project. All 
participating countries came together and presented the 
progress within their respective countries. Additionally, the 
Summer School was planned as a meeting for international 
stakeholders to support the IMPALA.net project. It was 
the aim that all participants should have a good knowledge 
and a positive attitude to understand the (a) EU physical 
activity guidelines, (b) the focus of the European sport 
policy, (c) HEPA policy, (d) IMPALA guidelines and (f ) 
the European policy for sports facilities, especially regarding 
neighbourhood sports facilities. The latter one includes 
various viewpoints about such facilities, namely (a) physical, 
(b) social, (c) functional, (d) psychological and experienced, 
(e) administrative (management, decision-making) and (f ) 
economic (staff-based) aspects. Another aim is to promote 
the idea of the HEPA programme through the Summer 
School and this was aided by the organisers through the 
sub-committee. It is the sense to position national, regional 
and local sport organizations as the leading promoters of 
HEPA through sport capacity development. Therefore, 
sport organisations will be integral to develop, implement 
and participate in the international Summer School for 
Stakeholders. Such participation will make them stronger in 
adapting the integral goal of the project, the dissemination 
and realisation of a national action plan, which is directly 
related to the IMPALA guidelines and other HEPA-oriented 
infrastructure development actions.

Second, the sub-committee and, thus, the sport organisations 
and visitors from the other countries were meant to act as 
leaders in infrastructure development for HEPA and sport 
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promotion through capacity building. Building national 
alliances of potential partners and stakeholders on the 
national level can help promote successful infrastructure 
development and establish a national action plan to foster 
neighbourhood sports facilities in your own country. There 
was an attempt to bridge the vertical gap between high-level 
policy for sport and HEPA infrastructure development and 
the horizontal gaps between multiple sectors committed to 
HEPA promotion through national alliances. Such alliances 
can mediate the transfer process and foster a successful 
integration of high-level policy into grassroots actions. By 
taking specific examples from different countries and their 
national action plans as examples, the goal was to learn from 
each other through a case-consultancy approach (Rütten 
2001). Various problems (e.g. communication) were named 
and possible solutions to overcome such obstacles discussed. 
The Summer School was divided into two parts. The first one, 
which lasted from 16 May 2016 to 18 May 2016, featured 
the Midterm Meeting of the participating countries, and 
the second part, starting on 19 May and ending on 20 May 
was filled with various international experts who supported 
the contents of the Midterm Meeting and gave insights 
into different aspects of stakeholders’ interests regarding 
neighbourhood sports facilities.
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The provision of neighbourhood 
sports facilities in the various 

regions of Finland

In spring 2016, the national Lipas Liikuntapaikat.fi database 
included 767 neighbourhood sports facilities. In this database, 
‘a neighbourhood sports area’ refers to a small-scale facility 
in a residential area. This area comprises different exercise 
or play facilities with free public access. Nearly all (98.8%) 
neighbourhood sports facilities are owned by municipalities, 
which are usually also in charge of their maintenance 
(93.2% are maintained by municipalities). About 58% of 
the facilities are recorded in Lipas as school sports facilities, 
which are located on schoolyards or very close to schools.

Neighbourhood sports facilities have been built in various 
parts of Finland, even though the largest concentrations 
can be found in large cities (Figure 1.). The southern region 

The situation of local sports facilities 
in Finland 

Kirsi Vehkakoski, Project manager, LIPAS Liikuntapaikat.fi – Official site for Finnish sports facilities

Jan Norra, Specialist for sports facilities and the environment, Finnish Olympic Committee 

Figure 4. Distribution of neighbourhood sports facilities in 

Finland 2016 (University of Jyväskylä, Lipas Liikuntapaikat.

fi 2016).
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Region Average per N (municipality) Average per 1000 Average per N (municipality)
   inhabitants in
   municipality

Åland 1 1 0,65 1 0,1

South Karelia 1,4 5 0,15 7 0,9

Southern Ostrobothnia 3,62 8 0,18 29 3,8

Southern Savonia 2,83 6 0,20 17 2,2

Kainuu 2,22 9 0,40 20 2,6

Tavastia Proper 3,7 10 0,39 37 4,8

Central Ostrobothnia 3,4 5 0,49 17 2,2

Central Finland 2,71 14 0,35 38 5

Kymenlaakso 6,86 7 0,48 48 6,3

Lapland 2,89 18 0,51 52 6,8

Pirkanmaa 3,27 15 0,19 49 6,4

Ostrobothnia 3 5 0,25 15 2

North Karelia 1,9 10 0,22 19 2,5

Northern Ostrobothnia 3,38 21 0,45 71 9,3

Northern Savonia 3,93 15 0,51 59 7,7

Päijänne Tavastia 3,86 7 0,28 27 3,5

Satakunta 2,69 13 0,33 35 4,6

Uusimaa 8,13 23 0,16 187 24,4

Southwest Finland 2,29 17 0,24 39 5,1

Total 3,67 209 0,33 767 100

Table 2. Neighbourhood sport facilities in the regions of Finland.
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of Uusimaa hosts 24.4% of the country’s neighbourhood 
sports facilities (Table 1). On the average, a municipality 
has 3.7 facilities, and for every thousand inhabitants there 
are 0.3 facilities.

The building of neighbourhood sports facilities became 
more common in the 2000s: less than 5% of them have 
been built before 2000. The average of the building years 
is 2008.6 and the median 2011. Note that no building year 
was given for 44% (340/767) of the facilities. The increase 
is strongly related to the government subsidy policy that 
has, since 2000, aimed at supporting the development of 
neighbourhood sports facilities. Especially in southern 
Finland, municipalities have received plenty of subsidies 
for this purpose. 

By 2015, the government had supported 714 neighbourhood 
sports facility projects, in other words, about 80% of Finland’s 
neighbourhood sports facilities. Among the present 301 
municipalities in continental Finland, 224 (or 74%) have 
received a government subsidy at some point. One fourth 
of the municipalities have not utilized subsidies yet. A clear 
majority of them are small municipalities with less than 
5,000 inhabitants.

Figure 5. Municipalities that have used government subsidies 

to build neighbourhood sports facilities.

The AVI region of Southern Finland has received the 
most subsidies for building neighbourhood sports facilities. 
The same region also has the largest number of facilities, and 
the municipality-specific number is high as well (average 
5.9). Even though the emphasis is on the southern parts of 
Finland, the offerings of neighbourhood sports facilities in 
relation to the population of the municipalities is slightly 
higher in Northern Finland and Lapland than in Southern 
Finland, resulting from a sparse population in the north.

Accessibility of neighbourhood 
sports facilities

The accessibility of neighbourhood sports facilities was 
examined based on the geographic information system 
(GIS) at the University of Oulu Geography Research Unit 
(Liikuntapaikkojen saavutettavuus paikkatietoperusteisessa 
tarkastelussa, Kotavaara & Rusanen 2016). According to 
this study, about 70% of Finland’s population can reach a 
neighbourhood sports facility within a distance shorter than 
five kilometres. About 40% of the population can reach a 
neighbourhood sports facility within a distance shorter 
than two kilometres when using pedestrian and bicycle 
routes. The study sample is from the Lipas database in 2015. 

The report measured accessibility of sport facilities in 
general by calculating the fastest route to service point, using 
mainly road network in calculations. However, the report 
points out that for neighbourhood sports facilities, the 
fastest route should be measured using mainly pedestrian 
and bicycle route network. Moreover, the distance, which 

0 neighbourhood sports facilities

at least 1 neighbourhood sports facility

0 50 100 150 200 250

Municipalities with 
neighbourhood sports 
facilities built using 
government subsidies
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Table 3. Subsidies for neighbourhood sports facilities and 

established offerings in each AVI (Regional State Administrative 

Agency) region

is considered as “accessible” is shorter for neighbourhood 
sports facilities (under 2 kilometers) than, for example, 
ice arenas. 
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In all sectors and levels of society, there is an increasing demand 
for research on the execution of national environmental 
commitments, the development of environmental governance 
and the adaptation to climate change. The growing need 
for information also concerns sports organizations and 
communities. Increasing environmental policy pressures 
and the concretization of global environmental threats 
have launched processes in public sports administration 
and international sports organizations that reflect stronger 
ecological modernization, the environmental state and risk 
society (Beck, 1990; Hannigan, 2014).

Social sciences research serving the governance of 
these processes is scarce. This was demonstrated in 
an extensive mapping of main international scientific 
journals on sports and leisure research (Mallen, Stevens & 
Adams, 2011; Mincyte, Casper & Cole, 2009). The same 
observation was made in a research project (2013–2014) 

The research project series Towards an 
Ecologically Sustainable Sports Culture 
(Kekli) and its links to the promotion of 

neighbourhood sports

Mikko Simula, PhD, Postdoctoral researcher, Faculty of Sport and Health Sciences, University of Jyväskylä  

Hannu Itkonen, PhD, Professor of Sport Sociology, Faculty of Sport and Health Sciences, University of Jyväskylä

at the Department of Sport Sciences of the University of 
Jyväskylä and in another ongoing project (Simula, Itkonen 
& Matilainen, 2014). The mappings and the systematic 
analyses of published studies demonstrated that sports 
research is only beginning to focus on the conceptual and 
theoretical discussions of social scientific environmental 
research. Only a small group of researchers concentrate 
on environmental issues related to sports culture and on 
the ecological sustainability of sports culture. Similarly, 
the number of scientific publications written in English 
on these themes is low. This explains why researchers have 
not been able to reach an understanding of, for example, 
how sports organizations and communities have reacted to 
the messages coming from global environmental politics, 
or what the possibilities of these actors are to participate 
in implementing governmental environmental policies.
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The series of studies initiated by Professor Hannu 
Itkonen and post-doctoral researcher Mikko Simula at 
the University of Jyväskylä Department of Sport Sciences 
in 2013 aims to respond to the aforementioned needs for 
information and to advance sport sociological research 
on environmental governance. The first research project 
(2013–14) focused on mapping the plans and actions 
aiming to develop environmental governance in the sports 
services of municipalities in continental Finland and in 
national sports organizations (Simula et al., 2014). The 
results of this mapping and consequent analyses were 
reported in the publication series of the National Sports 
Council. In addition to the results, the report included 
recommendations for national development measures. 
The second research project, launched in the summer of 
2014, focused on developing environmental governance 
in municipal sports services. The principal aim has been 
to develop and evaluate actions taken to increase staff 
participation in the implementation of their municipality’s 
environmental policies, in other words, the reduction of 
material flows and renewal of service provision practices. 
The study consists of action research projects carried out 
in two Finnish cities, completed in May 2017.

After the second research project, funding for a third 
project will be applied. The third project will add new parties 
to the development process of environmental governance in 
sports services, which began in the second study: the users 
of sports facilities and services. The main idea is to study and 
develop environmental governance based on a multi-actor 
model and network governance, in other words, cooperation 
between municipal sports services, local sports clubs and 
other central reference groups (Hänninen 2015; Möttönen 
& Niemelä, 2005). Attention is paid to the organization of 

collaboration between the various parties, the building of 
interaction and mutual understanding between them, and 
factors that promote or restrict their commitment to, for 
instance, actions reducing carbon dioxide emissions. Similar 
to the second study, the methodology of realistic action 
research will be applied in the third study (Kuusela, 2005). 
In other words, besides the launching and coordination 
of a multi-actor development process in environmental 
governance, the study also requires analysing the process. 

The Finnish sustainable development strategy, ‘The Finland 
we want by 2050’, demands initiative from the government. 
The main idea is that all sectors of public administration, 
including sports administration, should launch national 
policy processes. The government should lead the renewal 
of prevailing practices and the reduction of material flows 
in all sectors and levels of society.

The Towards an Ecologically Sustainable Sports Culture 
-research projects will provide an overall picture of the 
state of environmental governance in our main sports 
organizations and contribute to the understanding of local 
change processes linked to the government’s environmental 
policy commitments. The studies will thus offer significant 
resources for planning national actions. The essence of 
environmental governance in sports organizations will be 
identified and analyses will be provided on the effects of 
different development measures. The theme of the studies 
is also linked to more general national efforts of promoting 
neighbourhood sports.
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A seminar on sustainable 
development through local 

physical activity 

In the second study, cooperation was launched with the 
Development Programme for Residential Areas implemented 
at the Ministry of the Environment in 2013–2015. The 
cooperation culminated in a seminar organized jointly by 
Hannu Itkonen and Mikko Simula, who were in charge 
of the study Towards Ecologically Sustainable Sports 
Culture, and by Jaana Nevalainen, the person in charge of 
the Development Programme for Residential Areas. The 
seminar was organized in Helsinki on 28 May 2015. The 90 
participants’ areas of expertise ranged from residential areas 
to local physical activity (i.e. neighbourhood sports), and 
they represented different sectors of state administration, 
regional administration, research institutes, municipalities 
and non-governmental organizations.

The seminar featured introductions by representatives of 
public administration, researchers and sports organizations 
on themes related to the development of residential areas 
and local physical activity. In addition to the introductions, 
the seminar included workshops that aimed at collecting 
expert views from the participants on how to promote local 
physical activity. The participants were divided into six 
discussion groups. The discussions were carried out in two 
stages. In the first stage, problems related to the promotion 
of local physical activity were defined and recorded based 
on a thematic division created by the seminar organizers. 
In the second stage, good practices and solution models to 
the problems were recorded. Between the two stages, the 
seminar participants were divided into new groups. Around 

30 experts took part in the group discussions, including 
representatives of state and municipal administration as 
well as sports organizations and clubs.

The following is a summary of the written material 
produced based on the workshop discussions. The summary 
is structured according to the themes of the workshops. 

Main challenges to cooperation 
between the branches of 

administration and other actors

The problems related to cooperation among different branches 
of administration were analysed at the level of targets as 
well as at the level of the division responsibilities. Problems 
related to cross-sectoral governance and management of 
service production were apparently addressed as well.

The planning and execution of a joint agenda for the 
different branches of administration and other actors is 
difficult alone because those involved are not familiar with 
the operating cultures of other branches of administration 
or with the operating cultures of other organizations. In 
municipal sports services, another challenge for collaboration 
between organizations is that sports clubs are mainly run 
by volunteers. Therefore, the readiness of sports clubs to 
react to the initiatives of public administration and commit 
to long-term development processes varies a lot. There is 
variation between the clubs but also over the history of 
individual clubs.
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Awareness of the aforementioned starting points is 
important when trying to find ways to intensify network 
governance. In order to define shared goals and strategy 
processes, the interfaces of the tasks and targets of different 
organizations must be identified. For this purpose, it is 
necessary to create opportunities and structures that lead 
to continuous boundary-crossing dialogue.

Another issue that calls for attention is how to manage 
and monitor a change process in which several parties 
are involved. At least the following questions should be 
explored: How should the parties organize themselves? 
What kinds of indicators are needed to evaluate the results 
of the cooperation?

Challenges concerning the division of tasks and 
responsibilities were also recorded on paper. Issues related 
to the resourcing of collaboration are often difficult to solve 
as well. It can be challenging to reach an agreement on who 
is responsible for the costs of jointly agreed measures and 
for personnel resources. One solution could be action-based 
budgeting in the partner organizations.

Furthermore, it can be laborious to reach and gather 
together people who share the same targets, in this case 
the promotion of neighbourhood sports, in different 
organizations. It is important to be aware of the many 
essential aspects related to collaboration and getting people 
involved in collaboration. Which organizations and people 
play the key role in promoting the goals? Which other 
parties should be heard in addition to them? How can the 
jointly agreed targets be achieved?

Main challenges to the 
concretization of national 

strategies  

In the teamwork paper, three levels were defined for resolving 
problems related to the concretization of strategies. First, it 
is important to form a precise idea of the needs to develop 
residential areas and of the roles of residents and associations 
in promoting local physical activities. Second, municipalities 
must decide on relevant measures, distribute information 
and provide residents with opportunities to participate 
in planning and implementing the measures. Third, the 
government’s role and responsibilities in the strategy must 
be clarified. On the one hand, state administration must 
guide municipalities and other key players to implement 
the strategy using the available means. On the other hand, 
state administration must clarify the responsibilities of 
different ministries in putting the strategy into practice. State 
administration must also play a central role in informing 
on strategy work and in coordinating cooperation between 
the aforementioned levels.

The following issues needs to be considered when 
implementing strategies: What resources do the different 
levels have to be used in concretizing the strategies? What 
knowhow do the levels possess – and what is needed – to 
implement the strategies? What is the attitude of citizens, 
population groups, office holders, decision-makers and 
organizations in different sectors towards the promotion 
of neighbourhood sports? What kind of cooperation is 
required between organizations in different branches of 
administration and sectors to implement the strategies? 
How can we promote a positive attitude towards the goals 
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and implementation of the strategy at all levels? How 
are different population groups taken into account in 
implementing the strategies?

Main challenges to building 
neighbourhood sports facilities

The difficult situation of the public-sector economy was 
mentioned first in the teamwork paper.  Cutbacks in the 
public sector, particularly in the municipalities, together 
with the general downward trend in the national economy, 
restrict the building of neighbourhood sports facilities. 
Vandalism at sports facilities limits even more the possibilities 
of municipalities to offer high-quality neighbourhood 
sports services.

Furthermore, designers and builders are not familiar 
with residents’ hopes and needs, which causes different 
types of problems. If residents and other main user groups 
have not been heard while designing facilities, the facilities 
may end up being underused. Insufficient cross-sectoral 
collaboration at the design stage may also lead to a result 
that is not ideal from the perspective of the residents or 
the maintainer of the facility. Another recorded problem 
was the attitude of maintenance staff to the utilization of 
the facility: restrictions on use were imposed for various 
reasons related to maintenance.

Increasing the utilization of sports facilities is an effective 
way to prevent vandalism. In addition to the means of 
activating residents and increasing their participation 

(detailed in the following paragraph), we should reflect on, 
for example, how to make sports clubs transfer some of their 
activities to neighbourhood sports facilities.

Residents’ involvement in designing sports facilities was 
proposed as a solution to problems related to data collection. 
For instance, the possibilities to collect design information 
through social media should be mapped, and the suitability of 
social media for the collection of feedback from users could 
be tested. Furthermore, one could chart the possibilities of 
associations and residents to take part in the maintenance 
of their neighbourhood sports facilities. This could be done 
according to a model implemented in the Netherlands, 
where they have successfully tested transferring maintenance 
responsibility for public facilities to associations. Cross-
sectoral working groups are an efficient tool in enhancing 
the flow of information about the maintenance and design 
of neighbourhood sports facilities.

Main challenges to increasing 
the utilization of neighbourhood 

sports facilities

In the paper that summarizes the discussions, the challenges 
to increasing utilization were presented as a list of six 
items. First, the use of neighbourhood sports facilities 
can be restricted by such things as the lack of time and 
motivation, prejudices against new things, unsuitable cycling 
weather, and winter. A further challenge can be the motor 
skills needed in using the facilities: local residents do not 
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necessarily possess these skills, and there is often no user 
guidance available at the facilities. Third, it is difficult to 
increase the use of the facilities because the population is 
divided into those who are actively engaged in sports and 
those less or not at all active, and those who do not find 
company at sports facilities.

The fourth group of potential obstacles includes the decrease 
in unbuilt space, uncertainty about the PA possibilities offered 
by unbuilt space, the closing of facilities from the public, and 
EU norms governing equipment at the facilities. The fifth 
challenge is the lack of meaningful alternatives for different 
population groups in the neighbourhood and its facilities. 
The sports and other leisure facilities in the residential area 
may seem too safe and restricted, or they may attract only 
specific groups. Only a few neighbourhoods provide public 
premises that suit activities popular among different resident 
groups, such as street floorball and gardening. The sixth 
challenge, which can be a real obstacle to neighbourhood 
sports, is the poor condition of facilities and their equipment.

When discussing the solutions, the group wrote down 
the following questions to be considered when looking for 
ways to increase the use of neighbourhood sports facilities: 
Is it worth building on unbuilt areas and locations? Are 
built areas more attractive for PA than unbuilt ones? Is 
there any scientific evidence of how the building of unbuilt 
areas would increase PA? What is of primary importance 
in increasing PA? What kind should a forest be in order to 
be an attractive environment for PA?

The group demanded strong social policy that urges 
people to engage in daily exercise in their neighbourhood. 
For this purpose, decision-makers must be provided with 
information on the costs and benefits of guidance for people 
that encourages physical activity close to their homes. This 

goal must be promoted by utilizing both political power 
and publicity. Information on positive effects and good 
solution models must be distributed actively. Moreover, 
measures must be planned to promote the integration of 
the principles of neighbourhood sports into people’s daily 
social practices.

Main challenges to creating 
national strategies

The paper questioned the need for a separate strategy 
for local physical activity. The different sectors of state 
administration have already created strategies for increasing 
local physical activity among the population and taken 
action to implement the strategies. Instead of creating a 
new strategy, development work should rather focus on 
coordinating the targets and measures of existing strategies. 
The objective could be one national strategy that would 
define the goals and responsibilities of cross-sectoral measures 
taken to increase neighbourhood sports and physical activity 
among the population.

In the context of strategy work, the following experiences 
and guidelines were also recorded: A strategy always needs 
an action plan and a follow-up group. Already when creating 
the strategy, it should be made clear for whom the strategy 
is written. It should also be clarified how to turn the strategy 
into an efficient tool. Special attention should be paid to 
the implementation of the strategy and the commitment of 
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key actors to the implementation. A strategy and its action 
plan are not enough if the implementers lack resources and 
readiness to promote the strategic goals.

Two further strategic planning issues were included in 
the paper. First, the group stated that the theme of local 
physical activity is broad and general. The precise meaning is 
often unclear, and the content of the concept is understood 
in various ways. The texts on solutions addressed exactly 
this particular issue. The paper includes the proposal 
that the concepts in this field should be developed and 
specified under the lead of the Department for Youth and 
Sport Policy at the Ministry of Education and Culture. In 
defining the concepts, the perspectives of citizens as well as 
administrators should be taken into account. In addition 
to the central concepts, the purpose of the strategy should 
be defined clearly.

The paper also points out that strategies are often 
launched by decision-makers rather than by the people 
that the strategic actions aim to affect. Successful strategy 
work actually requires that the creators of the strategy have 
sufficiently accurate information on the hopes and needs 
of the target groups.

The needs for information in 
promotion work and challenges 

to data production 

This theme was addressed only at the first stage of the 
discussion. The proposed solutions were thus not discussed 
during the seminar. In the paper about the principal 
needs for information and challenges to data production, 
attention was paid to the principal needs for information, 
the responsibilities in data production, information flow, 
and the application of information in decision-making. Data 
production should focus at least on facility users’ needs and 
easy access to relevant information. The responsibilities in 
data production and sharing of research data should also be 
clarified. This would require national coordination of the 
research activities and closer cooperation between researchers 
and information distributers, such as science journalists. 
In addition, attention should be paid to improving the 
usability of research data in decision-making.

Conclusions from the seminar

The seminar and especially the workshop provided a unique 
opportunity to develop a cross-sectoral and cross-disciplinary 
idea of the challenges related to the promotion of local 
physical activity. It would thus be highly important to 
consider the produced materials in planning national actions.
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The seminar gave its organizers diverse ideas on how to 
organize and document the national policy process regarding 
local physical activity, and on how it should be guided. The 
representatives of different administrative sectors presented 
valuable views on how to link neighbourhood sports 
promotion to the different sectors of state administration. 
The themes were approached from diverse perspectives: 
those of land use, social and health policy, environmental 
policy, and sports policy. It was demonstrated clearly that 
promotion cannot be the responsibility of one ministry 
only but must be integrated into the policy programmes 
of various ministries. It would be essential to establish a 
national, genuinely cross-sectoral and cross-disciplinary 
policy process that is ideally also linked to municipal 
decision-making and residents’ needs.

The process described here can be considered utopian 
because it challenges the prevailing sectoral administrative 
practices. However, that does not mean it should be given up. 
Quite the opposite, the discussions at the seminar showed 
that the representatives of various parties possess a genuine 
will to promote governance based on a multi-actor model 
and the mutual understanding and interaction it requires. 
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In the promotion of physical activity, those measures that 
enable a physically active daily life over one’s entire life 
span are important. An active daily life is often realized in 
the environments where people naturally spend time. This 
highlights the role of local physical activity. Local physical 
activity (LPA) and incidental physical activity (IPA) can 
constitute partly or even fully the recommended amount 
of health-enhancing physical activity (Table 1).

The dimensions of local 
physical activity 

The benefits of physical activity to holistic health and 
wellbeing cannot be denied. It promotes our physical, mental 
and social abilities to function (Physical Activity Guidelines 

What is Physical Activity in the local arena? 
Local physical activity (LPA) 

in neighbourhood sports facilities 
and its importance 

Kaisa Koivuniemi, Health promotion expert, LIKES Research Centre for Physical Activity and Health

Advisory Committee 2008). This can be manifested at work 
as, for example, improved working ability and reduced 
absences due to illness (Finnish Institute of Occupational 
Health / Työterveyslaitos 2016), and at school as better 
learning outcomes (Institute of Medicine 2013; Syväoja 
et al. 2012) and school enjoyment (Kämppi et al. 2013).

From the perspective of physical ability to function, 
local physical activity (LPA) and neighbourhood sports 
facilities are important for enabling the development and 
maintenance of muscle strength, endurance and mobility 
as well as body control and balance. Going to and from 
neighbourhood sports facilities under one’s own power 
can also have a positive effect on endurance.

The psychological effects of LPA are related to, for 
example, the fact that physical activity can help us manage 
stress, improve sleep quality and make falling asleep easier. 
It can also reduce anxiety, tensions and depression (Physical 
Activity Guidelines Advisory Committee 2008; Finnish 
Institute of Occupational Health / Työterveyslaitos 2016). 
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Even in demanding life situations and in the midst of everyday 
challenges, LPA can offer easily accessible opportunities for 
sports and physical activity.

A neighbourhood sports facility located in a natural 
environment as well as such sites as outdoor routes, paths, 
parks and forests promote health and wellbeing in various 
ways (Nilsson, Sangster & Konijnendijk 2011, 1). Nature 
can increase physical activity, invigorate and help us recover 
from stress, in addition to promoting social wellbeing and 
togetherness (greenspace scotland, NHS Health Scotland 
& Scottish Natural Heritage 2010; State Forest Enterprise 
/ Metsähallitus 2016; Talent Vectia 2013). Greenspace 
could also be utilized in meetings between professionals 

and clients in, for example, rehabilitation services or as part 
of personal trainer activities.

From the viewpoint of the social dimension, neighbourhood 
sports facilities can offer experiences of communality. For 
families and groups of friends they can be a way to spend 
time and do things together. A sports facility used jointly 
by a children’s day-care centre and an elderly care home 
can promote cross-generational experiences in both older 
people and children.

Local physical activity enables unregulated and unscheduled 
doing. In addition, it is significant for sustainable development, 
particularly if the facilities can be reached on foot or by bike, 
or if they are located in undeveloped natural environments.

The work of professionals in the various municipal 
sectors can obtain additional value through LPA. Could 
physiotherapists utilize the possibilities for LPA available 
close to their clients instead of referring clients to expensive 

 Ages 5–17 Ages 18–64 Over 65-year-olds

At least 60 minutes of moderate-intensity  At least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity At least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity
daily physical activity aerobic PA per week, or at least 75 aerobic PA per week, or at least 75
 minutes of vigorous-intensity aerobic minutes of vigorous-intensity aerobic
 PA per week PA per week

Daily physical activity should also include  The recommendation for aerobic PA can The recommendation for aerobic PA
efficient, vigorous-intensity PA. also be met through a combination of can also be met through a combination of
 moderate- and vigorous-intensity PA. moderate- and vigorous-intensity PA. 
 Aerobic PA can be performed in Aerobic PA can be performed in
 bouts of at least 10 minutes. bouts of at least 10 minutes.
 
Mostly aerobic PA, but at least three times  In addition, activities that strengthen In addition, activities that strengthen
a week activities that strengthen muscles  muscles and enhance coordinative muscles and enhance coordinative
and bones. abilities should be done at least abilities should be done at least twice
 twice a week.  a week. 

  Particularly older adults with poor mobility   
  should perform PA on three or more   
  days a week to enhance balance   
  and prevent falls.

Table 1. Recommended health-enhancing physical 

activity (WHO 2010) for different age groups:
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institutional rehabilitation? Could health-care services refer 
clients to free guidance and counselling organized by sports 
services at neighbourhood sports facilities? In addition to 
the social and health sector, neighbourhood sports facilities 
can be utilized by educational institutions in their teaching 
and by workplaces in occupational wellness promotion.

The many sites and forms 
of local physical activity 

Local physical activity can be carried out in workplace 
concentrations, residential areas, shopping centres, day-care 
centres, parks, elderly care homes, schools and school yards, 
and so on. Various environments provide ideal conditions 
for LPA: built neighbourhood sports facilities with their 
equipment, pedestrian and cycling routes, parks, disc golf 
courses, forests with potential nature trails, and actual sports 
and PA facilities. LPA can also be pursued in undeveloped, 
authentic natural, urban and forest environments, which 
become spontaneous settings for PA.

In analysing LPA, room should be given to an innovative 
approach as to what actually is regarded as physical activity 
and local physical activity. Examples of this can be found, 
for example, in the new sports popular among young people. 
Essential in these sports is having fun together and hanging 
out, while PA is in a way a by-product. These forms of PA 
are not necessarily regarded as sport by the people who 
engage in them. 

Diverse opportunities for LPA must be provided in places 
where people are or go in their daily lives. The threshold 
to LPA must be low, it must be easy and easily integrated 
with daily life, and it does not necessarily require special 
preparation or equipment. Just like incidental physical 
activity, LPA can be at least partly carried out as part of 
daily routines, without reserving a special time slot for it. 
This means that regular, even small deeds that increase PA 
can play a significant role for our holistic wellbeing.

The promotion and development 
of local physical activity 

As many actors as possible from the public, private and 
third sectors need to be involved in the promotion and 
development of local physical activity. Moreover, it is 
crucially important to listen to local residents’ views and 
engage them in the activities. LPA must be viewed broadly 
from the perspective of use and users. It is highly important 
to aim at increasing the introduction and utilization degree 
of existing facilities. From the perspective of promoting 
public health, it is essential to target particularly the groups 
that engage the least in PA. 

In order to increase the utilization of neighbourhood sports 
facilities, we should find out who the active users of these 
facilities are, and why they are interested in LPA. Information 
on existing possibilities for LPA must be distributed and so-
called user guidance provided for different target groups. 
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Regular guidance on equipment could be organized at the 
facilities, in addition to clear written instructions. Could 
the instructions be available as mobile applications, too?

Besides actual neighbourhood sports facilities, residents 
should be informed more about the possibilities to use their 
way to work, school or errands as part of daily LPA. In this 
context, it is good to reflect on the need for guidance on 
such issues as safe cycling. Furthermore, attention should 
be paid to developing bicycle and pedestrian routes so that 
they would feel safe as well as convenient and attractive. 

Motivating, providing support and increasing so-called 
social acceptance are essential parts of LPA promotion. 
First, they are part of the aforementioned distribution of 
information and user guidance. Second, they imply that 
everyone – including the novice – should feel that it is not 
embarrassing or forbidden to go to the neighbourhood sports 
facility but that it is perfectly acceptable and legitimate. Local 
physical activity can bring joy and wellbeing to all of us.
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The normative starting points for designing and maintaining 
neighbourhood sports facilities are based on the Act on the 
Promotion of Sports and Physical Activity (390/2015): 
equality, non-discrimination, social inclusion, multiculturalism, 
healthy lifestyles, respect for the environment, and sustainable 
development.

Neighbourhood sports facilities should be designed 
so that they support and further everyone’s actual right 
to public space. This is not only a question of barrier-free 
access or accessibility but also of communicating in various 
ways who is allowed to be in a public space and expected to 
use it. The facilities must be and feel legitimate, natural and 
safe. In addition to being physical, the facilities are social. 
Augmented reality is an example of how meanings and use 
quickly turn into something else without a physical presence.

Neighbourhood sports facilities are not disconnected 
from other community structures – they are connected 
to places, spaces and areas that we experience as our own 
or alien, belonging to us or to others. This experience is 
influenced by the people who live, work and run errands in 
the area. Furthermore, the activities and services available 
in the neighbourhood, as well as their target groups, affect 
the experience. A neighbourhood sports facility is felt to be 

Neighbourhood sports facilities promoting 
equality and non-discrimination 

Matti Hakamäki, Senior Researcher, LIKES Research Centre for Physical Activity and Health, Jyväskylä, Finland

safer if it is never completely desolate. It also feels safer if it 
is not fully disconnected from the rest of the community 
structure but is supported by the structure and people, and 
no group can monopolize it and exclude others. Experienced 
safety can and should be actively supported, for example, by 
organizing guided group sessions at the facility. Integrating 
various uses at the same facility or close to each other 
enhances diversity. 

In maintenance, cleanliness and neatness are safety factors. 
Even more, they signal that the facility and the environment 
are taken care of. If it has been agreed that, for example, a 
residents’ association is either fully or partly in charge of 
maintenance, ownership and care is the responsibility of 
residents or other users.

Neighbourhood sports facilities and their naming, statues 
and memorials communicate power, history, values and ideas. 
The choices must be conscious and justified. The design of a 
facility can be ‘closed’, which means that the facility becomes 
a specific performance place that complies with a predefined 
and simultaneously restricted plan. Alternatively, the design 
can be more open and allow modification, diverse choices 
and the use of imagination. 
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Decision-making on neighbourhood 
sports facilities and the state subsidy 

application process 
Ismo Myllyaho, Head of Unit, AVI Western and Central Finland / Education and Culture   

Satu Sjöholm, Senior Inspector in Sports Services, AVI Western and Central Finland Finland / Education and Culture

Overview

All the levels of Finnish state and municipal administration 
are involved in the decision-making regarding neighbourhood 
sports facilities. The Act on the Promotion of Sports and 
Physical Activity (390/2015) defines the responsibilities 
for advancing PA and its conditions. 

The central state administration defines strategies 
and policies for the entire country, decides on the use of 
appropriations granted by parliament, and makes decisions 
on government subsidies for the most important projects. 
Regional administration executes the decisions of parliament 
and ministry as well as implements defined policies in its own 
decision-making. The most important decisions affecting 
the improvement of citizens’ possibilities to engage in PA 
are made at the local level, in municipalities and other 
communities. The local level, particularly the municipality, 
also decides on most resources allocated to neighbourhood 
sports facilities and other conditions for sports and PA.  

This overview highlights the perspective of state regional 
administration. The six Regional State Administrative 
Agencies (AVI) are a part of Finland’s intermediate-level 
administration. The AVIs decide on state subsidies for 
project costs that do not exceed 700,000 euros. They 
provide the local level with information on strategies and 
policies created by the Ministry of Education and Culture 
and other authorities and experts in sports policy. This is 
done through short-term continuing education and other 
types of information steering. The AVIs have independent 
decision-making power, but they also implement decisions of 
relevant ministries in decision-making on, for example, the 
development of a neighbourhood sports facility network. 

Finland’s 15 Centres for Economic Development, 
Transport and the Environment (ELY Centres) are also 
involved in the development of conditions for PA in regional 
administration. However, the ELY Centres’ perspective on 
development work is less bound to sports policies – their 
decisions are affected more by the criteria of EU structural 
funds or rural development funds.
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Division of administrative 
tasks regarding neighbourhood 

sports facilities

According to the Act on the Promotion of Sports and 
Physical Activity, municipalities are in charge of providing 
the general conditions for physical activity at the local 
level. Municipalities must thus provide their residents with 
opportunities for PA by building and maintaining facilities 
for it. Municipal councils as the highest municipal decision-
making bodies decide on the budget and investment plan 
of municipalities, which specify the financial resources 
available for the building of sports facilities as well as for their 
equipment, yearly maintenance and repairing. Municipal 
executive boards prepare and execute decisions made by the 
municipal councils. For preparation (in compliance with 
the Local Government Act 410/2015), each municipality 
may establish local authority committees to operate under 
the executive board or standing committees for functions 
of a permanent nature. 

In the central state administration, the Ministry of 
Education and Culture is responsible for the general 
governance, coordination and development of sports policy, 
in addition to providing general conditions for physical 
activity. The National Sports Council is the expert body 
of the ministry, appointed by the government for the term 
of parliament.

In regional administration, Regional State Administrative 
Agencies (AVIs) are in charge of the sports sector. The AVIs 
cooperate with Regional Councils, whose tasks include 
appointing Regional Sports Councils as sports expert bodies 
for AVIs. The Regional Sports Councils issue statements 

to AVIs on funding applications regarding the building 
of sports facilities, and AVIs make the actual decisions on 
the funding.

On the definition of a 
neighbourhood sports facility 

The definition of a ‘neighbourhood sports facility’ used in 
Finnish sports policy was influenced by our cooperation with 
the other Nordic countries. The concept was adopted into 
our sport policy discussion in the mid-1990s. The content of 
the concept was first determined by each individual context 
and speaker. In the other Nordic countries, particularly in 
Norway, the role of neighbourhood sports facilities had 
already at that point grown so much that small-scale sports 
facilities in residential areas were becoming the focus of 
government subsidy policies.

In the late 1990s, the Sports Act was renewed and strategies 
and policies for sports and PA were actively created at all 
levels of administration. In this context, the significance 
of neighbourhood sports facilities for health-enhancing 
PA and children and adolescents’ PA became highlighted. 
Based on the Nordic influences and our own needs, a pilot 
project was launched in order to create a Finnish network of 
neighbourhood sports facilities. Development work began 
in the pilot project of the State Provincial Office of Western 
Finland (present AVI) commissioned and resourced by the 
Ministry of Education (present Ministry of Education and 
Culture), which was implemented in cooperation with 
Young Finland Association (Nuori Suomi ry). 
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The Ministry formulated a definition for neighbourhood 
sports facilities in cooperation with various partners, and 
it was recorded in the Liikuntapaikkarakentamisen suunta 
2004 [The direction of sports facility building 2004] 
document, published by the National Sports Council.  The 
definition is used almost as such even today. Accordingly, 
a neighbourhood sports facility is a facility for sports and 
physical activity, intended for children and adolescents as 
well as for general fitness- and health-enhancing PA, located 
in a residential area or its immediate vicinity. The additional 
recorded characteristics of neighbourhood sports facilities 
included safety, sustainability, environmental friendliness, 
and uncontrolled availability free of charge. 

The definition has been intentionally broad, but also 
suitable for setting a framework for the processing of 
funding applications in state administration. At the local 
level, the definition also supports the development of ideas 
into concrete building projects.

Development of projects 
at the local level

Municipalities are principally responsible for building facilities 
for sports and PA. Initiatives for building neighbourhood 
sports facilities can be submitted by, for example, individual 
citizens, NGOs, schools or parents’ associations. In 
line with the definition of these facilities, creativity and 
participation are expected in design. The unfortunately 
infrequent examples of creativity and innovative thinking 
include a neighbourhood sports facility that was developed 

on a landscaped sandpit or on an artificial hill consisting 
of transported landmasses – close enough to a residential 
area. In addition to municipalities, these facilities can be 
built and maintained by associations, even though it is 
easier for municipalities to apply the terms of government 
subsidies because of their professional knowhow, full-time 
staff and better resources.

In municipalities, the officials in sports departments are 
usually responsible for developing neighbourhood sports 
facilities. They collect information on good practices, building 
principles and criteria for receiving government subsidies. 
Some other branch of administration – often the building 
department – is usually in charge of the actual building 
process, but residents’ initiatives are mostly developed 
into projects by the sports department. The conditions 
for local physical activity can be ideally developed through 
collaboration between various branches of administration.

It has sometimes been challenging to organize such 
collaboration in order to build sports facilities on school yards 
or close by because it calls for the coordination of functions 
and decision-making in various municipal departments, 
such as those responsible for sports, education, building, 
park maintenance, and real estates. 

In addition to efficient cooperation, the development of 
neighbourhood sports facility networks in municipalities 
should ideally be based on a goal-oriented and systematic 
approach. The best examples come from municipalities 
that have created a long-term programme for building this 
infrastructure in different parts of the municipality. It is 
recommended that the user groups have an opportunity to 
share their views and wishes during the planning process. 
The inclusion of users at this stage is especially important 
if the facilities are being built on a schoolyard, or if they are 
intended for young people’s leisure time activities. 
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Resource and information 
steering related to 

neighbourhood sports facilities 

The steering related to neighbourhood sports facilities by 
state administration chiefly comprises resource steering as 
government subsidies and information steering in the form 
of strategy documents, building guides and instructions, 
RT building information files, and short-term continuing 
education.  

The Ministry of Education and Culture defines sports 
and PA policies as well as the policies for developing the 
conditions for PA. In addition, it decides on the allocation 
of funding granted by parliament for sports activities. Part 
of the funding awarded for building sports facilities the 
ministry assigns further to AVIs, which use it on subsidies. 
In the performance agreement procedure, the ministry 
also determines the themes of the short-term continuing 
education that AVIs provide to municipalities and other 
sports interest groups.

Each term, the National Sports Council – the expert 
body of the Ministry of Education and Culture – publishes a 
document called Liikuntapaikkarakentamisen suunta, which 
provides the formal funding criteria, focuses and definitions 
derived from statutes and confirmed by the ministry.

In addition to the subsidies and continuing education, 
AVIs provide municipalities and other builders of local PA 
facilities with instructions and guidance on issues related 
to administration and construction engineering. 

Government funding: 
application and decision-making 

According to the Act on the Promotion of Sports and 
Physical Activity (390/2015), the state budget includes 
an annual appropriation for granting aid for the building 
of sports and PA facilities. According to the Act, ‘state aid 
is granted for the construction, acquisition, renovation 
and refurbishment of sports and physical activity facilities 
designed to serve the needs of a wide range of user groups. 
Additionally, aid may, on special grounds, be granted for 
the construction of other physical activity facilities as well’. 

Funding may be applied for by municipalities, joint 
municipal authorities, associations, limited companies and 
foundations. According to the abovementioned Act, ‘aid 
is granted to municipalities or joint municipal authorities 
or an entity under their executive control. Aid may also 
be granted to other entities if such aid is necessary for the 
attainment of the objectives of this Act’. 

Regional State Administrative Agencies (AVIs) serve 
as the state aid authorities for appropriations granted for 
building sports and PA facilities whose costs are a maximum 
of 700,000 euros. The Ministry of Education and Culture 
decides on projects with costs exceeding 700,000 euros.

For projects that fall under the decision-making power 
of the Ministry of Education and Culture, the preparation 
process of decisions has two phases. By the end of the year, 
municipalities and other developers of sports and PA facilities 
submit to their AVI information on the facility projects of 
coming years that are estimated to cost more than 700,000 
euros. The AVI processes the financing plan announcements 
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and asks Regional Sports Councils and potentially Regional 
Councils to provide a statement on them.

Based on the project announcements and statements, 
the AVI makes a proposal to the Ministry of Education and 
Culture on projects to be included in a four-year financing 
plan. The ministry decides on the financing plan by the end 
of each year. The plan is not binding, and funding must 
always be applied for separately. This preliminary process 
also applies to neighbourhood sports facilities if their 
estimated building costs exceed the statutory 700,000 euros. 

The subsidies for building sports facilities are applied 
for by the end of each year. All applications, including 
those under the decision-making power of the Ministry of 
Education and Culture, are submitted to the AVI. The AVI 
processes applications pertaining to the ministry’s authority, 
writes an administrative and construction engineering 
statement on each project, and makes a decision on the 
order of importance of the applications received from the 
region. During the process, the AVI requests a statement 
from the Regional Sports Council on the projects and their 
order of importance.

The Ministry of Education and Culture usually decides in 
April on the projects to be financed. In the same context, it 
provides an appropriation to the AVIs for allocating subsidies.

The AVIs request a statement from their Regional Sports 
Council also on projects that fall under their own decision-
making power. The AVIs usually make their decisions by 
the end of May.

The amount of the subsidy is discretionary, and the 
authority responsible for it (the ministry or the AVI) decides 
on the granted amount. The ministry has specified that the 
subsidy for a sports and physical activity facility can be a 
maximum of 30 percent of the project budget but in any 
case not more than 750,000 euros. The aid for swimming 
halls can be a maximum of 800,000–1,000,000 euros, 
depending on the diversity of the pool facilities. 

The importance of neighbourhood sports and PA facilities 
as a focus in promoting the conditions for physical activity 
is highlighted by the policy that these facilities can receive 
raised subsidies: the amount can then be a maximum of 35–
45 percent of the project budget.  It is also essential in the 
discretionary funding for sports facilities that the subsidy 
is granted in euros, not in percentages of accepted costs. 
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In addition to the facilities designed for neighbourhood 
sports and physical activity, their location and reachability 
are crucial for achieving the goals of health-enhancing 
physical activity. Pedestrian and bicycle routes are ideal 
for local physical activity (LPA), and they are currently 
Finland’s most popular and largest built sports ‘facility’. The 
distance travelled annually on foot in Finland is about 1.8 
billion kilometres. The majority of this distance consists of 
recreational or health-enhancing walking.

The traffic environment can be made more suitable for 
local physical activity by taking into account, for example, 
the diverse needs of different user groups in designing and 
implementing local neighbourhoods. The following are 
examples of tools that can contribute to the connections, 
routes and reachability of neighbourhood sports facilities.

 Urban and community planning

The planning of land use and service networks plays a 
crucial role in the promotion of local physical activity. In 

Connections to nearby sports facilities 
– a point of view by the Finnish 

Transport Agency 
Ari Liimatainen, Traffic Engineering Specialist, Finnish Transport Agency

a community structure that fosters walking and cycling, 
services are located in the neighbourhood and the encounters 
of pedestrian, cyclists and motorists are controlled and safe.

Creating different public spaces (squares etc.) for leisure 
time through such measures as zoning, park planning or 
reconstruction in an old area can also lead to the spontaneous 
establishment of a neighbourhood sports facility by residents.

Traffic and recreational 
route planning 

An ideal setting for walking is tidy, lit and maintained 
throughout the year. Local cycling network routes are usually 
included in the town plan or a related traffic plan. Particularly 
recreational routes should be designed to circulate interesting 
areas. Visits to the neighbourhood or playgrounds usually 
follow local routes. However, all parts of the local network 
are not necessarily maintained in the winter.
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Even though different traffic forms may physically fit into 
the same space, the people involved may feel unpleasant and 
unsafe. The need to separate these forms results primarily 
from the size and speed differences of the user groups as 
well as from the unprotected position of pedestrians and 
cyclists. Especially people with impaired mobility and 
function, older people, children and those accompanying 
children feel unsafe in mixed traffic. Separating children 
clearly from motor traffic enables their independent activity 
and promotes their development. However, the solutions 
should take into account the fact that cycling, under suitable 
conditions, often goes more smoothly in the same space 
with motor traffic than among pedestrians, in which case 
there is no need for cyclists to have a section of their own.

The recreational routes connect the various parts of 
a locality with recreational areas, as well as the various 
recreational areas with each other. The recreational routes 
and other pedestrian and cycling networks may have some 
common sections. Recreational routes may largely serve as 
ski tracks in the winter, but it is recommended to keep the 
ski track network separate from bicycle traffic.

Special targets

Barrier-free access must be the starting point for all planning 
and implementation. The requirements for barrier-free access 
are higher for sports facilities and playgrounds intended for 
all. Moreover, sufficient parking space must be provided for 
bikes near neighbourhood sports facilities.

In traffic and route planning, it is especially important to 
consider the safety of pedestrian routes leading to schools, 

recreational areas and sports facilities (visibility, vehicle 
speeds, structures, traffic lights).

How is local physical activity 
taken into account in planning?

Municipal master planning and zoning play a central role 
in planning. Pedestrian and cycling routes for roads are 
planned in more detail in the units for construction and 
road layout planning; for streets, they are planned in the 
street engineering unit.

The effects on local physical activity should be assessed 
when deciding on zoning and the opening or closing down 
of different services. If needed, the assessments should be 
performed separately for the various population groups 
(e.g. children, adolescents and older people).

It is essential in all planning to involve the residents or 
users in the activities at an early stage.

FURTHER INFORMATION

http://www.liikuntakaavoitus.fi/
http://www2.liikennevirasto.fi/julkaisut/pdf8/lo_2014-11_

jalankulku_pyorailyvaylien_web.pdf
http://www2.liikennevirasto.fi/julkaisut/pdf3/lts_2011-51_

kavely_ja_pyoraily_web.pdf
http://alk.tiehallinto.fi/julkaisut/pdf/3200928-vkevliikentvaylliikunt.pdf
http://motiva.fi/liikenne/viisaan_liikkumisen_edistaminen/

viisaan_liikkumisen_hankkeet/liikkumisen_ohjauksen_ohjelma/
rahoitettavat_hankkeet_2012-2013/jalkapalloilijoiden_
harrastusmatkat
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The definition of ‘outdoor recreation’ or ‘outdoor activity’ 
is somewhat ambiguous. However, it primarily consists 
of free-time physical activity using muscle strength – for 
example, walking, skiing, cycling, rowing – or staying in 
nature or another outdoor setting (Sievänen 2011.) We 
can add to this definition that outdoor recreation complies 
with the principles of sustainable development and that the 
right of public access to the wilderness applies to it at least 
partly (Suomen Latu ry 2011). Outdoor recreation can 
thus be active, such as walking, or passive, such as admiring 
landscapes, or even motor-driven, such as snowmobiling 
(Sievänen 2011.) The simplest form of outdoor recreation 
is a walk in the immediate vicinity of one’s home. Outdoor 
recreation suits everyone, irrespective of age and gender, and 
everyone can engage in it according to their individual limits. 

Considering the broad definition of outdoor recreation, 
the neighbourhood sports facilities suitable for recreation 
can also be defined broadly. In addition to built sports 
facilities, such as ball, skating and sports grounds, facilities 
that require very little or no infrastructure can also be 
included: streets, parks, forests, forest paths, ski tracks, 

Outdoor recreation and local physical 
activity in Finland – a point of view by 
the Outdoor Association of Finland

Emma Ilkka, Outdoor Association of Finland

waterways and shores, hill slopes, disc golf courses, and so 
on. Outdoor recreation is in practice possible in any kind 
of built or unbuilt outdoor space, and public access to the 
wilderness expands the opportunities for sports and physical 
activity to most natural environments.

Outdoor recreation in Finland 

This article describes Finns’ outdoor recreation habits based 
on two studies published in 2011. The first study is the 
National Outdoor Recreation Demand Inventory (LVVI 
2) by the Finnish Forest Research Institute (Metla). The 
results of the study are presented in the publication Luonnon 
virkistyskäyttö 2010, Metla Working Papers 212 [Outdoor 
Recreation 2010], and on the Outdoor Recreation Statistics 
2010 website. The second source is the project Sulka II by 
the Outdoor Association of Finland (Suomen Latu), in 
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which the outdoor recreation possibilities of Finland were 
mapped. The results in the final report of Sulka II are in line 
with the survey on sports facilities conducted by Gallup 
Kanava in 2008. These studies provide a comprehensive 
picture of the current situation in outdoor recreation and 
neighbourhood sports facilities in Finland.

According to Sievänen and Neuvonen (2011), 96% of 
Finns engage in outdoor recreation, the percentage being 
equal for women and men. On the average, the weekly 
occasions of outdoor recreation is 2–3 per person, and the 
yearly total average is 170. The most active participants 
are aged 65–74 and live in small localities. According to 
Metla (2013), the most popular types of outdoor recreation 
comprising active exercise were walking, swimming, berry 
and mushroom picking, and cycling. In all of these activities, 
women were more active than men, while men engaged 
more often in such sports as rowing, jogging, hiking and 
cross-country cycling. 

Sievänen and Neuvonen (2011) asked part of the 
respondents separately about their engagement in close-
to-home recreation. Close-to-home recreation is defined 
as participation in outdoor physical activity near one’s 
permanent residence or holiday house so that the activity 
lasts for a maximum of one day. About 95% of Finns engage 
in this activity, and the average frequency of their close-
to-home recreation is 156 times a year. Close-to-home 
recreation is more popular among women than men and in 
small localities than in cities. The most active were women 
aged 25–44 who live in the countryside, and the least active 
were 15–24-old men in cities. 

A typical close-to-home recreation session lasts less 
than two hours, and the destination is a forest area within 
walking distance, owned by the municipality. The most 
popular form of physical activity is walking, followed by 

dog-walking, cycling, cross-country skiing, jogging, and 
Nordic walking (Sievänen & Neuvonen 2011).

According to Sievänen and Neuvonen (2011), about 
one third of the participants experience that they cannot 
engage enough in outdoor recreation. Lack of time is by 
far the biggest obstacle, which limits the activity of over 
half of the respondents. Other reasons include bad weather 
or darkness, tiredness, poor health, and lack of company, 
which were mentioned by over one fifth of the respondents. 
For the four percent who do not engage in close-to-home 
recreation at all, the main limiting factor is poor health or 
physical condition. 

How should outdoor recreation 
facilities be developed?

 
The most popular outdoor recreation facilities include 
pedestrian and bicycle routes, jogging paths and tracks, 
ski tracks, neighbourhood forests, beaches, and close-to-
home recreation routes and paths (Suomen Latu ry 2008 
and 2011). According to Suomen Latu ry (2011), the 
majority of respondents find that the facilities need further 
improvements. They were most satisfied with jogging tracks, 
which were regarded as good by 29% of the respondents, 
while 56% found some need for improvement in them 
and 15% a lot to improve. The respondents were most 
dissatisfied with pedestrian and bicycle routes: only 17% 
regarded their present state as good, and even 26% found 
that they need a lot of improvement.
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According to the same survey, the main development 
targets for pedestrian and bicycle routes, cross-country 
ski tracks and jogging tracks were related to improving the 
maintenance, lighting and signposting of the routes. A further 
development target was the coordination of pedestrian and 
bicycle routes and ski tracks. The proposals related to beaches 
concerned their accessibility, tidiness and the prohibition to 
bring dogs to beaches (Suomen Latu ry 2011). According 
to Suomen Latu ry (2008), among all indoor and outdoor 
sports facilities, close-to-home recreation routes and paths 
were defined as clearly the most important development 
target; however, no specific proposals for development were 
asked for separately.

In addition to Sievänen and Neuvonen (2011), Suomen 
Latu ry (2011) details factors that restrict outdoor recreation. 
According to the latter publication, the main limiting 
factors are the lack of outdoor recreation facilities, difficult 
transport connections or long distances, and the poor 
condition of the facilities. One fourth of the respondents 
stated that there were no obstacles. The differences between 
the studies probably result from differences in emphasis. 
The study by Sievänen and Neuvonen focused more on 
outdoor recreation activities and the study by Suomen Latu 
on outdoor recreation facilities.

REFERENCES

Metsäntutkimuslaitos (2013). Luonnon virkistyskäyttö – 
Ulkoilutilastot 2010. Retrieved on 30th September 2016 
from: http://www.metla.fi/metinfo/monikaytto/lvvi/
tietoa-ulkoilusta-2010.htm

Sievänen, T. (2011). Luonnon virkistyskäytön tutkimus. In: 
Sievänen, T. & Neuvonen, M. (Eds.): Luonnon virkistyskäyttö 
2010. Metlan työraportteja / Working Papers of the Finnish 
Forest Research Institute 212. 12-18.

Sievänen, T. & Neuvonen, M. (2011). Luonnon virkistyskäytön 
kysyntä 2010 ja kysynnän muutos. In: Sievänen, T. & Neuvonen, 
M. (Eds.): Luonnon virkistyskäyttö 2010. Metlan työraportteja 
/ Working Papers of the Finnish Forest Research Institute 
212. 37-79.

Suomen Latu ry (2008). Liikuntapaikat tutkimus ja esitys vuodelta 
2008. Retrieved on 3th October 2016 from: http://www.
slideshare.net/ekikarlsson/liikuntapaikat-tutkimus-ja-esitys-
vuodelta-2008

Suomen Latu ry (2011). Ulkoilun olosuhteet Suomen kunnissa: 
Suomen ulkoilumahdollisuuksien katselmus (Sulka II) –hankkeen 
loppuraportti. Suomen Latu ry.



IMPALA 47

Accessibility and equal opportunities for participation are 
based on legislation. An inclusive experience or a visit to a 
neighbourhood sports facility is formed by two overlapping 
chains. The first chain relates to the facility user and begins 
at the user’s front door. The goal is smooth access to the 
facility and accessible operation in it. The second chain 
covers the construction process from land use planning 
to implementation Right at the initial stage of planning, 
the goal should be a neighbourhood sports facility that is 
inviting, functional and safe for all, bearing in mind also 
its future users. The constructor that assigns the building 
project remembers to emphasize the need for accessibility 
and orders an inclusive complex. The designer takes into 
account this requirement in the design and writes an 
accessibility document. When renovating an old facility, 
an accessibility audit is carried out and utilized in design. 
During the process, different user groups can be provided 
with the possibility to review the facilities with an eye on 
accessibility. Before inauguration, the functioning of the 
facilities should be checked once more. 

Inclusive design in neighbourhood 
sports facilities calls for good planning 
Niina Kilpelä, Architect, Accessibility Centre ESKE, Finnish Association of People with Physical Disabilities, 

niina.kilpela@invalidiliitto.fi

Aija Saari, PhD, Research Manager, Finnish Sports Association of Persons with Disabilities (VAU), 

aija.saari@vammaisurheilu.fi

What is accessibility?

Inclusive design refers to environments that include as many 
people as possible. An accessible environment is functional, 
safe and pleasant for all of its users, including people with 
disability. The concept of barrier-free access or environment 
is sometimes used to emphasize the physical hindrances 
faced by people with disability. Accessibility, on the other 
hand, can also refer to the unimpeded availability of, for 
example, services. These other dimensions of accessibility 
are related to attitude, knowledge, culture, economy 
and decision-making. The concepts of inclusive design, 
accessibility and barrier-free access are partly overlapping 
and complementary to each other. 

Inclusive design is a quality factor. It implies good 
basic solutions, but for many people it is a prerequisite for 
functioning. There are about half a million people with 
a permanent physical or functional disability in Finland. 
Persons with a physical or functional disability are persons 
whose ability to move, act, perceive, orientate, remember, 
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understand or communicate is impaired by a disability 
or illness either permanently or temporarily. This group 
includes, for example, persons with mobility/visual/hearing 
impairments, persons with learning disability, and different-
aged persons whose mobility or function is impaired due 
to an illness. 

Along with population ageing, the need for inclusive 
design is becoming emphasized. Impaired functional ability 
does not necessarily depend on age, but ageing is naturally 
accompanied by weaker functional ability. The harm caused 
by disability depends on the environment: an accessible 
environment increases an individual’s opportunities for 
active life.

Accessibility legislation and 
guidance in the context of 

sports facilities

In Finland, the requirement of inclusive design is based on 
the Act on the Promotion of Sports and Physical Activity 
(390/2015) and the Non-Discrimination Act (1325/2014) 
as well as the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, whose ratification process was 
completed in Finland in 2016. However, the regulations on 
accessible building provided in the National Building Code 
of Finland (Section F1) are general and do not consider 
the sports-specific requirements. Further essential tools for 
promoting accessible sports facilities include guidebooks 
and accessibility audits.

The ESTE project (2009–2011), coordinated by the 
Finnish Sports Association of Persons with Disabilities 
(VAU), provided important accessibility information on 
the planning of sports facilities. At the beginning of the 
project, a multidimensional evaluation framework was 
created for examining barriers from the perspectives of 
mobility, vision, hearing and understanding. The perspectives 
on accessibility in different forms of physical activity and 
sport were combined with the perspectives of the various 
user groups, such as the athlete or participant, the coach 
or the teacher and the spectator or visitor. 

Accessibility in the sports facilities refers to, for example, 
functional dimensioning of facilities, such as halls and 
playgrounds, and ensuring easy mobility for persons using 
assistive devices. An accessible visual environment provides 
good lighting as well as contrasts that facilitate perception. 
An accessible hearing environment has good acoustics, 
functioning sound reproduction, and assistive technology 
for persons with impaired hearing, such as induction loop. 
Inclusively designed facilities are clear and easy to perceive and 
comprehend. Concrete issues to be considered in designing 
neighbourhood sports facilities include signage and routes, 
structures, fixtures, physical activity and play equipment, 
suitable plants, the sound environment, lighting, and safety.

The ESTE project collected user experiences of barriers to 
access and evaluated insufficiencies in the   publications that 
were supposed to give accessibility guidance to constructors 
of sports facilities. The final report (Kilpelä 2009) points 
out that accessibility is taken into account in diverse ways 
and partly insufficiently, and the applied terminology was 
out of date, incoherent and illogical. Moreover, accessibility 
was often understood exclusively as an issue of wheelchair 
users, forgetting other target groups. It was also evident that 
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the sport-specific guidebooks for planners and architects 
addressed accessibility too generally, forgetting the specific 
needs of sport facilities and the sports-specific accessibility 
issues. 

From the neighbourhood sports facilities point of view 
one of the most important findings was that most people 
with physical and functional impairments prefer to engage 
in physical activities in a mainstream group instead of 
a special group (Kilpelä 2011). It is thus not enough to 
consider accessibility only in the “special” surroundings of, 
for example, elderly care homes or special schools – it must 
be part of all sports facility renovation and building projects. 
Another remark was that the need for accessibility for the 
visitors, as well as instructors and maintenance personnel, 
may easily be forgotten in designing and building the 
facilities. Accessibility in neighbourhood sports facilities 
benefits everyone. 

A new publication on accessible indoor sports facilities 
(Kilpelä & VAU) was published in 2013. The ESKEH 
accessibility audit method, developed at the Finnish Association 
of People with Physical Disabilities, was complemented 
with sport-specific criteria for evaluation of accessibility 
in sports facilities (Saari, Kilpelä & Parviainen 2013). The 
first accessibility auditors specialized in sports facilities 
completed their training. Finally, the accessibility audits 
were conducted at 14 sport centres (Kilpelä & Saari 2014). 

Accessibility documents 
and audits as practical tools 

Today The National Sports Council policy document (OKM 
2014) states that accessibility is the basic requirement for 
a project subsidy. Current funding requirements include 
an accessibility document in a building project and an 
accessibility audit report in facility renovation projects. 
However, insufficiencies on accessibility continues to be 
one of the most common grounds for reprimand on project 
subsidies.

An accessibility document is a statement by the designer 
of the facility or an external expert on how accessibility is 
realized in the project planning documents. It can be an 
appendix of the building permit or funding application.

However, in order to achieve a functional solution, 
the plans should be examined from the perspective of 
accessibility at different stages of the planning process, 
in good time before getting the building permission. The 
realization of accessibility should also be analysed when 
the facility is inaugurated.

An accessibility audit refers to assessing accessibility at an 
existing facility. The environment is examined by measuring, 
observing and estimating. The auditor provides a detailed 
list of shortages and problems, and gives suggestions for 
improvements.

The accessibility audit must be performed by a trained 
auditor who has extensive familiarity with the area in order 
to be able to consider all the dimensions of accessibility. 
Auditing sports facilities also requires knowledge of the 
sports disciplines, including disability sports. In addition, 
reporting calls for experience and analysing skills so that the 
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main development targets can be highlighted, in addition to 
the ability to produce fluent written reports. The aim of the 
audit report is to serve as a tool in promoting accessibility. 

Even small changes may have a significant impact on 
functionality. Some of the development proposals require 
no more than a change in working methods (e.g. keeping 
walkways free) or very small investments (e.g. adding clothes 
hooks). Part of the development targets require planning 
and investments, but most small changes can be carried out 
in connection with maintenance work. 

Conducting an accessibility audit only reports the existing 
situation. The report serves as the initial data for planning, 
for example, a renovation project. It can be used to set goals 
for realizing accessibility in connection with repair work, 
or to prioritize alteration works on a facility. The report 
can also serve as a document on observed shortages for the 
financer of repair work. 

A survey report can be utilized to inform users on how 
barrier-free a facility is. Websites are an ideal place for such 
information. However, an audit report as such is not suitable 
for informing on accessibility on a website – to make the 
information user friendly the data must be picked from it. 

In addition to accessibility documents and audits, the 
tools for enhancing accessibility include hearings and reviews. 
Reviews organized for potential users as well as residents’ 
panels and hearings provide a good occasion to inform about 
a project and to market the future facility. These tools also 
enable dialogue between designers and users and enhance 
user participation. They are a valuable source of information 
on user needs but cannot be used alone to replace the audits 
conducted by trained accessibility auditors. 
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The dissemination of local sport arenas is important in 
terms of aspects such as usage and population density. The 
planning process has to be handled by the municipalities 
on the local level based on Finnish law (Finlex 390/2015, 
Finlex 410/2015). Those local governments need to be in 
charge of building and maintaining suitable local sport 
arenas for the residents. In fact, 98.8% of local sport arenas 
are owned by the municipalities and each municipality 
owns 3.7 of those on average (LIPAS 2016). Therefore, 
it is important to put a great emphasis on collaborative 
planning between the population and the authorities in 
the future to ensure a suitable balance between the needs 
and the available resources. Such networking processes are 
necessary to create substantial physical activities in local 
arenas for health promotion.

However, the dissemination process also needs to cover 
areas outside of living areas, that referring to outdoor 
sports. Based on studies by Sievänen and Neuvonen (2011), 
referred to by Ilkka (Outdoor Association of Finland), a 
high percentage of Finnish people (96%) engages in outdoor 
activities, up to an average of 156 times per year. According 
to Vuolle (1993) and Kokko (2006), sport has a positive 
influence concerning life, society and recreational activities, 
which is another reason to disseminate local sports facilities 
throughout Finland in the future. However, the process 
itself needs to be evaluated carefully because the needs and 
interests of local residents may vary greatly depending on 
the living area.

As Norra and Vehkakoski stated in their analysis of the 
current status of local neighbourhood sports facilities in 
Finland within this book, the density of sports facilities per 
capita is slightly higher in Northern Finland and in Lapland 
than in the highly populated regions in the South. Because 
there is less open space available in Southern Finland where 
nearby sports facilities could be built, it is necessary to 
control the dissemination process in Finland accordingly 
to the local circumstances. Sports facilities and arenas in 
Finland have become more multifunctional and attempt to 
combine not only serving the needs of the local society, but 
as well the business interests of investors, creating a point 
of view driven more by resource management and analyses 
of “doing more with less” (Laine 2015; Salmikangas 2015; 
Suomi 2015). 

Therefore, local sports facilities need to be planned in 
a way that not only supports local residents in being more 
interested in physical activities, but also makes the facilities 
more accessible for all citizens. Even tough, as mentioned, 
Finnish citizens are enthusiastic about outdoor sports, sports 
facilities for those activities – including, for example, hiking 
paths – should not be planned too far from urban structures, 
because this might lead to a perceived impression of feeling 
separated from the society and local community as well as a 
loss of safety. Safety reasons also have to be acknowledged 
in the localisation of those facilities (e.g. those related to 
traffic caused by cars, cyclists and pedestrians). This is a social 
perspective of neighbourhood sports facilities that needs 
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to be acknowledged in future planning and dissemination 
processes.

The rational aim for developing neighbourhood sport 
facilities is to add state subsidies especially in the areas where 
are weak economic situations because of many elderly people, 
high local tax level, poor public and private services and 
high unemployment rates. Those kinds of areas in Finland 
are located in Eastern and Northern Finland and named 
the counties of North Karelia, Kainuu and Lapland. If the 
aim of general sport policy is to add equity in sport, it is 
necessary to help poorer areas more than others. In regards 
of developing regional policies in Finland the task for 
building infrastructure is not in charge of the public sector, 
but in the hands of all the sectors within the society; the 
public, private and civil sectors altogether. It means that 
the policies for poorer regions are necessary to foster more 
collaborative sport policies and planning. 

The main responsibility for building neighbourhood 
sport facilities are in the hands of the local governments 
in cities and municipalities, but also e.g. private housing 
companies and one family house owners are in charge of 
doing so. The best option and a necessary aspect of the plan 
is to set legislations which oblige  the facility owners to build 
a satisfactory amount of neighbourhood sport sites and 
venues in the land area used for housing, e.g. playgrounds, 
nature and sport areas at yard level. This law change is an 
aim of this action and plan and needs to be implemented 
by the Finnish parliament. Similar construction and land-
using laws are already in force regarding cars in Finland. 
It is not acceptable that such laws are not being available 
regarding issues dealing with daily human life.
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Increasing local physical activity 
and neighbourhood sports 

facilities

The dissemination of neighbourhood sports facilities includes 
not only the planning process and the construction and 
maintenance of neighbourhood sports facilities, but also the 
idea to foster additional services to the local communities 
and strengthen the ties of the residents to the authorities. It 
is even more important and necessary for these notions to 
be followed in the future, as this action plan recommends, 
due to the high importance of sport in Finland. The 
former Finnish Sport Association (SLU), before known 
as the Finnish Sport Confederation VALO (although its 
operations have been merged with those of the Finnish 
Olympic Committee at the start of 2017) claimed that 
3.4 million Finns out of a total population of 5.5 million 
(equalling 63 percent) are regularly exercising physically on 
their own, respectively are interested in sports. More than 
20 percent of the adult population possesses a membership 
in a sports club, equal to about 1.1 million people. There 
are more than 9,000 sport clubs in Finland and these do 
serve the communities, meaning about one club for every 
650 Finnish citizens. Three percent of the members in 
those clubs are professional athletes (Eurostrategies 2011).

The importance of physical activity within the community 
is supported by Vehmas and Ilmanen (2013), who stated 
that sport and physical activity have a huge role for local 
residents: “The Finnish sport system consists of three major 

elements: firstly, voluntarism in sport clubs; secondly, 
public sector involvement with government subsidising 
municipalities (e.g. sports facilities); and thirdly, private 
sector offering sports-related business opportunities and 
enhancing professional sports” (Vehmas & Ilmanen 2013, 
47). Therefore, it is highly recommended an ongoing close 
orientation towards local community services related to 
sport services and physical activities.

Additionally, the existence of enhanced community services 
offers new opportunities for local networks concerning sports. 
This may enable the authorities to obtain a better overview 
of the physical activities in their municipalities, which can 
lead to better data regarding public health, corresponding 
with the general aims of IMPALA and HEPA (IMPALA 
2014, European Commission 2013). Such active communities 
can lead to a more health-oriented approach by its citizens 
and also a closer connection among the residents by using 
parks, residential areas, and pedestrians, walking paths, 
hiking and cycling opportunities among others. Those 
local sport venues will have to be carefully chosen in the 
future especially in those arenas with a particular lack of 
space. This includes the age of the community residents as 
well as any other changes in the community area like new 
schools, houses or other premises due to the changing 
potential of the local environments and, thus, new desired 
needs (Borgogni 2016).

Financially, the municipalities not only benefit from a 
healthier society, but it also may allow them to obtain a 
larger share of state subsidies, which again can be used for 
improving the entire infrastructure and community.
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Implementation of increasing 
local physical activity

Nowadays in Finland there are a little less than 1 000 
neighbourhood sport facilities.  In terms of political structures 
there are 20 counties in Finland. The counties vary very much 
to each other regarding size, population and economics. 
For example the capital region of Finland, which includes 
the cities of Helsinki, Vantaa and Espoo, its population is 
larger than within the three poorest counties in Finland. 
The decisions of state subsidies for neighbourhood sport 
facilities are under the decision making of regional offices 
(AVI; 6 of those in Finland altogether). At the moment 
the state government wants to build a new regional system 
where are 20 counties which have huge autonomy within 
the governmental system of Finland.  It has not yet been 
decided where the place for sport policies will be between 
state and municipality levels. 

Executing proper sport policy is not possible within an 
administration of 20 different counties and thus, an improved 
system would require adding collaboration between the 
different regional policies. The best option is to combine the 
sport policy with the national social and health care system 
(SOTE) and the responsibilities are put on broader levels. 
At the moment the system of state subsidies does not take 
care of equity between richer and poorer areas in Finland. 

Therefore, a bigger and more synchronized administration 
offers a better option to develop neighbourhood sport 
facility areas. The aim is to improve political decisions 
especially at local level according to the resources of local 
governments. However, the best option in the future for 
making decisions regarding state subsidies would require 
a move towards more regional autonomy as right now all 
money is owned by the Finnish state. 
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Targets in the development of 
neighbourhood sport facilities

 

The quantitative targets for the neighbourhood sport facilities 
are an increase in new buildings and areas that promote 
exercise and health. According to LIPAS and JYU (2016), 
the current number of neighbourhood sport facilities in 
Finland is 767. The dissemination of such facilities within 
the different regions of Finland evolves should be monitored 
in the following years. The region of Uusimaa (“Helsinki 
region”) has a share of 24.4% of all nearby sport facilities in 
Finland, mainly due to the high density of the population. 
Additional targets to be evaluated are the usage rates based 
on the amount of inhabitants in the region (cost–benefit 
equation), the maintenance costs (in regards to effective 
management) and how the facilities are funded, also in 
relation to their age and year of construction. Obtaining 
this data requires perennial data exchange with LIPAS.

Qualitatively, the targets have to be focused on the level 
of the neighbourhood sport facilities: the equipment, the 
infrastructure, user satisfaction, and accessibility, the latter 
should apply to all users, those with and without disabilities 
(Kilpelä 2016). These factors have to be measured by relying, 
in particular, on the users, meaning the residents of the 
local area. Thus, there should be repeated interviews or 
questionnaires for considering potential improvements or 
deteriorations. Because one aim of IMPALA is to increase 
public health and reduce obesity, it could be necessary to 
evaluate the physical condition of facility users through, 
for example, fitness tests and the monitoring of potential 
overweight.

The detailed aims and 
implementations for quantitative 

and qualitative targets

In Finland there is one neighborhood sport facility for each 
5 500 people. Based on this figure there is only one or none 
neighborhood sport facility in the rural municipalities. The 
mean sum of building one neighborhood sport facility is 
about 50 000 €. Almost every school in Finland has the 
money to build up and invest in neighborhood sport 
facilities. In the cities that kind of building development 
is very easy to within a block of flats as those have their 
own autonomy and budget to spend. If the state wants to 
increase the structure of neighbourhood sport facilities the 
best option is to take common subsidy money and cooperate 
with state and regional organisations of the public, social, 
health and sport sector. They can make the decisions at the 
same time when they are planning preventive social and 
health care at regional level for the municipalities. One 
option is to use (Original Meurman´s and Suomi 1998) 
principles for implementing outdoor fields:

The efficiency figure of outdoor fields = Outdoor field 
M2/building M2 for all houses in living areas. 
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Normally, in Finland this equates 10%–16 % of all the 
building M2 in housing areas. E.g. if the all housing M2 in 
the housing area are 10 000 M2, the minimum efficiency 
figure for outdoor fields is 1 000 M2. 

Targets regarding location

The location of any new neighbourhood sports facilities needs 
to be carefully planned, while older premises might need 
not only their obligatory maintenance, but also eventually 
changes in their interior to meet new local needs. According 
to Suomi (2015), the most popular areas for the community 
are pedestrian areas and walking in nature. Within the 
municipality of Jyväskylä the density of sports facilities has 
been on a very high level for many decades. According to a 
study by Suomi from 1998, the municipality of Jyväskylä 
possessed at that time a world record of one sports facility 
for every 170 inhabitants, a figure which, as of 2016, has 
changed to one facility for every 166 inhabitants. This is 
surprising, however, because the available space is much less 
than in sparsely populated areas and, as validated by LIPAS 
(2016), the average of neighbourhood sports facilities in 
Lapland and the northern parts of Finland is higher than 
in the more southern regions (e.g. Uusimaa). Additionally, 
on average 70 percent of the residents in Finland have the 
nearest neighbourhood sports facilities within 5 km, 40 
percent even less than 2 km (Kotavaara & Rusanen 2016).

The planning process for possible locations needs to 
account for various factors. The venues of any new local 
sports facility have to be tested on the history of the place, 

the local needs, the surroundings (e.g. a nearby cemetery) and 
the infrastructure. Physical activity needs to be accessible for 
everybody. Different age groups require different locations 
for their aim to be physically active. Children, adults and 
elderly people have, on the one hand, various opportunities 
to access sports facilities, but on the other also different 
obstacles. Is the chosen place surrounded by a lot of traffic 
which can lead to a higher risk for children? Are parking 
lots available not only for adults but also for retirees who 
need assistance to reach the venue? How close are the nearest 
public transportation opportunities or cycling paths? What 
differences in accessibility can be caused by weather, such as 
snow or rain? Finally, it has to be made sure if the location 
is based on public space or e.g. on a schoolyard because 
such venues may have restricted usage times.

Finnish law requires equal opportunities for all citizens 
to access sports facilities, which implies the entire way from 
one’s own living place to the sports facility. The nearby sports 
facility needs to be functional, accessible, safe and suitable 
for everyone who wants to enter. Therefore, the planning 
procedure needs to guarantee equal access for different 
user groups, such for people using a wheelchair, which is 
especially difficult for outdoor recreational areas because 
the infrastructure for those can be poor. Thus, the future 
recommendation includes a more sensitive planning process.

Finally, the location of newly planned outdoor recreational 
areas or those designed for physical activities should be 
suitable for the natural environment. This includes the 
existence of protected landscapes, but also private lands 
and Finland’s everyman’s right, which allows citizens to 
move freely in nature. Hiking paths, for instance, have to be 
designed in a way that does not disturb animals or destroy 
any type of flora surrounding the area.
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The aims and implementation 
for location of neighbourhood 

sport facilities

Most of the neighborhood sport facilities are located in 
cities. There are in Finland about 1 000 neighbourhood 
sport facilities. 40 % of the city neighborhood facilities 
are at school yards and 40 % in outdoor activity parks. 
1/5 of the neighborhood sport facilities are built without 
intelligent city planning. The figures in the countryside 
are getting less because the rural municipalities are closing 
down the schools. This kind of development is also visible 
in suburbs around the cities.

The best results are in reach for neighbourhood sport 
facilities if town and city planning are designed together. 
The best option is to create a detailed master plan which 
is specialized for the next 30 years. The most important 
aspect is to reserve space in the city areas for neighbourhood 
sport facilities in households, blocks, suburbs and city 
administrative regions. Additionally, outdoor options 
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outside of the cities in lake and hilly environments for 
daily recreational trips have to be acknowledged. In the 
countryside it is the most valuable option for municipalities 
to develop master plans within their centers of the villages, 
but also a rural municipality plan for neighbourhood sport 
facilities. Regarding cities and rural municipalities the non-
sectorial collaboration is necessary to develop collaborative 
sport policy and planning. 
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Environmental and sustainable 
development targets

As mentioned in the location objectives, newly planned 
neighbourhood sports facilities need to be built according 
to the environment, but they must also be ecologically 
sustainable. The use of existing resources (money, time, 
space) has to be maintained and controlled. In Finland, 
there has been a lack of such awareness. Within the first 
part of the 20th century, the municipalities were unable to 
provide the needed sports facilities and infrastructure to 
the society (Koski 1990; Ilmanen 1996). As pointed out 
by Koski (1990) and Ilmanen (1996), the situation did 
not improve until the 1960s. Due to Finland’s economic 
recession in the 1990s, the standards were lowered again 
and the infrastructure concerning sports facilities took 
another hit (Koski 1990; Ilmanen 1996; Neal 2007). This 
proves the need for sustainable planning for neighbourhood 
sports facilities when resources are lacking.

However, this goal might conflict with the different interest 
groups and should to be avoided. Residents and facility 
developers often have different knowledge and interests, 
creating the needed ability for compromise. If this cannot 
be achieved, the planning of a sustainable sports facility in 
a suitable environment may not be possible. Additionally, 
administrative obstacles, responsibility issues and a lack 
of involvement of various stakeholders can also hinder the 
planning process of new neighbourhood sports facilities. 
Therefore, it is suggested that working groups with permanent 
meetings need to be built and potential divergences could 
be avoided. In Finland, there have been several changes in 

both the country and the needs and desire of the public 
regarding sports facilities. Those facilities are built in fast 
growing population centres (Bisi 2001). That means not 
only being useful as facilities for physical activities but also 
for other possible occasions. If possible or required, the 
halls should be integrated into other facilities as a complex. 
Additionally, the aesthetic theme and environmental issues 
should be acknowledged while building them (Suomi & 
Vuolle 2001). The facilities should meet the new needs 
of the public, which again is nowadays hindered by the 
difficult economic situation Finland is experiencing. Public 
finances are on a downturn, which reduces the opportunities 
for local governments to provide suitable sports facilities.

Thus, it becomes important to compare the possibility of 
progress and improvement concerning facility management, 
the usage rate of sports facilities (including a cost-benefit 
equation) and finally, the differences between the universities 
and the investments of the state, the town or private persons 
as facility owners. There are about 33,000 sports facilities in 
Finland. According to Suomi et al. (2012a), 70 percent of 
these sports facilities are owned by of public municipalities, 
25 percent by private institutions or persons and 5 percent are 
organised and owned by public societies and corporations. 
Some of those corporations are governed by the municipalities 
(Vehmas & Ilmanen 2013). Based on this study of Suomi 
et al. (2012), the annual amount of money spent on sports 
facilities in Finland is about 1.4 billion euros.

However, this again seems not to be enough to serve 
the needs of the public as ecological sustainable facilities, 
thereby reflecting such a sports culture. It requires closer 
concentration from the nearby sports facilities’ involved 
stakeholders as well as from the public authorities.
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The aims for sustainable 
development 

and implementation

The neighbourhood sport facilities are not very polluted 
venues. That kind of sites adds sustainability if there is 
a decent network between the housing areas and the 
sport areas. Most important elements are a development 
for pedestrian spaces and to conjunct the needs of the 
residents with planning sufficient large green areas inside 
the cities. It is necessary to include sustainable orders into 
the master plans such as e.g. to preserve in building projects 
50 % of all trees 5 m or higher and always to keep the local 
climate around the facilities as original as possible. Public 
transportation adds also sustainability if it is set up between 
housing and sport facility areas. In the future it is important 
that there are no public subsidies for the neighbourhood 
sport facilities which are not following the principles and 
praxis for the avoidance of nature problems.   E.g. towards 
an Ecologically Sustainable Sports Culture (Kekli-project by 
Hannu Itkonen and Mikko Simula 2017) is a good example 
of how to implement sustainability at local government level.
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Sports policy targets

Development of neighbourhood sports facilities includes 
several goals regarding sport policy on national, regional 
and local levels. Because the participatory approach of 
implementing this particular plan uses already existing 
guidelines, projects and acts within Finland should be 
acknowledged and integrated. The new version of the Finnish 
Sports Act (390/2015; Finlex 2015) features several goals 
which are similar to the guidelines of IMPALA (IMPALA 
2014) and, therefore, have to be seen as a helpful tool to 
disseminate IMPALA in Finland in conjunction with 
the desired participation of citizens in Health Enhancing 
Physical Activity (HEPA) by using sports. Within the 
second section, the Act states to promote “2) the wellbeing 
and health of the population, (…) 3) the maintenance and 
improvement of the capacity for physical activity, (…) 
and 8) greater equality in sports and physical activity”. 
Additionally, it defines the purpose of this act as “physical 
activity promoting health and wellbeing means all types 
of physical activity in the course of human life designed to 
maintain and improve the state of health and functional 
ability of the population”.

In order to combine this act with the planned 
implementation of the IMPALA guidelines, it seems useful  
to hold collaborative meetings with the representatives 
of the members of the sport councils, the Regional State 
Administrative Agencies (AVI), the now-erased Finnish 
Sports Confederation (VALO), the Ministry of Education 
and Culture (OKM), the Finnish Transport Agency 
(Liikennevirasto), the LIKES Research Centre for Physical 
Activity and Health and finally, and organisations such as 
the University of Jyväskylä in order to analyse the scientific 
coherence within the project development for the next decade.

This future sport policy has to focus on making the 
neighbourhood sports facilities available for everybody, leading 
to guaranteed and safe access for people with disabilities. 
This includes not only athletes (i.e. active residents), but 
also spectators, referees, parents and workers (Kilpelä 
2016). Another necessary policy is to plan a guaranteed 
increase in subsidies for the local municipalities in charge 
of neighbourhood sports facilities as the sum available for 
sports have become less since the beginning of this century. 
According to Suomi (2015), in 2009 the sum spent for sport 
was only 10 percent of what it was in 2001. Based on the latest 
figures available from the Finnish sports facility databank 
LIPAS, in cohesion with JYU, investments have again fallen, 

Figure 5. Economic figures of Jyväskylä on sport services 2010–2014. Euros per inhabitans. LIPAS (2016).

Brutto budget of Sport department of City of Jyväskylä 130,69

Incomes (sport facility user payments) 34,60

Netto budget (local taxmoney in city budjet for sport) 96,09

Investments for sport facilities 1,26

Subsidies  for NOG-sport clubs 2,78
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which might be explained by the official economic recession 
Finland has been experiencing for two years.

The following figure, based on data by LIPAS, shows 
a necessary change in sport policies for sport services, 
particularly for those needed by the local residents. As 
shown by WHO studies (2006, 2015), there is a great need 
for enhanced physical activities among the population to 
increase health, especially in Europe. Therefore, sport policies 
need to change and more money should be invested in the 
sports sector.

In future it will be recommended to include a higher 
standard for nearby sports facilities, better accessibility 
in terms of infrastructure (location), a continuation of 
cooperation with current related projects related to the 
development of neighbourhood sports facilities such KEKLI 
(Towards ecologically sustainable sport culture).

The aims for sport policy 
and policy implementation 

The most important target in sport policies according to 
the Finnish Sport Act is to foster the equity inside the 
sport but also between different target groups. Nowadays 
most important concern is inequality between the Finnish 
regions. The best way to increase regional equity is to create 
exclusive neighbourhood sport facility plans just for the 
most undeveloped regions and to higher the number of 
neighbourhood sport facilities in these areas. Key actors 
are the local decision makers and officials in municipality 

and city councils and those people need to promote future-
based planning for sport and outdoor sites. The states task 
is to balance the resources with setting laws for supervising, 
but also helping the private sector to open more market 
orientated sport facility services and offer more subsidies for 
non-developed areas to foster neighbourhood sport facilities 
infrastructure. Sport policy itself needs a huge change, so 
that the approach is more bottom up than top down. This 
includes developing the planning and decision-making 
education for state, region and local officials and decision 
makers. It requires a change within the attitudes of city and 
municipality officials towards more collaborative planning 
and to let the residents take part in the organisational process 
of building neighbourhood sport facilities.     
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A cross-sectoral approach

The development of local neighbourhood sports facilities 
covers many issues, not necessarily related to each other. The 
areas range from infrastructure, social services, safety, health 
and physical education  to financing, political strategies 
and regional planning and development. Although these 
various areas might have contradictions, they also provide 
various opportunities to improve the total scale. One 
example for such a combination is the upcoming usage of 
multidisciplinary neighbourhood sports facilities. These are 
intended to serve more people and meet the social needs 
of the public, but at the same time they attempt to meet 
the need for ecologically sustainability and the potential 
use of such facilities for business reasons. In Finland, 
however, this approach is rather new, so the strategy of 
establishing such facilities is at risk: “Although from an 
international perspective the Nordic countries’ coverage 
of sports facilities is among the largest in the world, the 
concentration of installations in certain areas is out of 
step with the individualised, pluralistic, mobile culture of 
today. Facilities are either outdated, mono-functionalistic 
or adjusted to spectator sports. Despite the high degree of 
coverage, ‘sports facilities for all’ in the Nordic countries 
remains a contrasted, controversial term” (Rafossa & 
Troelsen 2010, 654). 

Multifaceted stakeholder models can be a useful tool 
to bridge cross-sectoral differences and lead to solutions. 
In such models, the selection of stakeholders and their 
classification is necessary to select the most important one 
for each sector, leading to a higher potential of cross-sectoral 
agreements for regional and national strategies.

In terms of the locations another example which is a 
suitable example of overcoming constraints is the “active 
city model” (Borgogni 2016; Dorato 2016). Cities have 
problems to establish opportunities for neighbourhood 
sports facilities mainly due to constraints in space and safety 
caused by traffic, but they also offer better living conditions 
in the urban environment, participatory governance by the 
residents, and improvements in the general accessibility of 
the cities. 

Figure 6: Friedman & Mason (2004), adapted from Mitchell, 

Aigle & Wood (1997). Categories of stakeholder importance
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The cross-sectoral aims 
and implementation

Nowadays the cross-sectoral approach to improve organisational 
development has become a common feature. However, in 
sports this does not apply there are very many individual 
interests. In modern policy many sectors, e.g. social policy, the 
sectorial element of cross-sectoral policies are fundamental. 
In Finland there is not enough common understanding of 
implementing this idea into sport policies as well. The re-
organised Finnish National Olympic Committee wants to 
be an umbrella organisation for all kind of sport activities 
in Finland, but at the same time there are many other sport 
federations, which do not want to be ruled under this 
umbrella. The reason is the multi-valued culture around 
Finnish sport life. This kind of attitude influences also the 
public sector in general. The public sector has done cross-
sectorial sport policy since late 1980´s. At that time the 
Finnish municipalities implemented the “free municipality 
experiment programme” (Vapaakuntakokeilu) in which all 
municipalities got the right to build their administration 
as they wanted. Nowadays the most important aim is to 

develop collaborative sport policy so that all sectors – 
public, private, civil and the media sector – together build 
a partnership and fundament to allow all members the same 
opportunities to develop a new sport culture. In Finland one 
of the best experiments for such a partnership is the Hippos-
Campus Master plan in Jyväskylä where high education, 
sciences and research actions, marketing, promotion, new 
innovations and private financing create a new sport life. 
Those innovations shall serve for a better welfare a need to 
be the focal point for all actors.
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The local, regional, national 
and global levels

The development of local neighbourhood sports facilities has 
to take care of the various differences regarding responsibilities 
for neighbourhood sports facilities. As mentioned previously 
regarding the dissemination process for physical activities in 
local areas, the sole power of planning sport-related issues is 
in the hands of the local municipalities (Finlex 390/2015, 
Finlex 410/2015). This affects various issues, such as 
financing, because each municipality in Finland may have 
different tax rates, causing different economic opportunities 
and potential changes. The local neighbourhood sports 
facilities have certain roles within society. They are linked 
to the community and serve as not only places for physical 
exercise but also as opportunities for meeting and areas of 
wellbeing and comfort. The perceived impression by the 
residents can vary and has to be acknowledged while planning 
and evaluation processes regarding new or already existing 
neighbourhood sports facilities may take place. Therefore, 
municipal planning plays a key role in providing suitable 
facilities. Due to the mentioned responsibility regarding 
sports facilities and sport-related issues in general, decisions 
important for the  physical activity of Finnish citizens are 
made on the local level.

On the regional level, the Regional State Administrative 
Agencies (AVI) takes care of the coordination amongst the 
local municipalities as well as with the regional councils. 
This includes the organisation of expert bodies to analyse 
exceptional circumstances of region-wide importance. On 
the national level, the state provides the necessary financing, 

subsidies, policies and strategies which apply to the entire 
country. Those have to be approved by parliament. The 
regional administrations then implement those decisions 
of the ministries. In terms of sport policies, this affects, for 
instance, the Ministry of Education and Culture (OKM) 
as well as the Ministry of Finance, which is responsible for 
offering the needed monies. In addition to this, funding 
can also be applied for from the Structural Funds of the 
EU, which has the purpose of improving the infrastructure 
and living conditions in sparsely and rural areas of the EU.

On an international level, the EU offers the opportunity to 
benefit from international projects regarding sport policies, 
but also provides a possibility to create joint projects for 
institutions following the same aims, to raise awareness for 
public health, good governance in sport and also the role of 
sport for the economy within the EU and its member states.

The aims and implementation 
on local, regional, national 

and global levels

The most important aim at local level is to confirm that all 
municipalities have an ongoing and specialized neighbourhood 
sport facilities action plan e.g. for the next period of the 
municipality council. It is necessary to ensure that the 
Finnish municipalities are able to finance 50 – 70% of all 
the investment and maintenance costs for those facilities. 
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Nowadays the system of AVI lacks efficiency to divide 
the state’s subsidies for neighbourhood sport facilities, 
because the inequity is currently growing between the 
poorest and richest areas in Finland. Due to new legislations 
for social and health care in Finland, which are part of the 
implementation steps of this Action Plan, this gives the 
municipalities the opportunity to combine social, health 
care and sport facility finance management together on 
horizontal level. Thus, a bigger sum of money can be 
directed towards the municipalities for promoting health 
and wellbeing without facing problems of sport facilities 
requiring special rules (e.g. Olympic or based on special 
requirements of specific disciplines). 

Globally the most important issue in building sport 
infrastructure is to react to the climate change. In general 
neighbourhood sport facilities are a very nature friendly 
part of sport infrastructure because it is meant as a venue 
built only for local physical activities. It is not constructed 

for competitive sport, there are no seats for the audience, 
no stadium structure, no sanitary conditions as you can 
take the shower when being back home, no parking places 
as those facilities are situated very near the living areas. 
This allows the facility users to reach the ground by foot. 
All these examples make the infrastructure very simple 
and friendly to use. This development helps to react to the 
climate change.  
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The aims and requirements 
for implementers

It is necessary for all implementers of IMPALA guidelines 
who develop neighbourhood sports facilities to be regularly 
informed about the current situation of neighbourhood sport 
facilities; how many, where they are, what are the investment 
and maintenance costs, what kind of new solutions and 
innovations are available and finally, how the market for 
sport facilities looks like. One implementation step of this 
plan includes the GIS-based system from LIPAS and JYU. 
The application and handling is very simple and enables 
the users of the database to improve their decision-making 
regarding sport facilities. It is important to strengthen the 
distribution and usage of the GIS-system in a way that 
every sport organisation, federation and club can use it to 
support their specific needs.

Nowadays 75 % of all sport facilities in Finland are built 
and owned by the public sector – mainly municipalities. 
The privatization has grown since the beginning of the year 
1980 – when the Sport Act had come into power for the first 
time in Finland – and the rise equals about 0.6 % per year. 
In the future neighbourhood sport facilities will become 

even more privatized as the role of private construction 
companies is growing, especially in the living areas featuring 
private apartments. Public housing systems and rented 
apartments will play a huge role as the costs are low, but on 
the other hand the living quality is likely to shrink as well, 
causing another level of inequity. Therefore, the major aim 
of this Plan is to force public housing organisations and 
the sport authorities (mentioned in the first paragraphs) 
to collaborate more and to develop a better infrastructure 
for neighbourhood sport facilities. 

REFERENCES

AVI (2016). Aluehallintovirasto. Retrieved on 16th October 
from: https://www.avi.fi/web/avi/aiheet?p_p_
id=122_INSTANCE_aluevalinta&p_p_lifecycle=0&p_p_
state=normal&p_p_mode=view&p_r_p_564233524_
resetCur=true&p_r_p_564233524_categoryId=14398 

IMPALA (2014). The IMPALA.net-project. Retrieved on 10th October 
2016 from: http://www.impala-net.org/project/overview/

LIPAS (2016). Liikuntapaikat. Retrieved on 15th October from 
http://www.liikuntapaikat.fi/lipas. LIPAS, University of 
Jyväskylä: Jyväskylä

OKM (2016). Opetus ja kulttuuriministeriö. Retrieved on 15th 
October from: http://www.minedu.fi/OPM/?lang=fi

VALO (2016). Valtakunnalinen liikunta organisaatio. Retrieved on 
16th October from: http://www.sport.fi/valo 



IMPALA 70

Evaluation and monitoring

The monitoring of the development of local neighbourhood 
sports facilities is essential for its success. This includes all 
steps from the beginning of the implementation phase until 
the evaluation can be seen as deep enough for validation. 
Such a process may take years depending on the scale and the 
aims which need to be researched and analysed. To take the 
Hippos Master Plan for Jyväskylä as an example, Karimäki 
(2016) argued that no evaluation can be considered to be 
valid until 2035. 

The monitoring process needs to be taken care of 
by multiple parties, referring to the major stakeholders 
within this plan. For Finland in particular this includes 
all institutions involved within the current IMPALA.net 
project, namely the University of Jyväskylä ( JYU), LIKES 
Research Centre for Physical Activity and Health, the 
Ministry of Education and Culture (OKM), the Regional 
State Administrative Agencies (AVI), the Finnish Transport 
Agency (Liikennevirasto), the Finnish Sports Confederation 
(VALO; and its successor), the Finnish Sports Association of 
Persons with Disabilities (VAU), the Outdoor Association 
of Finland (Suomen Latu) as well as the Finnish Association 
of People with Physical Disabilities (ESKE). It would be 
reasonable to include each organisation to the process. 
They could monitor their field of responsibility carefully 
and be responsible for taken and implemented actions as 
well as for their evaluation. Meetings of the responsible 
parties can be held two to three times per year, depending 
on the personal availability. Because personal meetings 
might sometimes not be suitable due to time constraints, 

electronic meetings via, for example, Skype can serve as a 
replacement. However, this cannot apply to meetings which 
are intended to make any changes regarding the action plan 
itself. This is because of potential cross-sectoral effects in 
which other stakeholders might be unintentionally involved. 

Suitable data for a successful evaluation process include 
available figures (which must be quantifiable) for, among other 
issues, sports facility usage, money spent on construction, 
maintenance and rent, available subsidies and public funding 
and money spent per capita. Qualitative data can be obtained 
through interviews and questionnaires of neighbourhood 
sports facility users, accessibility audits, local residents or 
local public authorities. However, it is absolutely necessary 
that each institution uses exactly the same analysis methods; 
otherwise, a reliable, valid and representative evaluation 
process cannot be achieved. If possible, the members of 
the project might elect one institution serving as a head to 
coordinate the process within the next 10 years. Due to the 
importance of public health for society (WHO 2015), a 
longitudinal study covering a suitable time frame is necessary.

The aims and implementations 
of evaluation and monitoring

Finland has made good experiences for evaluation and 
monitoring different plans and policy programmes by using 
the so called CAIPP-system and therefore the development 
of local neighbourhood sports facilities is worth to be 
evaluated and monitored by it. 
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In practice the task of following the progress of this 
development work is the task of JYU for every year and it 
is obligatory to report the development once per year in 
an evaluation report financed by National Sport Council.

The CAIPP-system means a “total evaluation model”; 
(Suomi, K. 1999)

C refers to Context Evaluation. The Context evaluation 
is very important, because the background information 
in the living context is changing permanently. Thus, 
the changes in context can influence the aims and the 
implementation process within this kind of assessment. 
A refers to Aim Evaluation. Practically, it allows the 
executors to adapt and change the aims of the project 
if necessary as those can be heavily influenced by the 
steady change mentioned in 1)
I refers to Input Evaluation. Inputs like money, material, 
education, human power and resources etc. are necessary 
to be examined within the evaluation process. It enables 
JYU and its Partners to weigh and measure the used 
input and to change it in case of needs.
P refers to (First P) Process Evaluation. The Process Evaluation 
allows to analyse the single steps of the implementation 
and to guarantee a steady flow of improvements such as 
progressive or non-progressive ones.
P refers to (Second P) Product evaluation. This last object 
is connected to the results of the evaluation. Usually this 
is the only part used for practical adaptations and official 
announcements. However, if only this step is used, the 
entire evaluation is not “total”.

A total evaluation gives a larger and better picture of 
the whole analytic system. It gives information not only 
about the changes in background and potentially moving 
aims, but also produces the information about the spent 
resources; it is measuring the quality and quantity of inputs 
in the process. If only the final product is in the focus of 
evaluation, changes happening in the background of the 
process are not visible. (Suomi, K. 1999)
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Creating national and 
international neighbourhood 

sports facility networks (EU HEPA) 

The European Union (EU) and the European Commission 
(EC) have been fostering networking strategies to create 
awareness for the importance of neighbourhood sports 
facilities for a number of years. The first IMPALA project 
(IMPALA 2011) served as a predecessor for this current 
project and provided much necessary information to work 
with as well as an existing network as many of the participants 
of the first project had the opportunity to work with 
each other back then. Such networks may provide a good 
approach to analysing different sport systems, the level of 
participation among the society and divergences in national 
sport policies as well as the advantages and disadvantage of 
those (Hallmann & Petry 2013). 

The idea to promote Health-Enhancing Physical Activities 
(HEPA) even further was included in a recommendation 
by the EC in 2013 (European Commission 15575/13; 
2013) for establishing the cross-sectoral approach to sport 
and health, environmental, infrastructural and educational 
aspects. The framework shall be addressed to every member 
state of the EU to develop the importance of wellbeing 
through sport. The whole approach is also supported by the 
World Health Organisation (WHO), which helps promote 
the idea of an international network and the bundling and 
concentration of powers and resources. The importance of 
wellbeing becomes even clear considering that, in 2010, 60 
percent of all EU citizens claimed that they were rarely or 
never physically active. This leads to huge costs for national 

health sectors because of illness, obesity and a higher 
possibility of getting illness. Therefore, the Europe 2020 
strategy was launched via the help of various EU funds 
and the ERASMUS+ programme. The aim is not only to 
develop a better understanding of public health through 
international networking, but also to increase the social 
inclusion of the population. Social inclusion through means 
such as sport clubs may help promote fair play, discipline 
and solidarity as well as avoid unemployment through 
networking systems of sharing similar hobbies. In addition, 
it could increase national, regional and local understanding 
of good governance in sport. 

Therefore, the idea of networking for sports facilities 
not only features health aspects, but also serves as a cross-
sectoral instrument to raise the level of quality of life among 
local residents. Examples from other countries can provide 
different and interesting points of view for establishing a 
healthy culture of understanding physical activity.

The aims and implementation 
for international collaboration

At the moment there are not the political bodies and 
agreements for promoting the benefits of neighbourhood 
sport facilities internationally. The proposal of JYU 
contains that it is necessary to establish at European level 
a body for promoting the ideas of the beneficial aspects of 
neighbourhood sport facilities. The body has to be simple 
and inexpensive. Also the transparency and the democracy 
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of the body are relevant features. One of the best solutions 
is to build a network which is accessible for everybody. As 
an example LIPAS in Finland gives basic structures for 
such a kind of development. JYU is ready to build this 
kind of network with its national partner LIKES and to 
organise the meetings or “summer schools” for promoting 
further development in this sector. The main focus is to 
deliver the knowledge of the benefits of neighbourhood 
sport facilities and concerning new innovations in this area. 
The first step requires developing an efficient knowledge 
based databank for all kind of actors in this area; for public 
officials, local, regional and national level decision-makers, 
private building and building material companies, but also 
European, national, regional and local non-governmental 
sport and other organisations.
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The national context in a nutshell 

Italy is undoubtedly still behind in the process of building a 
reliable and broadly shared framework for enhancing physical 
activity (PA) - and therefore health - among communities, 
within the urban spaces and the everyday environments in 
which most people live: cities and neighbourhoods. Until 
today, there has been no comprehensive regulation addressing 
the issue of promoting the practice of PA at national 
level: no government, nor other national private or public 
institutions have produced effective guidelines, directives 
or pilot projects including such a perspective that capable of 
having a powerful and positive effect on the whole national 
territory. The lack of recognized and unanimous standards 
and requirements to be met thanks to the implementation 
-at the local level- of neighbourhood sports facilities (NSF) 
enhancing PA among citizens represents a great deficiency 
in our national system, one that is growing increasingly 
evident as the promotion of PA develops and increases on 
many other international agendas. It has been difficult for 
any institution to produce and implement effective strategies 
and actions on a national scale, due to a strong sector-based 
approach, a still complicated constitutional framework that 
rules on responsibilities and task subdivisions between the 
central government and the different regional governments, 
and the heavy bureaucracy which often oppresses our 
regulatory systems.

Thus, regional governments, metropolitan systems, 
municipalities and other organizations acting at the local 
level have taken responsibilities for implementing policies 
and programmes, as well as operative projects, for building 

new networks, infrastructures and facilities capable 
of enhancing PA among the city dwellers. This means 
that, without a broader national framework, each local 
government is empowered to act (or to neglect) according 
to its willpower and cognizance, setting the priorities for 
local development among which PA and the construction 
and management of NSFs may or may not be included. 
When referring to “neighbourhood sports facilities” in Italy 
one is conditioned to think primarily about gyms, sport 
centres, and other indoor sport and recreational facilities 
within local districts, which are most likely private and 
paid services. These are far from the actual definition of 
outdoor, free of charge, and highly accessible installations. 
In fact,even though Italian cities and towns are historically 
quite dense and compact, and most times rich in public 
spaces and allowing a fair accessibility to recreational parks 
and public areas in which to freely perform any kind of PA, 
within our collective consciousness the practice of sport and 
PA is strongly associated with specific indoor structures 
and settings. According to the Special Eurobarometer 412 
“Sport and Physical Activity”, Italy is the European country 
with the highest use of gyms and indoor sport centres for 
the practice of PA (19%; European Commission, 2014, 
38). Moreover, this national trend is exacerbated by the 
strong presence of private organizations operating in the 
field -therefore primarily pursuing a direct financial revenue, 
instead of long-term, social, public health and urban quality 
benefits- and often outdoing the public sector.
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Children’s autonomy 
and independent mobility

The lack of available and accessible NSFs -including children’s 
playgrounds, small-scale sports facilities, etc.-  affects children 
and young people, in particular. It can be argued that this 
lack is intimately bound up with the low rate of autonomy 
and independent mobility that can be observed among 
Italian children. According to comparative research led by 
Shaw et al. (2015), Finland is by far the highest performing 
country in aggregate rank scores of children’s independent 
mobility; Italy, along with Portugal, is penultimate. In 
Italy, a child gets the same permission (e.g. going alone to 
places within walking distance) approximately three or four 
years after children living in the best performing countries 
(Germany, Norway, Sweden, and Japan along with Finland). 
The freedom to roam within walking distance is given to 
17.5% of Italian children compared with the mean of 65% 
in the countries in the study. The lack of autonomy implies 
that children up to the age of 11 are often not allowed to 
roam neighbourhoods and visit the facilities while a certain 
autonomy is permitted after that age. Up to two decades ago, 
they were allowed to play in yards, in the immediate vicinity 
of the home, to roam the neighbourhoods for playing and 
for small errands, to be independent on the way to school 
or to informal spaces, playgrounds, and oratories. The latter 
have been used for decades as safe places in-between home 
and public space.

In Italy, the playgrounds on school premises are not 
available for use after school hours. The rules of many 
apartment buildings do not allow children to play in the 
common spaces and the freedom of play of children and 

adolescents in the playgrounds is often restricted by municipal 
provisions that prohibit play with balls or “noisy” games. 
Moreover, according to Save the Children (2014), which 
elaborated data from the National Statistical Institute 
(ISTAT), there is a remarkable gap between northern-central 
and southern Italy concerning the rate in using spaces for 
play. 38.4% of Italian children between the ages of 3-11 
play in parks, in Tuscany 62.1%, in Sicily the 12.6%; 25.5% 
play in courtyards, 39.2% in Emilia-Romagna, 11.2% in 
Basilicata; 16.1% play in oratories, 28.5% in Lombardy, 6% 
in Campania; 14.2% play in informal green areas, 41.2% 
Bolzano, 3.9% Sicily; 6.4% play in streets not congested by 
traffic, 14.7% in Umbria, 2.5% in Lazio. These data, matching 
those described above, show a dramatic gap in the rights 
of children to use public spaces, even if accompanied by 
adults: children aged 3 to 11 living in the south of Italy are 
allowed to play in public spaces three to four times less than 
those living in the North. These data seem to be associated 
with the rate of children aged 3 to 17 not participating in 
sport (national 28.1%, 8.8% Bolzano, 48.1% Campania; 
ISTAT, 2013), and with the rate of obesity and overweight 
in children aged 8 to 9 (national 30,7%, Bolzano 17,4%, 
Campania 47,8%; ISS, 2016).

 

Innovative practices 
and good examples

In spite of these discouraging premises, things are slowly 
evolving, thanks to the formalization of national networks 
and movements. In fact, since 1995 Italy has “imported” and 
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started to develop, at the national level, an Italian Healthy 
Cities network, officially transformed into a non-profit 
organization in 2001 and gathering today more than 70 
municipalities across the nation ( Janss Lafond, 2015). Thanks 
to this WHO-promoted initiative, a growing number of 
local authorities have begun to build and share knowledge 
and expertise on the promotion and implementation 
of multilevel and intersectoral policies, initiatives and 
projects for building healthier urban environments for all, 
also through enhancing PA at the local scale. Associated 
cities aim at building a shared platform for collecting, 
analysing, and disseminating the best practices and most 
successful experiences throughout the country, giving each 
other support and guidance for further implementations. 
The obvious limitation of relying on such an official, but 
yet voluntary and non-constraining organization, instead 
of having the obligation to meet shared standards while 
implementing projects at the local level following broader 
and more global directions, is that the peculiarities of 
each site, and of each neighbourhood may vary greatly 
from city to city and town to town. This is true in Italy 
even more so than in other European countries. Thus, the 
attempt to intervene through the adaptation and the re-
proposition of projects carried out in other, different urban 
realities (e.g. in terms of urban characteristics, city shape, 
culture-related habits and behaviours) is not always the 
right approach, often leading to unfitting and underused 
interventions. A further step towards the construction of 
a national framework for promoting PA within the urban 
context is represented by the recently created Active Cities 
network, which has called for action in this field since 2012. 
Similarly to the process undergone by the Healthy Cities 
national programme, Active Cities is still not an officially 

recognized network, therefore it is not capable of driving 
change and coercing municipalities to promote PA at the 
local and neighbourhood levelin accordance with certain 
designated standards and procedures.

A growing number of regional and municipal governments 
(often in collaboration with private companies) are 
implementing policies, plans and projects for promoting 
PA and the construction of sports facilities at the local 
scale. For instance, the Tuscany region has adopted, starting 
in 2012, a multi-year Regional Plan for promoting sport 
culture and the practice of sport and leisure-time physical 
activity within its territory, with the aim of granting equal 
and fair accessibility to sport and PA, promoting healthy 
lifestyles, and boosting social integration as the basis for 
welfare development. Such a multisectoral plan represents the 
framework on a regional level, setting the goals and tracing 
the path for any kind of intervention for PA promotion, 
including the construction and maintenance of new NSFs, 
in collaboration with individual municipalities (for this 
purpose, Tuscany’s regional government allocated almost  
7 million euros for interventions in between 2012 and 
2015). Also at municipal level a rapidly growing number 
of cities across the country, thanks to local administrative 
initiatives and often also to administrator’s personal interests, 
have or are implementing outdoor sports facilities. At times, 
these are integrated in broader territorial systems trying to 
create a real network of installations for the construction 
of a common vision (i.e. Rimini), or they may be single 
interventions, built ad-hoc for responding to special and 
highly local needs. The case of the city of Rimini and its 
hinterland is one worth citing. In fact, through the adoption 
of the municipal strategic plan Rimini Venture 2027, the 
realization of many different NSFs has been planned and 
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included as a core action in a broader spatial and time 
framework, addressing people’s wellbeing, along with tackling 
urban quality issues and environmental concerns. Finally, we 
would like to mention one last case, somehow exemplifying 
the paradigm of the current Italian situation. An outdoor 
public space with sport and recreational facilities and the 
installation Plug & Play was inaugurated in December 
2015 in a peripheral neighbourhood of the metropolitan 
city of Bologna. It was an urban re-qualification project 
conceived for contrasting urban decay and abandon while 
providing the district with new PA installations. Subsidized 
and promoted by a private foundation in collaboration 
with the municipality, the project was the outcome of a 
participatory process culminating with an international 
design competition. Despite the participatory process, the 
direct involvement of many different public and private 
actors and stakeholders, and the long period of gestation 
(over two years), the absence of a well-established regulatory 
and operational framework guiding local implementation 
from a higher level resulted in an embarrassing situation of 
impasse. In fact, as of today, this public space and its brand 
new sports facilities (fitness, parkour, basketball courts etc.) 
have not been used because of management disputes and 
responsibility issues. The everyday administration of this 
NSF represents a major, and apparently insurmountable 
matter around which the municipality, the local community 
and the involved actors have failed to reach a compromise.

By focusing on children’s autonomy, two interesting 
examples can be reported. The first is the project Ready, 
Steady, Go! financed by Mondelēz International Foundation, 
coordinated by Save the Children Italy in collaboration with 
some partners, including the two largest Italian Sport for All 
Associations (CSI and UISP). The project, begun in 2011, 

focuses on citizens’ quality of life in 14 deprived areas in Italy, 
including neighbourhoods of large cities. Playgrounds, green 
areas, skate parks and urban vegetable gardens were built 
or rehabilitated to provide PA opportunities and healthy 
nutrition education to 105,000 children and parents, with 
the involvement of 1,500 teachers and social operators as 
well. In Genoa, a city with a high presence of migrants (9.5% 
of the population), mostly from Central and South America 
(40.6% of registered migrants), the project is located in the 
district of Sestri Ponente. It involves local schools, NGOs 
and existing facilities such as the Gianni Rodari park and a 
skate park. Training courses for teachers and social workers 
have been offered as well as specific courses for children.

The second example is the project “Primosport 0246” 
funded by Verdesport, a foundation of Benetton. It is 
building several playgrounds designed to promote PA and 
sport for children between the ages of 0 and 6.The first 
“0246” playground was built in la Ghirada, the Benetton 
sport centre in Treviso. A second one is now situated in 
Rome. Finally, three mini-playgrounds have been built in 
school yards in the Verona area and further playgrounds are 
planned in eight cities in Italy. One of the main characteristics 
is that their use is monitored through a research project 
led by the University of Verona (Fumagalli 2012; Tortella 
2012) concerning children’s learning of motor skills and 
competences.
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The way ahead: defining policy 
for the promotion of neighbour-

hood sports facilities in Italy  

The development of a strategy for the promotion of a system 
of neighbourhood sports facilities in Italy is undoubtedly a 
step that has the potential to make more effective the existing 
policy that, at both the national and local level, aims at 
promoting individual healthier lifestyles and wellbeing. It 
is also a critical action concerning the promotion of higher 
level of autonomy and independent mobility among children 
and young people. In this view, a series of both political and 
strategic interventions seem to be necessary in the near future. 
First, there is the need to define a comprehensive regulation 
addressing the issue of promoting PA as part of citizens’ 
daily routine, with a specific focus on children and youth. 
Italy, differently from the rest of the European countries, 
does not have a Ministry of Sport. The Italian National 
Olympic Committee (CONI) is, de facto, the governing 
body that is in charge of defining policy and strategies in this 
important area of society. At the same time, regions have part 
of the responsibility, especially the area of the sport for all 
(Borgogni, Digennaro & Sterchele 2015). The collaboration 
among the state, CONI and the regions is weak and this 
results in a series of disarticulated interventions that have 
feeble effects on the Italian population. To provide with 
equal opportunities to engage in sorts activities,  there is a 
need for long-term planning that reduces the huge gaps that 
can be easily noted by comparing the rate of participation 
registered in the richest and more developed regions (e.g. 
Veneto, Trentino-Alto Adige) and the less developed ones 
(e.g. Campania, Calabria). 

To fill these gaps, a plan based on the construction of 
NSFs at a local level is regarded as an effective strategy by 
promoting a small-scale and easily accessible place in which 
people can engage in PA. It is easily understandable that 
the improvement of participation rate and the reduction of 
inequalities are closely tied to the establishment of proper 
environments. A large part of the available public funds are, 
devoted to building new sports facilities for national and 
international sporting events, and are expected to be used 
by a restricted number of people. This kind of sport venue 
presents at least two weaknesses: first, in many cases, these 
venues struggle to produce sufficient revenue to sustain 
annual operating costs; second, they have a low impact on 
the rate of participation among the population, especially 
in low-income groups of population. From this perspective, 
diverse Italian cities have partially changed their strategies 
and have seized upon local sports facilities as a means to 
redeveloping specific districts within their downtowns. This 
type of intervention is considered to be a catalytic factor that 
spurs development in the immediate surrounding area in 
which sports facilities are built. However, regardless of the 
positive experience and the encouraging results that have 
been achieved, there is still the need to better define sports 
facilities development strategies by nesting them in the policy 
of urban development and regeneration. Typically, sports 
facilities are planned separately from other programmes, 
which often results in a spatially isolated approach and 
design. On the contrary, there is the necessity to foster 
intersectoral collaboration that includes different policy 
sectors (e.g. sports, health, urban planning) and that, in 
the same vein, comprises collaboration between the public, 
private and third-sector. 

The efficacy of the interventions described above is 
intimately bound up with three critical factors that need to 
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be carefully addressed by policymakers in the near future. 
First, it is essential to encourage people to be more active by 
fostering accessibility and the use of the available facilities 
through safe and attractive design of public spaces, the 
presence of sufficient cycle parking, car-free areas. In other 
words, the instalment of an NSF should be the pillar of an 
all-encompassing urban plan that fosters accessibility and 
active movement. Second, the management of the available 
facilities should be taken into consideration as a central 
aspect. Considering the specific nature of such a kind of 
facilities, the management should support the multiple uses 

of the available spaces allowing a large number of users to 
practice a large variety of sports and PA. Finally, it should be 
logical to promote the perspective of the Active and Healthy 
City model, in which the promotion of an active lifestyle 
plays a crucial role. Therefore, the enhancement of number 
of small, local sports facilities should not be considered as 
a “separate functionality” but as an important step that is 
central in the promotion of living quality in general. This 
requires a change in the priorities that policymakers set at 
local level, which should also be accompanied by a change 
in the urban planning process.

REFERENCES

Borgogni, A., Digennaro, S. e Sterchele, D. (2015). Sport clubs in 
Italy. C. Breuer et al. (eds.), Sport Clubs in Europe, p. 249-270, 
Sports Economics, Management and Policy 12, Switzerland: 
Springer International Publishing.

Eurobarometer, EU Special (2014). 412-Sport and Physical Activity. 
Belgium: European Commission.

Fumagalli G. (2012). Designing spaces that enhance movement. 
Paesaggio Urbano 1/2012, 31-33.

Istat (2013). Indagine multiscopo sulle famiglie “Aspetti della vita 
quotidiana”, available at http://www.istat.it/it/archivio/4630, 
(last access: October 16th 2016).  

Istituto Superiore della Sanità-ISS (2016). Report Okkio alla Salute 
2014, available at http://www.salute.gov.it/portale/temi/
p2_6.jsp?id=2952&area=stiliVita&menu=sorveglianza (last 
access: October 16th 2016).

Janss Lafond, L. (ed.) (2015). National healthy cities networks in 
the WHO European Region. Promoting health and well-being 
throughout Europe. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for 

Europe, available at http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/
abstracts/national-healthy-cities-networks-in-the-who-european-
region.-promoting-health-and-well-being-throughout-europe-2015 
(last access: October 10th 2016).

Save the Children (2016). https://www.savethechildren.it/cosa-
facciamo/progetti/pronti-partenza-via?idp=616 (last access: 
October 2016).

Save the Children (2014). Atlante dell’infanzia (a rischio). Gli orizzonti 
del possibile. Bambini e ragazzi alla ricerca dello spazio perduto. 
Published by Save the Children Italia Onlus.

Shaw, B., Bicket, M., Elliott, B., Fagan-Watson, B., Mocca, E., & Hillman, 
M. (2015). Children’s Independent Mobility: an international 
comparison and recommendations for action. Published by 
Policy Studies Institute (PSI), ISBN 9780853740148) http://
www.psi.org.uk/children_mobility  (last access: October 2016).

Tortella P. (2012). PrimoSport 0246 Park; the park for everyone, 
the park for everybody. Paesaggio Urbano 2/2012, 34-35.



IMPALA 82

Project team and partner 
organization

The Impala.net project (project lead Friedrich-Alexander-
University-Erlangen-Nuremberg) in Austria is being 
implemented by the University of Vienna’s (UNIVIE) 
Institute of Sport Science, Department for Education and 
Sports Culture, and the Austrian Institute for School and 
Sports Facilities (ÖISS). The ÖISS is a trust funded by the 
Austrian federation and its nine federal states. The main 
tasks of the ÖISS include providing advisory services in the 
field of school and sports facility construction, to render 
expert opinions, to collaborate in the generation of national 
and international standards and to issue recommendations 
concerning the planning, construction and operation of 
schools and sports facilities. The Department for Education 
and Sports is not solely focused on educational processes but 
conducts research in exercise, play and sport during the whole 
life span of human beings. With the goal of empowering 
people to participate in a variety of sport and movement 
cultures, the field of health-enhancing physical activity 
has become a focal point of research. The Department for 
Education and Sports has already implemented several EU-
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funded projects (e.g. EUNAAPA, PASEO) and collaborated 
with the ÖISS on the initial IMPALA project in 2009–
10. Hence both institutions have great expertise for the 
implementation of this project. 

Initial position

The Council Recommendation on promoting health-
enhancing physical activity across sectors (Council of the 
European Union, 2013) contains 18 indicators to evaluate 
HEPA levels and policies. Indicator 18 is concerned with 
the implementation status of the IMPALA guidelines and 
hence is the basis for the IMPALA.net project. Regarding 
this indicator it has to be said that although there is of course 
a process of infrastructure planning for sports facilities in 
Austria, mainly taking place on the federal or municipal level, 
the exact structure of this process is obscure. In addition, 
the tool of Sport Development Planning (SDP) seems to be 
little known and applied even less. The IMPALA guidelines 
have to be rated as unknown by the majority of decision-
makers and involved stakeholders. 
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Regarding other indicators, such as indicator 6 (the 
existence of a sport for all policy and/or action plan) the 
situation is much better in Austria. A national action plan 
exists called Nationaler Aktionsplan Bewegung (National 
Action Plan Physical Activity, 2013). It was drafted under 
the supervision of the Federal Ministry of Health and the 
Federal Ministry of Defence and Sports. Included in it 
is a chapter on “Traffic, Environment, Spatial Planning 
and Object Planning”. This chapter contains objectives 
mostly in line with the IMPALA guidelines. Additionally, 
a framework of 10 health targets has been developed by 
the Federal Ministry of Health and has been published in 
2012 (Rahmengesundheitsziele). Target 8, “To promote 
healthy and safe physical activity in everyday life through 
appropriate environments”, also shows overlaps with the 
IMPALA guidelines. 

Austria’s political system is also an important framework 
condition for the implementation of the IMPALA guidelines. 
It is strongly federal in nature, which has an important effect 
on infrastructure development for physical activity and sport. 
Infrastructure (excluding aspects of competitive sports) 
is a responsibility of the federal states or municipalities. 
The federal government holds only little influence. The 
builders as well as maintainers of infrastructure are primarily 
municipalities, to a lesser extent sports clubs, sports umbrella 
organizations and sports associations. In some areas, such as 
fitness, commercial providers dominate. Infrastructures in 
public spaces, e.g. parks, are also a municipal responsibility. 
Federal states financially support the construction of sports 
facilities in the municipalities and hence have via these 
measures of financial support a potential option of control. 
The federal government on the other hand can only financially 
support sports facilities of nationwide importance, which 
applies mainly to infrastructures for competitive sports.

In the context of this project it furthermore has to be 
mentioned that the term Action Plan in Austria can only 
be used in an official way by a federal ministry. This means 
that the project had to find a synonymous term and decided 
to use Catalogue of Measures (CoM) instead.

The process of building 
the National Alliance

The collocation of the National Alliance (NA) included 
several steps. At first, all potential stakeholders in the 
suitable fields (e.g. sport, infrastructure, urban planning) 
were researched. Based on the results, a matrix was 
developed for categorizing the stakeholders according to 
level of influence (e.g. national, regional), sector (e.g. sport, 
health) and organizational type (e.g. public, private). In a 
meeting with our national partner (ÖISS) and a contact 
person from the Federal Ministry of Defence and Sport, 
the selection criteria were established. It was decided that 
the project’s chances for success would best be served with 
the majority of stakeholders working on the national level 
and originating from the public rather than the for-profit 
sector. Additionally, the expertise of the stakeholders in 
regard to the topic of the project was evaluated and the 
estimated willingness to participate was assessed. Hence, 
the matrix was shortened to a list of approximately 40 
relevant stakeholders. 

The identified relevant stakeholders were contacted 
via e-mail and invited to participate in the project and to 
attend the workshops. Furthermore, the good networks of 
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personal contacts were used by the project team and the 
contact person to inform and invite stakeholders. 

This resulted in a NA that consists of political representatives 
from the national but also the federal state and municipality 
level as well as health-oriented, sports, educational, lobby and 
private sector organizations. This provides a well-balanced 
NA consisting of 15 different organizations. 

The development of the national 
Catalogue of Measures (CoM)

The development strategy of the national CoM was initially 
based on the three-workshop cooperative planning process 
suggested by the project lead. Three workshops were held 
in the fall and winter of 2015–16 (15 Oct 2015, 23 Nov 
2015, 18 Jan 2016). In the first workshop, apart from the 
introductory part in which the project team introduced 
itself as well as the IMPALA guidelines and the IMPALA.
net project, a brainstorming session on the topic of how to 
improve the implementation of the IMPALA guidelines in 
Austria was conducted. The brainstorming was held in the 
format of a world café on the topics of planning, building, 
financing and managing of Leisure-Time Physical Activity 
(LTPA) infrastructure. The participants’ ideas were written 
down on cardboard cards and afterwards stuck to whiteboards 
according to the four previously mentioned topics. Finally, 
the whole group was asked to mark the most important 
ideas to determine priorities. The second workshop was 

used to develop measures based on the previously prioritized 
ideas. In the third workshop, the developed measures were 
discussed and the participants were given the opportunity 
to add measures they felt were missing up to this point. 
Afterwards, the most important and most suitable measures 
for implementation were chosen and possible responsibilities 
for the implementation process were discussed. The top 
priority was given to drafting national recommendations 
on the implementation of the IMPALA guidelines as a 
basis for further actions. It was also agreed among the NA 
that a fourth workshop would be necessary to discuss the 
drafted national recommendations. This fourth workshop 
was held in spring 2016 (11 Apr 2016)

The second, third and fourth workshops were organized 
as plenary discussions to give everyone the opportunity 
to add to the development process. The discussions were 
recorded to help with the post-processing of the workshops. 
Attendance at the workshops was 10–15 participants each. 
In order to get additional input regarding possible measures, 
the project team conducted interviews between the first and 
third workshop with stakeholders that declared their interest 
in the project but were unable to attend the workshops. 

The post-processing of the workshops and interviews 
was done by the UNIVIE project staff and then discussed 
with the national partner (ÖISS) and the contact from the 
federal ministry. Finally, all members of the NA received 
the results of each workshop and so were given the chance 
to give feedback prior to the next workshop. 
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The CoM

The developed CoM consists of 11 prioritized measures. 
Additionally, 29 measures of lower importance were developed 
in the process. As mentioned, the most important measure 
was found to be the drafting of national recommendations 
on the implementation of the guidelines. The remaining 
prioritized measures are structured according to the IMPALA 
guidelines with two measures each concerning the topics of 
policy, planning, building, financing and management. The 
project team then decided to focus on the implementation 
of four out of the ten prioritized measures alongside the 
drafting of the national recommendations. This decision 
was made since it was deemed impossible to implement all 
prioritized measures due to resource constraints. 

The CoM was finalized over the summer of 2016. At the 
same time, the national recommendations were drafted and 
are currently being edited, and dissemination will start in 
the fall/winter of 2016. The recommendations feature the 
10 equally prioritized measures as well as the 29 measures 
of lower importance. The remaining project time until 
the end of December 2016 will be used to implement the 
following four prioritized measures:

Inform and raise awareness in responsible decision-makers 
for the topic of infrastructure for LTPA that have not or 
have only been inadequately reached thus far 

Establish coordination and expertise authorities on regional 
and/or municipal levels to support the implementation of 
concrete measures in connection with the IMPALA guidelines

Supply information on how to design modern HEPA 
and sports facilities and showcase a collection of “models 
of inspiring practice” on a website and a brochure. 

Improve the conveying of the IMPALA guidelines with 
an easy-to-understand summary that has a strong focus on 
the conditions and structures in Austria.

Problems during the process

The recruitment process for the NA was rather difficult. 
On the one hand, some of the invited stakeholders declared 
that due to resource limitations it would be impossible for 
them to partake. These resource limitations were, amongst 
other reasons, partly explained by the simultaneous refugee 
crisis in Austria in the spring and summer of 2015. On the 
other hand, it has been difficult to involve the different sport 
organizations in Austria (Austrian Sports Organization, 
umbrella organizations, Association of Austria’s Alpine Clubs) 
and we only succeeded partially in that. Sport infrastructure 
is indeed a relevant problem for these organizations and 
poses a financial problem because the construction and 
particularly the operation of facilities are associated with 
high costs. However, the focus of sport organizations is on 
sports facilities in the stricter sense and not on leisure-time 
oriented, openly accessible infrastructure for all kinds of 
physical activity. Opening sports facilities is perceived as a 
threat or a loss of exclusive access and exclusive use, which 
endangers the unique feature of privileged access. The issue 
of infrastructure for enhancing physical activity is mainly 
regarded as a responsibility of the tourism sector. This means 
that, in the future, additional efforts have to be undertaken 
in order to convince sport organizations that added value can 
be created for them by planning sports facilities in a way that 
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promotes multifaceted use. It would be helpful if subsidies 
on the federal state level would demand multifaceted use 
and open access as a criterion for funding. 

The federalist way in which Austria is politically organized 
poses another problem. The federal states hold high autonomy 
opposite the federal government, which in turn has only 
limited influence over the decision-making processes in the 
federal states and municipalities. This results in, for example, 
different funding criteria for infrastructure development 
or different construction regulations in each federal state. 
Therefore, a national action plan might have only limited 
impact because the decision-makers at the federal-state level 
have to be reached. The drafted national recommendations 
will hence serve as a way to convey the ideas of the IMPALA 
guidelines to said decision-makers, especially in the context 
of their periodically held conferences.

People participating in informally organized activities (e.g. 
walking, hiking, mountain biking) in their leisure-time are 
already a major group in Austria. Nevertheless, these groups 
generally do not have a lobby that can be addressed. This was 
only accomplished in the case of a lobbying organization 
for walking. Accordingly, their needs are barely taken into 
account when it comes to the planning of infrastructure for 
LTPA. This means that the formation of lobbies serving as 
contact points in infrastructure planning will be required 
in the future.

Lessons learned so far

First, adequately maintaining existing infrastructure is often 
a higher priority than building new infrastructure. Breaking 

the often-observed cycle of construction–inadequate 
maintenance–deterioration–closure–renovation and 
overhaul will increase the availability of LTPA infrastructure 
in addition to saving resources. Second, the importance of 
temporary usage is often underestimated. Vacant public 
spaces and inactive areas can rather easily and cost-effectively 
be turned into places for LTPA. This lowers the need for 
cost-intensive permanent infrastructure and additionally 
adds flexibility to municipalities and cities. Temporary usage 
and its capabilities of providing LTPA infrastructure are 
not represented in the existing IMPALA guidelines. The 
project team nevertheless feels that this is an important topic 
and that the possibilities connected to it are worth further 
exploration. Third, at least in the case of Austria, it can be 
concluded that funding criteria are the central instrument 
for governance and regulation. This insight is also the 
basis for the project team’s focus on awareness-raising and 
dissemination of information on the importance of LTPA 
infrastructure and models of inspiring practice of it. This 
approach will hopefully help generate a new generation of 
funding criteria that include and support the core elements 
and ideas of the IMPALA guidelines. 
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 Sport policy is becoming 
thoroughly capitalized and 

quasi-governmental  

This article aims to provide answers to the following 
questions: What should Finland’s future policy for sport and 
physical activity be? How does a change in this policy affect 
the policy governing sport and physical activity facilities 
and, in particular, those located in neighbourhoods? How 
does national sport policy change when alternative and 
popular sport cultures are suffocated by the expansion of 
a commercial-elitist sport policy?   

 In acculturation, the encounters of different cultures in 
change situations do not only result in new cultures – the 
different cultures also have an impact on each other through 
their interaction. Every cultural signal, also in relation to 
sports culture, affects the other culture. There are at least 
four alternative outcomes of acculturation when cultural 
fields affect each other: acculturation (1) creates completely 
new culture, (2) extinguishes cultures, (3) brings forth only 
partly renewed culture or (4) the different cultures reject 
each other and continue unchanged. (Varis 2011)  

The changes are explored in this article through the 
theories of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and 
the German politics researcher Joachim Hirsch. One of 
Bourdieu’s best-known theories is his idea of tension between 
different cultural fields (Bourdieu original publication 
1973), which is a force that keeps societies together – 
a jointing compound. A society without tension may 
become a monotonous autocracy or, in extreme cases, even 
a dictatorship (Bourdieu 1985). Bourdieu understands the 

tension between cultural fields as positive competition for 
social hegemony between these fields.  

Hirsch is renowned for his acculturation research. 
His key concepts are ‘thorough state’; it is in Germany 
Durchstaatlichung (läpivaltiollistuminen in Finnish,) 
in English quasi-governmental manner and ‘thorough 
capitalization’; it is in Germany Durchkapitalisierung 
(läpikapitalisoituminen in Finnish), which lead to a ‘security 
state’ (turvavaltio in Finnish) (Hirsch 2005.) In this article 
in English the original a supervisory state system extends 
its tentacles everywhere. According to Hirsch, thorough 
capitalization and quasi-governmental manner have parallel 
effects, which make money the most central tool in steering 
society in the direction the elite wishes. The power of money 
penetrates everything and leads to thorough capitalization. 
In quasi-governmental and thorough capitalized exercise 
of political power, might is power that is obtained through 
parliamentary or representative elections. This is a Darwinist 
right of the stronger, which does not sufficiently consider 
so-called weak signals (Suomi 2006b). In direct democracy, 
people aim at influencing directly according to their personal 
interests, without such representatives as members of 
parliament or municipal council. Direct democracy is the 
opposite of Darwinist right of the stronger. In this article the 
direct democracy is not the democracy without democratic 
organisation, what the right wing popular parties use in their 
organisation e.g. Peppe Grillo in Italy so called Five Star 
Party where voting by 50 000 in internet is more important 
than 8 million votes in Italian parliament election. Direct 
democracy means visible, transparency structure and legal 
impact tools in direct action.    

Hirsch regards parliamentary representative democracy 
and its ally, the elite of public employees, as elements of 
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power politics in the state system. This means that the 
thoroughly capitalized power elite changes things in their 
preferred direction. A state like this is a quasi-governmental 
security state that also controls the political parties, which 
in principle are part of civil society. In representative 
democracy, the political parties are at risk of becoming to the 
quasi-governmental manner.  The parties begin to execute 
governmental bureaucratic power politics even though they 
should embody direct democracy – alongside or instead of 
representative democracy – and be representatives of the 
people and their members in relation to the power system. 
In the right wing popular parties there are the tendency to 
keep power in party leader´s hand and even in the leader´s 
hand that is outside of democratic bodies of representative 
organs like parliament. In this kind of cases there are the 
unsolved conflicts between semi-direct democracy and 
representative democracy where e.g. parliament members 
are not ready to follow more the opinions of the voters than 
semi-direct democracy in internet. (Suomi 2006).    

The same applies to sport organizations, which in the 
process of quasi-governmental manner begin to flatter the 
policies made official by the state in order to receive larger 
government subsidies and benefits for the organization. The 
sport organizations thus implement governmental sport 
policies even though they should be aiming at the goals of 
civil society in relation to sports, defined by the members 
and not by the state. Various sport organizations such as 
TUL (Finnish Workers’ Sports Federation) consider that 
their goals are based on the needs of both their members 
and the entire population. Thorough”municipalization” (in 
Finnish kunnallistuminen, läpikunnallistuminen) occurs 
between sports clubs and municipalities: the clubs become 
municipalized and begin to implement municipal sports 

policies together with the municipality even though they 
should advocate their members’ interests. This often implies 
networks between various partners, which are called, for 
example, public-private-civic-media-partnerships. These 
partnerships are realized through collaboration between 
the different sectors of society, making sport policy 
more collaborative. That is the reason to use the name of 
collaborative sport policy (in Finnish yhteistoiminnallinen 
liikuntapolitiikka) as the umbrella of this kind of sport 
policy. Collaborative sport policy collects the political forces 
together if they have enough common interests in sport 
policy and this kind of interest groups build alternative sport 
policy against the elite sport policy e.g. National Olympic 
Committees in national level. (Suomi 2006a). 

      

Sports culture and policy as parts 
of international politics  

As the significance of nation states has decreased, Coupertin’s 
Olympism is only a memory. However, they continue to 
be used in promoting both global and national economic, 
political and even military interests (Keridis 2009, 201–205). 
States have been replaced or accompanied by enterprises. 
Throughout history, the modern Olympic movement has 
been a political tool for nations. For example, table tennis 
– so-called ping-pong diplomacy – was used to improve 
the relationship between China and the USA in the 1970s, 
and the Moscow and Los Angeles Olympics were boycotted 
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because of the Cold War (Wang & Jinsheng 2010). There 
are also the opposite ways in leading countries like USA 
and Russian Federation where one political feature is to 
add nationalism in international and domestic policy. 
This kind of political change may strengthen the patriotic 
nationalism inside the countries but same time it strengthens 
the International Olympic Committee because the high 
competition between the national countries is important 
for competition between the countries. The modern concept 
of the thorough capitalization change is the competition 
between huge international companies like Nike or Adidas 
instead of national countries.      

The Beijing Olympics in 2008 are regarded as the 
most striking example of recent nationalization and 
capitalization in international sports politics. The Chinese 
Olympic Committee used the competition to: (1) stabilize 
international politics through sports in order to increase 
peace and mutual understanding in the world, (2) stabilize 
international trade and markets through sports, (3) enhance 
the harmonious development of the international sports 
movement, and (4) guarantee the interests of the Olympic 
movement (Min, Xiuying & Shuguang 2010).  

The Chinese see sport as an instrument for international 
military and security politics as well as for trade politics. 
Their promotion is most important, and the goals of the 
sports and Olympic movement are subordinate to global 
trade and politics. Capitalization and nationalization were 
more transparent at the Beijing Olympics than ever before: 
sport stability was used to improve trade conditions. In the 
Beijing University Press (2008), the Chinese themselves call 
this model the ‘socialist market economy’. The promotion 
of the interests of the Chinese socialist market economy 
is easy to understand considering the fact that more than 

50% of the world’s sportswear and shoes are made in China 
(Suomi 2011). 

Amateur sports and the fair play ideal ruled for a long time 
within the Olympic movement. It was only after 1980, during 
the presidency of the Spaniard Juan Antonio Samaranch 
(President of the International Olympic Committee from 
1980 to 2001), that professional sports began to replace 
amateur sports and professionals were allowed to participate 
in the Olympics. Samaranch was also the minister of sports 
under the Franco regime (Keridis 2009). The 1980s saw 
an increase in the freedom of international trade and the 
growth of TV as a global medium, which was used for 
financing world-class sports. Later on, the internet made 
interaction more global than it had ever been in the history 
of humanity (Weinreich 2014). 

 

Acculturation in the cultural 
fields of sport 

In Figure 1 commercial sports culture C, for which Hirsch 
uses the concept of thorough capitalization, occupies an 
increasing role in sport. The figure also shows that the 
various cultural fields of sport interact with each other. 
The arrows at the edges of the figure show what kind of 
capital differences people have or do not have, and to what 
fields of sports culture people commit as capital grows or 
decreases. Sports culture is examined through four fields: C 
= Commercial sports culture, E = Elite sports culture, P = 
Popular sports culture, and A = Alternative sports culture. 
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Capitalized sport 
and physical activity 

In Figure 1, the C refers to commercialized sports culture. 
The thorough capitalization referred to in Figure 1 is 
most clearly visible in the cooperation between sports and 
businesses, such as sponsorships. Sport as such is not good 
or bad business. By utilizing the mental images and brands 
of sport, the positive image of sport and physical activity 
can be combined with different business activities, such as 
selling cars, clothes, food, TV channels or travelling.   

Between elite competitions, the series outside of the 
competition systems of official international sport federations 

provide an arena in which sport can be more clearly harnessed 
to serve the markets. The best-known examples of these series 
are e.g. the IAAF Diamond League in track and field, the 
European Champions Hockey League, the Russian KHL 
in ice hockey and the North American NHL and North 
American Basketball Association NBA.  

This situation can be defined as the regional monopoly 
capitalism: a sport is used to create market areas that the 
official national sport federations try to challenge in the 
name of national sport development. The international and 
national sport federations could use their sport’s international 
monopoly role and official international rules to prohibit the 
series outside of the competition system (Ming, MacIntosh & 
Gonzalo 2012). According to Ming et al. (2012), national sport 

Figure 1. The cultural fields of sport culture (Suomi et al. 2014). The examples in the clouds describe 

persons who typically commit to the cultural field. 
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federations have been granted a monopoly by international 
and continent-specific federations. However, the national 
federations are so thoroughly capitalized that they do 
not use their right to intervene in international activities. 
This leads to conflicts in international and national elite 
sports. For example, the doping rules for unofficial series 
are not compatible with the anti-doping rules of national 
federations, and federations may therefore have to break 
international agreements in their anti-doping activities. This 
happened last at the 2016 Hockey World Cup. Thorough 
capitalized competitive top sport is parallel of international 
monopoly capitalism in international and domestic sport 
markets. Most monopolized sport organ in international 
level is International Olympic Committee with corruption 
and bad faith. Same situation is in domestic competitive 
sport in National Olympic Committees around the world. 
National Olympic Committee has complete monopoly in 
Olympic sports. International and national sport federations 
in one sport discipline are the perfect type of monopoly 
competition culture nationally and internationally. 

If the national sport federations reacted to the operation 
of unofficial series, they would be considered to disturb the 
markets, which they do not want to do because they receive 
money from the operation of the series. For instance, the 
Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) allots 
Hat Trick funding for national federations, which distribute 
this money further to be used in developing local football 
facilities (Palloliitto 2014).  

In Finland, the national sport governing bodies, that 
is, sport federations, have a dominant market position in 
their own sport. A monopoly was formed in the early 1990s 
when the organisation of sport series by TUL (Finnish 
Workers’ Sports Federation) was prohibited and national 
sport federations obtained a monopoly for sport-specific 

licenses in adult, senior and junior sports. There have been 
public suspicions that the federations would abuse their 
dominant market position when making federation-specific 
sponsorship agreements that are obligatory for the sports 
clubs (Suomi 2006b). In Finland, the thorough capitalization 
of sport federations is a highly organized process: the 
national federation signs agreements that are binding for 
the lower organizational levels, that is, the member clubs 
or regional and local organizations. This means that civil 
society in relation to the sport declines due to thorough 
capitalization (Seurapalvelut 2014). Capitalization 
goes particularly far in the rules of the Finnish Olympic 
Committee, in which a monopoly in national decisions is 
given to the Olympic sport federations operating in Finland. 
According to the rules approved by the Finnish Patent and 
Registration Office, the Olympic sport federations must 
have a majority in the most important decisions of the 
Finnish Olympic Committee (extraordinary meeting of 
the Finnish Olympic Committee on 20 June 2016). Based 
on its rules, the Olympic Committee also appoints its own 
judges for the processes of national contract law to make 
decisions that are binding for various actors in the field of 
sport. Even though the impartiality and independence of 
judges is in principle realized through their judicial oaths, 
the possibility to appoint one’s ‘own’ judges guarantees quasi-
governmental. In the name of free competition, the media 
puts pressure on national federations and local sports clubs. 
It is also common that national sport-specific activities have 
been subordinated to serve the Olympic movement in the 
name of national elite sport success. In many countries, sport 
federations are becoming bystanders in international elite 
sport activities (Bergsgard, Houlihan, Mangset, Nødland 
& Rommetvedt 2009).   
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In some European countries, such as Italy, the national 
Olympic organization has formed regional and local 
associations as well. The Finnish Olympic Committee, 
according to the documents of its annual meeting on 26 
November 2016, has a similar aim. The aim in Italy is to 
create local sponsorship agreements using the ‘rings of 
the Olympic lords’ principle: the selling of Olympic rings 
has been delegated from the central administration of the 
national Olympic committee CONI (Comitato Olimpico 
Nazionale Italiano) to regional or local Olympic associations. 
At the local and regional levels, funds are raised for the 
national Olympic committee, and the local level receives 
some money for local sports activities as well. However, 
these activities have now been mainly given up because the 
local level lost the money to the central administration of 
CONI (Olympism 2014). 

Also in Finland, the largest sport federations and a few 
other large national organizations are currently worried 
about becoming subordinated by a national sports cluster. 
Therefore, the largest federations, along with TUL (20 % of 
all sports club members in Finland), initially stayed outside 
of VALO (Finnish Sports Confederation), and TUL never 
joined VALO. The fear of a totalitarian and monopoly 
capitalization of sports organizations was first promoted 
by the fact that the Finnish Olympic Association and 
VALO shared a chairperson and highest official (secretary 
general). On 20 June 2016, the extraordinary meetings of 
the Olympic Committee and VALO confirmed the merger 
of VALO and the Olympic Committee by the end of 2016. 
The highest decision-making bodies of both organizations 

decided formally and unanimously on the matter. They 
also confirmed Finland’s national sport success strategy, 
in which seven to nine regional ‘Olympic movements’ are 
created at the regional level according to the Italian model. 
The concept of regional activity was broadened later in the 
documents of the Olympic Committee, for example, in its 
last annual meeting on 26 November 2016. For synergy 
advantages, personnel policy and strategies were initially 
planned in the same body, and the staffs are merging at 
the beginning of 2017 (VALO has 40 employees and the 
Olympic Committee 20). Synergy cooperation is encouraged 
by the Ministry of Education and Culture. A textbook 
example of quasi-governmental was the 2014 National 
Sports Forum, which was managed, among others, by the 
national broadcasting company YLE. This guarantees that 
the media are also involved in quasi-governmentalism and 
capitalization development (Kansallinen Liikuntafoorumi 
2014). Last example of quasi-governmentalism is that 
highest officer of National Olympic Committee fired in 
the beginning of the year 2017 when NOC started the 
unification of National Olympic Committee and VALO. 
They informed the staff to start Co-operation negotiations 
will significantly reduce staff and has begun the search for 
a new CEO like the head hunting of the leading person: 
it is managing director in normal companies in Finland. 
Is this change good example to change also sport culture 
from civic society to over commercialized sport culture at 
national level?   
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The facilities of commercial 
sports culture  

The facilities of commercial sports culture are created for 
business purposes. Therefore, the sports and physical activity 
consumer’s journey from home to the sports facility and 
back is also significant. The facility as such is only one axis 
in thoroughly capitalized sports. Advance information 
on statistics and the ‘rivals’ of a certain event is obtained 
at home in newspapers and other media, for example, the 
internet. The journey is also used for commercial purposes 
so that, for instance, the means of public transport provide 
information on the event, and the townscape is utilized 
to lead people to the event. Parking and entrance to the 
venue provide various opportunities for high-level virtual 
and online marketing. Marketing can be promoted before, 
during and after the occasion. In roofed facilities, it is 
possible to use lights, shadows, colors, the crowd and the 
athletes themselves for marketing. Digitalized sensors on 
spectators as well as on athletes produce interactive effects 
and highlights in advertising through such innovations as 
intelligent sportswear and tickets.  

Thanks to technology, a thoroughly capitalized commercial 
sports facility is as intelligent as possible. The journey back 
home is the scene of after-marketing: the urban space, the 
means of public transport and especially local media are 
full of relevant information. The aim is also to equip the 
capitalized sports facilities for post-match events, the most 
typical of which are ‘the third half-time’ in football, ‘the 
fourth period’ in ice hockey or Finnish baseball and ‘the 
fifth quarter’ in basketball, in which the players, coaches, 
peer spectators and supporters jointly participate in after-

marketing and comment on the events for the public.  
Based on democratic decisions, a public provider of 

sports facilities often has to utilize taxpayers’ money to offer 
a market-based infrastructure for the marketers of sports-
related and other by-products. This implies huge indirect 
support to the over commercialized sports culture that has 
become highly capitalized through sports facilities.   

 

Elite sports 
and physical activity  

In Figure 1, the E refers to elite sports and exercise culture, 
which offers a forum for world-class sports activities 
controlled by official rules. Elite sport is more strictly 
regulated than Darwinist free commercial sport, and it 
is not purely market-based sports culture capitalized by 
money and power. The Olympic movement provides the 
sports elite with activities that have more precise rules than 
the series outside of the official competition system (World, 
European and National - e.g. Finnish Championships). 
Official national and international federations pay more 
attention to national and international agreements with 
their sanctions than do the unofficial series and leagues. 
This is visible in their objection to racism, doping, sports 
violence and inequality, on which international agreements 
have been signed (Bergsgard, Houlihan, Mangset, Nødland 
& Rommetvedt 2009). Sports fraud and violence among 
athletes and spectators is not just an internal concern of 
sport federations and the sporting community. 
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 In Finland, an organization that ignores the side effects 
of sport is not entitled to state support. National sanctions 
only apply to the recipients of sports state aid based on the 
newest Sport Act on the Promotion of Sports and Physical 
Activity (390/2015). The leagues that break the rules are 
usually not among the recipients. For example, when the 
Finnish men’s national ice-hockey team participated in 
the North American World Cup, it did not commit to the 
international code of World Anti-Doping Agency WADA 
but to the World Cup’s own anti-doping rules. In practice, 
the Finnish national team did not commit to international 
anti-doping regulations, and the Finnish ministry of sport 
responsible especially for sports (the Ministry of Sport and 
Culture) did not interfere in the activity that constituted a 
violation of international anti-doping rules.  

The offences in the Finnish baseball match-result-fixing 
scandal were committed in the league called Pesisliiga, it is 
Baseball League Ltd, but the sanctions were imposed on 
the Finnish Baseball Association (Pesäpalloliitto), which 
reduced children’s and youth activities in the association. 
When the Finnish Olympic Committee abused state 
subsidies, the money was recovered from it. The Olympic 
Committee subsequently declared that, due to the claim 
for recovery, it would have to reduce the training of young 
athletes for the Olympics, and that Finland would not send 
a team to the following Students Universidad winter games. 
In these cases, the violation of rules has led to a reduction 
in youth sport, but adult elite sport has not suffered at all. 
Young athletes are the scapegoats here.  

In practice, the relationship of sport governing bodies 
(federations) and league organizations is problematic in 
thoroughly capitalized elite sport. It is difficult for outsiders 
to influence the operation of an independent ‘Sports League 
Ltd’, whose board members are primarily responsible for 

the league’s success. Based on Finland’s Limited Liability 
Companies Act, it is unrealistic to imagine that the 
representatives of teams and sports clubs would primarily 
represent them at the board of the league. In a Sports 
League Ltd, teams (‘Team Ltd’) are shareholders, and the 
activities are based on shareholders’ agreements and the 
aforementioned Act. The board members of the league, 
elected from teams at shareholders’ meetings, are primarily 
responsible to the Sports league Ltd, also for success. They 
are not chiefly responsible to the team or the federation. The 
owners can interfere in the operation of the Sports League 
Ltd only at shareholder meetings. The Limited Liability 
Companies Act thus provides the Sports League Ltd with 
great autonomy. Both have started to lead their own lives, 
and autonomous capitalization has gained strength in 
the operation of these ‘limited companies’. Sports leagues 
are thus enterprises managed purely based on business 
principles, aiming at financial profit, without the intrinsically 
valuable functions of sport or its instrumental values, such 
as health and wellbeing. Floorball is an exception because 
the federation owns a majority of its league and can decide 
on the operation of the league (Rauste 1997). However, 
floorball is not an Olympic sport, and the federation is 
committed to its members’ will as a member community.  

There is a grey area between commercial sports culture and 
elite competitive sports culture: recreational sports among 
children, young people and young adults; health-enhancing 
physical activity of seniors and working-aged people; and 
workplace physical activity. Commercial sports culture 
aims at turning recreational sports and particularly health-
enhancing sports into service products within commercially 
organized business activity. A good example of this is the 
intention of the Finnish Olympic Committee to strengthen 
the operation of its own limited company by such activities 
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as commercialization of children’s afternoon sports activities 
and adults’ wellness activities (annual meeting documents of 
the Finnish Olympic Committee / Suomen Olympiakomitea 
ry:n vuosikokouksen 26.11.2016 asiakirjat).  

According to the report of the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs and Employment (Vesterinen 2014), there are 
attempts to commercialize health-enhancing physical activity 
and workplace physical activity as products of international 
companies that offer wellness services. The report shows 
that these domains of sport are a significant business sector 
in Finland: their annual turnover is 5.5 billion euros and 
their employment effect 25,000 person-work years. In 
sports, the public and third sectors have an annual volume 
potential of about 4.1 billion euros and 7,000 person-work 
years (Gholamzadeh Fasandos 2016). This means that the 
annual volume of sports was 9.6 billion euros and 32,000 
person-work years in 2012. The share of sports in GDP 
is 4.2%, which corresponds to a good European average 
(Vesterinen 2014). PhD Hamid Gholamzadeh Fasandoos 
has informed in his Doctoral Thesis in May 2016 that Cross 
National Production in Finnish sport industry is total 10.1 
billion euros annually.  

One of the main goals of Finland’s health and social 
services reform (SOTE) is the proactive prevention of 
illnesses, in which physical activity plays a significant role. 
This clearly increases the possibilities of the wellness business 
when tenders are invited from public, private and third-
sector sports service providers for preventive activities in 
municipality level.  

The thorough capitalization of sport and physical activity 
is about sharing a market of approximately ten billion 
euros. In reality, sports euros are ‘radiant’: their indirect, 

instrumental effect is bigger than their relatively small direct 
effect measured in euros. In workplace physical activity, 
one euro invested by a company in PA saves three to four 
euros as a decrease in absences and premature retirements. 
One public euro invested in building sports facilities yields 
four to five euros back to society through the impact it has 
on employment and building materials as well as health 
impacts (Suomi et al. 2012).  

The differences between commercial, thoroughly capitalized 
sports culture (C in Figure 1) and elite sports culture (E) 
are small. It is common to talk about the expansion of 
commercial-elite sports and exercise culture. Who are the 
people committed to commercial or elite sports and exercise 
culture? According to Figure 1, commercial sports culture 
attracts people who have more material capital e.g. money 
and less cultural capital e.g. education. Material capital 
refers to financial accumulation and cultural capital to 
capital developed through education and schooling. In 
people’s commitment to elite sports and exercise culture, 
both cultural and material capitals are emphasized. In 
Finland, well-educated people with a good professional and 
economic status more clearly commit to elite competitive 
sports culture. In addition to active engagement in sports, 
this implies that they follow elite sport in the media, consume 
it and use its symbols as a proof of belonging to the elite. 
These symbols include, for example, the use of discreet 
Olympic rings in clothing – but not so much the gaudy 
logos of commercial international enterprises, which are 
typically used by people committed to commercial sports 
culture – logos of Puma and Amer Sports Wilson trade 
mark. (Bourdieu 1985, Roos 2006). 
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Elite sports facilities  

An elite sports facility can be compared to elite high culture 
such as the world of the national opera, symphonies, theatre 
and ballet. Many elite sports facilities are patriotic symbols 
such as Olympic stadiums, where the gilded names of 
the best athletes on marble statues – like in the Olympia 
grove in ancient Greece – correspond to ‘soldier’s graves’ 
or war heroes. For example, the main entrance gate of the 
old Olympic stadium in Melbourne is all that is left of the 
1956 summer Olympics’ principal venue. The gate bears the 
names of gold medalists carved on stone in gilded letters, 
but the stadium itself is currently called the Melbourne 
Cricket Ground, known worldwide as the MCG stadium. 
The stadium is reserved for Australian football half of the 
year and for cricket for the other half. Olympism is not 
commercially attractive enough, so it is necessary to find 
a new use for the mostly underutilized venues of previous 
Olympics. Only the most popular sporting events are staged 
in these facilities, even though elitism may be given up for 
commercial purposes in order to organize such events as 
stadium concerts. Australians have soften the hard business 
culture in MCG so that the land under the stadium is 
owned by Victorian state in Australian Federal Republic. 
This is a symbol that the land is owned by all the citizens 
in Australia; it is public owned. The signal of this kind of 
symbolism is that “use your own stadium – you are one 
owner of YOUR stadium”. Ownership is not true because 
the Victoria State and City of Melbourne support the 
stadium very much and private owned Australian football 
and cricket teams make much profit.  

There is one private TV channel where are only Australian 
football and this TV Corporation earns also huge profit 
which is highly supported by Victoria State and City of 
Melbourne. Same kind of public direct support for private 
companies is not possible in Europe because of EU free 
market laws – the idea is that too big support disturbs the 
free markets.   

An elite sports facility is often a central landmark, the 
only one in the city – in the same way as, for example, a 
public central(ized) transport terminal is. The aim is often 
to synchronize the use of elite sports facilities by organizing 
a series of coordinated mass events one after the other, 
like in People´s Republic of China´s capital city Beijing: 
first the Universidad for student athletes, then the Asian 
Games, and finally the Olympics, Paralympics and World 
championships, at which the facilities and machinery are 
ideally fine-tuned.  

As a rule, elite sports facilities are substantially subsidized 
by public actors – the state and municipalities – through 
either building investments or utilization fees in order 
to promote patriotism and allow the majority of the 
population to participate. The aim is to provide as large 
crowds as possible with equal opportunities to enjoy this 
elite patriotism. However in Europe, EU legislation has 
introduced requirements that public support must not harm 
the markets, which is why public funding for large stadiums 
has been reduced. A current example: The Finnish state 
uses proceeds from the lottery to provide funding for half 
of the renovation costs of the Helsinki Olympic Stadium, 
and the City of Helsinki pays for the other half of the over 
100 million euro total costs. The costs of Helsinki Olympic 
Stadium Renovation were totally 200 million euros at first. 
Now just before the publishing this book the budget of 
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stadium is at least 100 million euros more – totally 300 
million euros and the financer are state and Helsinki City. 
Main reason for extended budget is wrong evaluated costs 
of the foundation of the stadium. (Bale, J. 2000)  This 
public support is off from counties and regional level. This 
concentrates public subsidies too much for capitol region.

Popular sports culture 

The bottom right corner of Figure 1. (P) represents popular 
sports culture, which typically records and preserves sports 
culture tradition and transfers it to the next generations. 
This is visible in, for instance, children’s outdoor games 
and in folk dances. Popular sports culture also comprises 
such incidental exercise as berry- and mushroom picking, 
fishing, hunting, lawn mowing and gardening in winter 
time e.g. cleaning the snow off at the yards.  

The sports culture of Finland’s Swedish-speaking population 
emphasizes linguistic and cultural characteristics. The 
outdoor activities of the Outdoor Association of Finland 
(Suomen Latu ry) are popular recreational activities open 
to all and part of health-enhancing exercise culture. The 
tradition of TUL (Finnish Workers’ Sports Federation) 
based on community spirit belonged to the same category 
until the 1980s: the sports and exercise needs of people 
committed to the tradition of workers’ sports were met 
based on collective responsibility, but also autonomously 
(Suomi 2006a). 

Voluntariness is a challenge for the vitality of popular 
sports culture. According to the voluntarist McElroy, 

voluntarism can imply the libertarian doctrine that human 
relationships should be based on voluntariness. Altruistic 
voluntarism is difficult in popular culture even though the 
large Finnish middle class provides good opportunities 
for developing voluntarism. Watner and McElroy (2003) 
state that voluntarism is an ideology of free choice, except 
when capitalism is at risk. Collective responsibility is facing 
a challenging situation in capitalism. Families often have 
their own bookkeeping on the voluntary work they have 
carried out for their own children in sports clubs. They are 
thus not acting for the common good but doing it out of 
self-interest, which may sometimes involve tax avoidance 
through the voluntary activities and it is illegal action.  

Popular sports culture is typically static rather than 
dynamic – even though new folk dances and such new 
forms of outdoor activity as Nordic sticking and walking 
continuously emerge to counterbalance ‘screen time’. Popular 
sports are linked to the local community, community spirit, 
and decentralized sports and exercise culture.  

Workplace physical activity seems to become a form of 
popular sports culture as well. It is very decentralized, as 
are local agreements at workplaces on dividing the costs of 
sports and PA between employees and the employer. This 
is clearly an agreement in principle on who is responsible 
for the costs of workforce reproduction and how.   

Recreational sports without competitive goals, as well 
as amateur competitive sports, belong to popular sports 
culture and remain outside of elite competitive and top 
sports. Local series sponsored by companies are typical 
popular sports with non-olympic standards, in which 
the competition is based on community spirit and has no 
standard concept. Outside of official sports club activities, 
spontaneous small-scale series are formed among teams 
of students, workplaces, professional fields, study fields, 
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friends, pensioners and different hobbyists as well as city 
residents’ associations and village committees. The physical 
activity groups at evening adult education centers can also 
be counted as popular sports (Suomi 2006b).    

People with more educational and less material capital tend 
to commit to popular sports culture. A typical representative 
is a highly educated white-collar employee who likes to go 
into nature and benefit from it (Suomi 2011).   

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) wants 
to control popular sports too. Because of the great market 
potential, it wants to embrace popular sports culture under 
its umbrella by capitalizing it thoroughly (Taylor 2010). 
The IOC does this by harnessing the international workers’ 
sports movement to this purpose. The over hundred-year-old 
(founded in 1913) Confédération Sportive Internationale 
Travailliste et Amateur (CSIT) organization changed its 
name from an international workers’ sports federation 
to the International Workers and Amateurs in Sports 
Confederation. In CSIT, amateurship refers to recreational 
sports, in which one can also compete based on adapted 
rules that differ from Olympic standards. The IOC would 
like CSIT to have a role in the international Olympic family, 
and income from taking under its wings ‘wild’, health-
enhancing amateur competitive sports. Workers’ sport 
integrates ‘fair play’ ideology with amateur competitive 
sports, turning its back on doping scandals, sports violence, 
racism and over-commercialization (CSIT 2014). CSIT 
is a member in Socialist International organisation (SI) 
which is very large organisation for national level center 
trade unions and national level social democracy parties. 
TUL is a member in CSIT. 

Correspondingly, at the national level we could think 
that a national workers’ sports federation would be anchored 
under the national Olympic umbrella. Workers’ sports are 

in charge of promoting low-threshold recreational sports 
without competitive goals among children and youth. For 
adults, it ensures workforce reproduction and the good 
health status of employees. This has been the long-term 
mission of the international workers’ sport movement 
(CSIT) since 1913. The 1929 Prague declaration of CSIT 
crystallizes this mission: ‘We do not nurture the soul or the 
body but the human!” 

The facilities of popular 
sports culture  

Typical venues of popular sports culture are naturally formed 
or untreated genuine natural environments. Natural settings 
for physical activity are formed in, for example, Nordic cities 
in which the aim is to promote active commuting by bike or 
on foot. This is not possible in all European environments 
because there are few or no pedestrian and bicycle routes. 
In such urban communities, physical activity is restricted 
to pedestrian streets, squares and parks. In some European 
metropolises, residents have actively occupied streets and 
other urban space, making it the most popular venue for 
physical activity. 

Authentic unbuilt natural environments provide ideal 
opportunities for popular sports culture as well. These 
environments include forests, which cover e.g. over 70 
% of Finland’s land area. Recreational routes and nature 
trails in forests and parks promote popular sports, just 
like nature conservation areas and national parks. In 
compliance with EU regulations, State, the Republic of 
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Finland has also established significant Natura areas and 
parks, which promote the recreational use of nature – in 
nature but also in lakes and oceans, peninsulas, islands in 
lakes and oceans, huge large forest areas, rivers and other 
see areas around Baltic See area in Finland. One element 
of nature sport is the protection of nature and sustainable 
development of nature.  

The recreational use of nature is governed in Finland 
by the Outdoor Recreation Act (606/1973). The Act also 
defines ‘everyman’s right’ or the right of public access, 
according to which everyone is entitled to use nature even 
though they do not own land, as long as they do no harm 
to the environment, do not cut growing trees or light an 
open fire without the landowner’s permission. It is also 
forbidden to do harm to the landowner’s source of livelihood 
or housing. Furthermore, landowners cannot prevent the 
building of recreational routes or cross-country ski tracks 
on their property without clear grounds. For these cases, 
the aforementioned Act has a separate section, according 
to which land can be bought or rented from a landowner 
if the municipality proposes it to the local ELY Centre in 
Finland (15 offices in Finland; in this office there are the 
combinations of regional officers – of different ministers 
like business, transportation and nature – which then 
orders potential land surveying or determines the price 
to be paid to the landowner. The rental can be fixed term 
or permanent. Recreation routes can be located on land, 
snow, ice or water.    

  

Alternative sports culture 

The bottom left corner of Figure 1 (A) represents alternative 
sports culture. It is defined as a counter-culture and alternative 
to the mainstream sports culture, which is commercial 
and elitist. Alternative sports culture is typically dynamic 
and actively pursues change, which differs from the static, 
conservative nature and cultural reproduction of popular 
sports culture. 

Eichberg, Bale and Philo (2002) define alternative 
sports culture according to the degree of freedom for the 
identities of physical culture. Alternative sports culture 
could be realized if it were free of rules, organizations and 
external support. 

Alternative sports culture is free of rules. Its rules are 
unique, unlike the universal rules for Olympic sports. 
The rules are made separately for each situation, exactly 
for the social need in question. The rules are created for a 
specific temporal and spatial need in which unique tools for 
physical activity are used. This can refer to a spontaneous 
sports session in an urban space in which, for example, an 
invented game object is kicked or transported to a ‘goal’. 
Parkour is close to the idea of alternative sports culture. 
However, parkour also has features of organized popular 
sports, such as different training certificates for coaches or 
organized parkour parks (Borgogni 2012). 

Alternative sports culture is free of organizations. Because 
of its spontaneity, it does not need organizations. One of 
the goals in alternative sports is to occupy urban space, 
particularly for young people. The presence of young people 
in the urban space provides an arena for youth culture, 
which can convey a message of young people’s problems, 
hopes and opinions through weak signals. The lack of 



IMPALA 103

organizations guarantees that moving oneself is the only 
exercise of power. An unorganized community cannot be 
occupied because it wanders freely and nomadically in the 
urban space, continuously changing its participants, form 
and content (Heinilä 2010). 

Juggling and doing circus tricks with different tools in 
the urban space can be included in alternative sports. The 
same applies to expressive physical activity even if it were 
organized as a performance in order to collect money from 
passers-by. This resembles the former park movement in 
cities – an urban cultural tradition that claimed parks as 
‘lungs’ for cities polluted by industry and traffic (Salo 2010) 
and arenas for parks for performing ‘artists’.  

Alternative sports culture is free of external support. 
Heinilä (2010), Honko and Pentikäinen (1970) suggested 
already in 1970 that spontaneous unorganized sports culture 
neither applies for nor receives external financial support 
such as sports club subsidies. Economic independence 
guarantees independence from other organizations that 
may have an utterly capitalizing or the quasi-governmental 
influence. Staying outside of financial support from society 
and operation outside of capitalization often imply modest 
conditions for the activities. However, they ensure the 
economic freedom to undertake activities without dancing 
to the tune of the support providers. This highlights the 
‘perfect’ independence of the activities. This also leaves one 
outside of “municipalization” and without access to municipal 
facilities and benefits. The collection of voluntary fees for 
expressive PA performances does not create independence 
between the performer and the paying passers-by. 

What is the source of alternative sports culture, and what 
are its goals? In accordance with the arrows of material 
capital and cultural capital in Figure 1, alternative culture 
arises out of scarce capital – poverty and misery. People 

committed to this cultural field have neither material nor 
cultural capital.  

    
The neighbourhood sports 

facilities of alternative sports 
culture  

The venues, sites and facilities for alternative sports culture 
is a neighbourhood sports facility. A neighbourhood sports 
facility is so close to the home that no changing and washing 
rooms are needed. These settings provide no spectator stands 
because they are not meant for competitions. They provide 
no parking lots either because they can be reached on foot. 
No sessions can be booked for them as they are always open 
and free of charge. Different games are played in these 
facilities often among teams that happen to be available at 
that moment. The rules are created individually for each 
situation, and they can have changed by the next time. No 
visible organization for facility-users is needed because it 
would have no purpose in this kind of alternative sport. 
Information on meetings is provided through the ‘jungle 
telegraph’ or on social media. One unsolved question 
regarding these facilities is risk and safety management. 
The owners of the facilities should ideally provide safety 
instructions for potential accidents. Of course there are 
invisible organizations of the owners of the housing and 
living systems but they don´t disturb the facility-users often. 

The requirements for sustainable development and 
accessibility also apply to neighbourhood sports facilities: 
the building materials and location should not burden the 
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environment unreasonably. Recycled materials are often 
used, and the facility is centrally located in a compact 
community – preferably within the common yard, playing 
ground, block or neighbourhood as the users. 

     Thorough capitalization 
destroys equality  

  
Figure 2 represents a thoroughly capitalized acculturative 
situation, in which commercial sports culture (the capital 
C) has marginalized other types of sports culture. The 
other cultures have become insignificant cultural agents: 

FIGURE 2. The capital C – commercial sports and physical 
activity culture – plays a dominant role in the entire domain 
of sports culture.  

C
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they have not yet completely disappeared but are losing 
ground to commercial sports and physical activity culture. 

The cultural effects between different fields are 
multidirectional (Suomi et al. 2014). The simultaneous 
impact of various cultures produces cultural exchange, in 
which the cultures absorb influences from each other – new 
culture is created, old culture disappears, some cultures are  
renewed and some extinguished. Punk rock was thoroughly 

City Inhabitants Outdoor  Grounds / 
  sports  10,000
  grounds   inhabitants 
Espoo 244,330 183 7.49
Vantaa 197,636 243 12.30
Joensuu 72,704 77 10.59
Jyväskylä 129,623 119 9.18
Kouvola 88,174 148 16.78
Kuopio 92,626 115 12.42
Lahti 100,854 60 5.95
Lappeenranta 70,414 106 15.05
Oulu 139,133 150 10.78
Pori 76,286 98 12.85
Tampere 211,507 82 3.88
Turku 176,087 228 12.95
Average 134.08  10.85

Table 1. The outdoor sports grounds per inhabitant 

in Finland’s 12 largest cities in 2011 
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in the 1998 Sports Act was to increase equality through 
physical activity and in physical activity. Since the early 
1990s recession, economic inequality in sports has never 
been as striking as today. Inequality between regions and 
municipalities is increasing remarkably. For example, in the 
Northern Savonia region, only one municipality – Varkaus 
– reaches the national average in investments in sports and 
physical activity. Capitalization is dividing Finland into two 
different parts: the well-equipped southern, southwestern, 
western and central parts of the country and the declining 
eastern and northern parts (Suomi et al. 2014). In the sports 
policy goals of Nordic welfare state in the newest Sports 
Act which was in power since May 2015. In the Act there 
are same goals as before: the purpose of Sport Act is to add 
equity in Finland and use sport as a most important tool 
in implementation of Sports Act. 

Table 1 shows how unequal Finland’s 12 largest cities 
are as regards their outdoor sports grounds in relation 
to the number of inhabitants. On the average, the cities 
had nearly 11 sports grounds per 10,000 people. The best 
city was Kouvola with its nearly 17 grounds per 10,000 
inhabitants. In Kouvola the reason for high numbers is the 
huge unification of many municipalities in Kouvola region 
and the North part of the Kymenlaakso County. The weakest 
was Tampere, which had less than four grounds per 10,000 
people, the difference thus being 13 grounds per 10,000 
inhabitants (Suomi et al. 2014). 

In Figure 3, regional inequality is examined using 
statistical thematic maps in the two largest sports facility 
groups: sports grounds and indoor halls. The coverage 
percentages represent the sports facilities within an average 
usage distance.  

Figure 3 validates the idea of inequality in Finnish sports 
culture. In the two southernmost AVI regions, the coverage 

FIGURE 3. The coverage percentages of sports grounds (left) and 

sports halls (right) within an average usage distance in Finland’s 

six AVI (Regional State Administrative Agency) regions (Suomi 

et al. 2014) Data based on LIPAS-GIS-Geographical Information 

Systems. 

capitalized relatively quickly. In this process, the arrows in 
Figure 2 had a complex impact: the capital C, capitalized 
punk rock even though it was also influenced by punk rock. 
The complex impact of the arrows between the cultural fields 
is essential – everything affects everything, and commercial 
thorough capitalization dominates the other fields. The 
large size of the capital C sector symbolizes the expansion 
of commercialism.  

The superiority of commercialism over the other fields 
of sports culture is presently in harmony with the prevailing 
sports policy and the administration that has become its 
instrument (Suomi et al. 2014). The main sports policy goal 
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percentage of sports grounds exceeds 90 % and in eastern 
Finland 50 %, but in Lapland County it is only 15 %. The 
results for sports halls demonstrate the same situation: from 
the south to the Vaasa–Kuopio line in central Finland, the 
coverage is almost 100%. In Northern Ostrobothnia and 
Kainuu, the percentage is 88, and Lapland remains under 
50 % (Suomi et al. 2014).    

Quasi-governmental manners 
destroys sports facility services  

Finland’s renewed Act on the Promotion of Sports and 
Physical Activity from 2015 maintains the division of tasks 
defined by the Sports Act Committee (Liikuntalakikomitea) 
established in 1973. The public sector provides the conditions 
for sports, and civil society is in charge of organizing the 
actual sports activities (Ministry of Sport and Culture 2014). 
The private sector has been left outside the Act even though 
it plays a key role in capitalizing Finnish sports culture – no 
one wants to chain the market while eliminating regulations. 

Finland’s organized commercial-elitist and partly 
popular sports culture depend on broad collaboration. The 
fragmentation of sports culture continues, but different sports 
interest groups are committed to its political counterforce 
– a collaborative sports policy – in order to control the 
fragmentation jointly.  

Over 40 years ago, very traditional sport scientist Pekka 
Kiviaho stated that the greatest risk for sports culture is 
that all sports interest groups are regarded as identical, 
which would remove the tensions between the different 
sports fields (Kiviaho 1973, 1976). The interest groups are 
quasi-governmental to put sports legislation into practice 
in an identical way. The objectives of sports policy are 
determined by centralized, thoroughly nationalized sports 
organizations, whose goals are illustrated by the vision for 
2020 that ‘Finns will pursue more physical activity and sit 
less during the course of their lives’. Everyone should be 
aiming at this goal even though we lag behind many other 
countries in this pursuit. 

The thoroughly capitalized sports economy causes 
centralization especially in sport facility services; the actors 
in the field manage their economy based on the same 
model by copying the practices of the professionalized and 
thoroughly capitalized Olympic movement to recreational 
and health-promoting physical activity. Voluntary activity 
decreases and, at the same time, civil society in relation 
to sport declines, as does the nature of sport as a popular 
movement. One current example of this is the result that one 
third of families regarded costs as an obstacle to engagement 
in physical activities. The corresponding figure 15 years ago 
was 10%, which also means that Finland has a long way to 
go if it wants to be the world’s most physically active nation 
(Suomi et al. 2012). 
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What kind of sports policy and 
sports facilities do we need?  

  
The new Sport Act from May 2015 governing Finnish 
sports policy brings nothing new to the sports scene. For 
the success of our sports culture, it is crucial how tolerant 
and collaborative sports culture can be. If the commercial, 
elite, popular and alternative sports cultures are allowed to 
do their best freely side by side, sports culture will manage 
to offer something for all population groups because of 
its complexity. One field of a monopolized, thoroughly 
capitalized and quasi-governmental sports culture cannot 
reach them alone (Suomi et al. 2014).  

A lot of tolerance is needed in sports policy. The producers 
of weak signals should be taken into account – those who 
move the least produce the weakest signals. The merger of 
the Finnish Sports Confederation VALO with the Finnish 
Olympic Committee by streamlining the operations of both 
organizations does not seem promising for civil society in 
relation to sport (Suomi et al. 2014).  

Finland’s alternative sports culture is so weak that its 
weakest signals are not heard. By now, our thoroughly 
capitalized commercial sports culture has marginalized our 
alternative sports culture, which therefore does not become 
a sports trend – not to mention a megatrend.  

Future sports policies should promote social equality 
through sports and the provision of equal opportunities 
for engagement in physical activities in the entire country. 
Furthermore, it would be important to ensure the living space 
and opportunities of all four main sectors of sports culture 
to develop spontaneously, yet with collective responsibility, 

and without an imperative, quasi-governmental sports 
policy. People should have more freedom of choice based 
on their own needs and the needs of their common and 
collaborative communities.   

Thorough capitalization in sports policy implies the 
emergence of models that do not leave enough room for 
alternative and popular sports cultures. In practice, it is not 
beneficial to society as a whole to create a private chargeable 
sports infrastructure that only a small part of the population 
can use due to high fees. The privatization of sports facilities 
is also a possibility even though it has increased, on the 
average, 0.50 % each year over the last 35 years (Suomi et 
al. 2014). For example, neighbourhood sports facilities 
established by housing companies or real estate companies 
for an individual block of flats or block may in the future 
be as natural as are now the parking lots guaranteed by the 
Land Use and Building Act. These neighbourhood sports 
facilities can be managed and maintained in connection 
with other building maintenance tasks, and the residents 
pay for them in their rent or maintenance charge just like 
for water and electricity. Such a decentralized network of 
neighbourhood sports facilities could significantly promote 
the wellbeing of children and young people as well as that of 
entire families and older people – in principle sport facilities 
for all but not facilities and functions with olympic-rules.  

Particularly at the local level, public sports policy should 
support such administrative models that enable people to 
satisfy their needs for physical activity autonomously in 
their communities. Encouraging, permissive, collaborative 
and tolerant sports policies constitute a multifaceted whole 
of sports culture.  
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Envisioning the future of 
neighbourhood sport facilities 

(NSF) 

As debated in the previous paragraphs, Local or neighbourhood 
sport facilities (NSF) are among the key factors of success for 
the promotion of physical activity (PA) and active lifestyles 
(Suomi et al., 2012). To the aim of this chapter, NSF are 
infrastructures or facilities that can be used to practice 
physical activity for sport or leisure purposes. They include 
also the informal spaces and the network of connecting 
tracks, paths, sidewalks, to be used by walking, cycling and 
with any other active means of transport. 

Nonetheless, what could be the future role, and, 
consequently, the planning of neighbourhood sport 
facilities in Finland, which is probably the most advanced 
and innovative European country, and in Europe? Which 
could be the role of neighbourhood sport facilities in the 
light of the cultural, political and economic issues discussed 
in the previous paragraphs? 

 

Transforming the approach: 
from leisure time to physical activity 

Playgrounds for children and adolescent are quite usual in 
the European cities. The planning of these infrastructures 
has followed, for decades, a leisure time logic offering 
opportunities to play for children, to practice some sport 
for adolescents, and strolling or resting for adults and elders. 
Starting from the nineties, in the light of the growing alarm 
about the advance of overweight and obesity, a new planning 

approach, intending to contrast inactive lifestyles, has been 
developed, starting from Scandinavian countries, based on 
five main concepts: a design of the neighbourhood sport 
facilities more focusing on physical activity and sport; a 
relocation of the neighbourhood sport facilities around the 
city boroughs making them available at walking distance for 
everyone; a design of the exercise machines, apparatuses, 
and equipment suitable, or specifically designed, for the 
involvement of adults and elderly people; a diversification 
in the design towards post-modern sports like rolling, 
skateboard, bmx ramps, and parkour parks; the improvement 
of the accessibility in terms of connections and in terms 
of  facilitating the use of  mobility-impaired people. These 
concepts embracing more and more the popular and the 
alternative sports cultures described above. 

Therefore, following a clear, even scattered, direction 
towards the city sustainability, it is plausible to envisage 
that the urban landscape will be more and more filled by 
infrastructures related to physical activity and sport in a 
double direction: the sport and PA infrastructures in strict 
sense built in the public space as those we mentioned; the 
connecting networks, made up by sidewalks, cycle lanes, 
and paths, accessible in active ways.  

 

A comprehensive classification 

 According to the EU projects IMPALA (Improving 
Infrastructures for Leisure Time Physical Activity in the 
Local Arena) and IMPALA.net, the infrastructures can be 
classified in Sport Facilities in strict sense (e.g. swimming pools, 
stadia, gyms), leisure time infrastructures providing specific 
opportunities for sports and PA (e.g. playgrounds, cycling 
paths), and urban and green spaces that might be used for 
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sport and PA (e.g. sidewalks, public places, woods, beaches, 
rivers, lakes) (Rütten 2001). A further sub-classification of 
public spaces includes those informally appropriated for PA 
and sport. They can be part of the historical heritage of the 
cities like walls, buildings, parks; recent infrastructures and 
areas without a specific using scope or used in a way not 
foreseen in the planning; spaces like wastelands, hidden 
parts of green areas and parks, paths, and shortcuts or desire 
lanes (Borgogni, 2012). The latter perspective is focused on 
users’ experience and touches profound social challenges 
related with PA and sport because these spaces are often, 
but not only, used by low socio economic status people like 
migrants and refugees. 

The Barcelona 1992 Olympic Games could emblematically 
represent one of the turn point concerning infrastructures 
in Southern Europe. The Olympics, in fact, led not only 
to build sport infrastructures but also dozens of small, free 
of charge, widespread spaces like skate parks, tennis and 
paddle courts, climbing walls, basketball, volley and ecua-
volley courts. Moreover, the newly opened seafront and 
beaches were also provided with outdoor gyms, among the 
first in Europe, and cycle lanes. Along with the general city 
regeneration and the building of these infrastructures, a 
novel way of using public spaces, including those for sport 
and PA, came to light. From one side Barcelona became 
attractive as popular destination for sport, from the other 
side, beside the sport practiced in the conventional spaces 
and thanks to the presence of migrants, especially from South 
America, many informal, sometimes hidden, spaces were 
discovered for sport practices and tournaments (Puig, N. 
2017 https://www.ucm.es/heie2/grupos-de-investigacion). 
These practices of informal appropriation can be, anyhow, 
positively considered as examples of bottom-up participatory 
planning approaches (Borgogni, 2012). 

The planning 

The usual way of planning NSF has been centred on a top-
down and functional approach. In many situations, planners 
took the decision to build a playground in a new district 
financed by planning fees as obligation by the construction 
laws to provide the neighbourhoods sufficient green areas 
and leisure infrastructures. The results had frequently been, at 
least in Southern Europe, a low quality of the infrastructures 
often not matching the demographic characteristics of the 
neighbourhood, and any involvement of the citizens in the 
planning process. These top-down approaches, in several 
cases, resulted in failures, measured in terms of number of 
people using the infrastructures, poor maintenance, and 
acts of vandalism. 

The nineties witnessed a growing attention to the 
involvement of citizens in planning in general and, more 
specifically, in planning sport and leisure infrastructures. 
The main examples of this new trend were the cooperative 
planning approach (Suomi, 2008) followed by the collaborative 
planning (Rütten, 2008).  

Since last decade, new cooperative ways of planning were 
developed thanks to the introduction of web platforms like 
Optima. Optima is the digitalized platform in internet. It 
offers for participants the huge role to produce the planning 
information in organized form. Optima-system has used 
much in collaborative planning for sport environment in 
Finland. (Suomi, 2011)   

Since the development of the technologies on portable 
devices new opportunities and trends have been generated: 
tracing the activity of the users in the space could help a 
deeper understanding of the usages and of the less or more 
frequented parts. These new possibilities can help planners 
and decision makers even before the construction of the 
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infrastructure, and the monitoring, after the construction, 
of the people’s movements, the usability of the exercise 
machines or apparatus; in some virtuous experiences, these 
new tools come along with the more traditional, anyway 
effective, qualitative methods like observation, interviews 
(Klinker et al., 2014; Bittner, Schneider, Kolb, 2015) 
meetings and planning promenades. 

Through crowdsourcing, participants can interact with 
the system giving and receiving feedbacks on the quality 
of the space, the paths, the infrastructures. In this vein, 
Quercia, Schifanella, and Aiello (2014) chose the issue of the 
pleasantness of the routes around London combining them 
with the distances receiving thousands of users’ votes on the 
perception of the characteristics of the routes discovering 
that those recommended were quieter and happier even if 
longer. Ratti (2014) highlights the needs of an open source 
planning starting from scratch and proposing a “choral 
architect” view. 

Once more, we would refer to Bourdieau (1980) applying the 
concept of habitus to our argumentation in two, interrelated, 
directions. The reciprocity of the relationships between 
structure and agency, individuals and public space’s policies 
could find a possible synthesis in participatory processes 
coping with the concept of habitus. The habitus, in fact, 
is a generative system of social attitudes product of (life) 
history and producing (life) histories rooted in the external 
objective reality of the person. Participatory processes write 
new shared (hi)stories shaping the living environments thus, 
dealing with the second direction, influencing individual 
habitus, namely, extending the concept to our field, the 
lifestyles of the persons.  

A hopeful vision could be represented by the merging, 
even in a clear taxonomy prioritizing human aspects, of the 
technological features with those related with the body and 
bodily practices. A “human technology” approach could 
envision a future in which the technology not only enhances 
people’s everyday life as it happens in several fields, but also 
in the sense of a reciprocal virtuous exchange in which the 
achievement of better life conditions is related with that 
of “common and public good” – A genuine, warm, socio-
anthropological bodily experience harmonising with cold, 
socio-technological, computational machine know-how. 

Perhaps, we do hope so, the concepts of top-down 
and bottom-up planning could be outdone by a non-
contrasting approach in which the sense of cooperation 
and collaboration is not driven from anybody but lays in 
the feeling of everybody to have the right, directly and 
through technology, to be a city maker. 
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