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Summary



Research Overview
751 

Participants

115 Coaches76 Administrators

To enhance the understanding of motives, feelings and

barriers to participation London Sport conducted two

stages of research among three key groups.

Stage 1: A quantitative self-completion online survey.

This was open to all and advertised across a range of

digital platforms.

Stage 2: A qualitative online community consultation to

explore issues in depth. Respondents signed up to this

at the end of stage 1.

Responses came from across several sports, as shown

in the graph opposite.
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% of respondents by disability type

Representatives from 214 organisations responded across the three groups of participants, administrators and coaches.

Organisations included sports clubs, uniformed groups, charities, associations, schools, governing bodies and commercial providers.

Of these organisations, 139 deliver sport on waterways that feed participation into the tidal Thames and Estuary. This includes non-tidal

waterways in Greater London, Kent and Essex such as docks and canals.



Participants
751 Participants

• 60% Male, 40% Female

• 5% from ethnically diverse communities

• 70% under 45 years old

• 78% motivated to participate by social 

reasons

• 70% members of water sports clubs 

and 32% are members of national 

governing bodies (NGBs)

Amount of physical activity per 

week
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% of respondents satisfied with key features within the current 

sporting offer

Top 5 most important activities/facilities

Washing and toilet facilities (84%)

Group activities (65%)

Social events (61%)

Social space (53%) 

Inclusive and community programmes (51%)

Feature



Administrators

76 Administrators

• 65% Male, 35% Female

• 3% from ethnically diverse communities

• 73% aged over 45 years

• 78% are volunteers

• 62% hold at least one other role:

• 41% participants

• 37% coach

• 43% committee members

• 38% event support

Top 3 most commonly identified skill 

gaps

• Marketing and engagement (42%)

• Safeguarding, diversity & inclusion 

(38%)

• Mental health awareness/first aid (37%)

Strategies and Policies

• 49% of administrators say that their organisation does not 

have a marketing strategy;

• a further 14% do not know if a marketing strategy is 

in place or not. 

• Almost half report no fundraising strategy (of which they are 

aware).

• A third report that (as far as they are aware) their 

organisation does not have an Equal Opportunities Policy.

Administrators are mostly volunteers (78%). They are predominantly older adults who are administrators because they want to give back for

what they’ve received from watersports and their clubs. Roles of respondents included more traditional functions (e.g. secretary) and

technical (e.g. bargemaster).

How often are 

there enough 

staff or 

volunteers for the 

day-to-day 

running of the 

organisation?
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sized 
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Coaches

115 Coaches

• 73% Male, 27% Female

• 9% from ethnically diverse communities

• 39% aged over 45 years

• 52% are paid for at least some delivery, 

48% are volunteers

• 62% hold at least one other role:

• 42% administrators

• 35% committee

• 32% event

• 25% marketing

• 30% participant

Overwhelmingly, coaches first came to watersports as participants. The desire to give back and help others to get the pleasure they have had

from watersports is the most referenced reason for entering coaching. Over 70% are Head or Lead Coaches, and they coach frequently. They are

confident in their ability to deliver a good experience. A lack of additional experienced coaches is limiting their effectiveness.
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• Deliver a good experience for participants (100%)

• Understand what motivates current participants (95%)

• Tailor programmes to suit the profile and needs of participants (92%)

• Make programmes inclusive for people from different backgrounds and 

abilities (77%)

• Understand what the local community needs are for local sport and physical 

activity provision (57%)



Diversity & Inclusion

751 Participants

5% from ethnically diverse 

communities

115 Coaches

9% from ethnically diverse 

communities

76 Administrators

3% from ethnically diverse 

communities
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Sport England recognise several groups that are less likely to engage in physical activity and sport. The same groups are under-represented

within the Active Thames research findings across participants, administrators, and coaches. There are varying levels of confidence to deliver

to these target groups. Positively there is a desire to coach more with all under-represented groups.

Current status of coaches working with target groups
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Administrators said that their most commonly

identified skills gaps are:

• marketing & engagement (42%)

• safeguarding, diversity & inclusion

(38%)

• mental health awareness/ first aid

(37%).

Key Findings
Volunteers are key to the offering on waterways in London, Kent and Essex and there is huge club loyalty among coaches and

administrators. The most commonly cited motivator in both groups is the desire “to improve things/help people”.

Men are in the majority among respondents in all three groups, particularly coaches, three quarters of whom are male.

There is single-figure percentage minority ethnic representation in each group.

Participants

58% of participants agree that diversity

and inclusion should be a priority for

watersports and physical activity programme

providers. 11% disagree.

A third of participants express a lack of

confidence that clubs and activity

providers are inclusive in participation

opportunities in respect of individuals with

disabilities and individuals from lower socio-

economic groups, and a quarter in respect

of individuals from ethnically diverse

communities.

AdministratorsCoaches

At least a third are not currently, but would

like to, deliver coaching specifically targeted

at individuals from:

• ethnically diverse communities

• LGBTQ+ backgrounds

• lower socio-economic groups

• people with disabilities. (any).



Conclusions & Recommendations
There are three strongly linked challenges which the Active Thames programme faces in seeking to bring waterways users, coaches and

administrators fully on board with a strategy for growth in the use of waterways for sport and physical activity:

1. The watersports community are not currently wholly convinced that there is scope for greater use of waterways.

The issue here relates to safety and hours of peak use. Though there is an acknowledgement that many clubs are operating at well below full

capacity in terms of numbers, it is felt by many that some waterways users display a lack of attention to safety and speed limits, and that this

makes waterways participation more dangerous than it should be. The PLA is widely respected and well placed to instill greater confidence by

more visibly enforcing rules and codes of conduct on waterways users whose actions put others at risk.

2. Organisations bringing in external help with recruitment, fundraising and reaching out to the community should not take over or

downplay what they do.

Volunteers are the lifeblood of the watersports community. The research strongly indicates that external support and guidance, particularly in

respect of fundraising and marketing, will be welcomed. When professional expertise is offered though, they need to welcome it and to feel

supported, not to find it intimidating and potentially critical of their past efforts. If they can be made to feel nurtured and valued, they will give a

much warmer welcome to offers of help with promotion of their activities and expanding what they offer and to whom they offer it.

3. In order to significantly increase the diversity of participants, it is necessary to reach out to people in groups and in communities.

There is a need to further promote the importance of reaching out to groups of people in order to ensure greater diversity. The oft-repeated

“everybody is welcome here”, “there is no prejudice in our club” etc. is clearly genuinely meant. There is a lack of understanding among some,

however, that even if every member would welcome the first ethnically diverse member with open arms, it is still a very big ask of the first

ethnically diverse member to turn up alone and, therefore, that steps need to be taken to connect with wider communities in the first place.



Conclusions & Recommendations
4. There are reservations about the suitability of clubs to be inclusive of children, disabled people and those with mental health

challenges.

To counter these, the Active Thames Programme will need to:

• Provide specific training for coaches and administrators.

• Reflect the range and degree of disabilities in this training.

• Provide clarity around safeguarding rules and practices and fears of inadvertently falling short of what is required.

• Help evaluate accessibility of buildings and space.

• Recognise that some clubs can be helped to adapt, but others may not.

• Address the primary concern of fears for safety of children and vulnerable people. This is about how coaches can impart safety

messages, confident that they will be followed.

Growth Opportunities

Many in the watersports community may not originally be from the South of England, and discovered watersports outside of the UK. The

community, regardless of demographics, may not necessarily be representative of population groups in their areas. This might in part explain,

though not justify, the lack of ethnic diversity. It may also demonstrate an even greater potential for growth by reaching out to people in

and around London and the South, particularly as children.

This opportunity increases given the Government’s declared intention to add physical activity to the criteria against which state schools will be

assessed (legislation is pending). This is a key opportunity to reach out to schools with a particular emphasis on the fact, referenced by a

number of respondents, that many watersports activities require different skills and suit different body shapes to other athletic endeavours.



Conclusions & Recommendations
There is Much Goodwill

The reservations referenced are not easy to address. Carefully considered approaches are required to demonstrate a desire to help, in

addition to establishing more formal programmes to meet the challenges. The PLA is in a good position; it is respected by waterways users and

knocking at an open door in encouraging them to welcome greater numbers and a broader profile of users. Provided, they believe that existing

waterways users will not be less safe on the water as a result.

The Active Thames Partnership can play an important role in creating more opportunities for clubs to work together and

communicate with each other, something which was often advocated in the research- particularly by coaches.

The passion among users for sport and physical activity on the waterways is immense. The desire to spread the word is instinctive and there is

a strong belief in the idea that fun and competition on the waterways, with wider participation and more diverse participants, can play a part in

making society feel inclusive and assist in breaking down barriers.

There will be great enthusiasm for the benefits that larger membership numbers can bring in funding better facilities, training for coaches etc.

The people who gave us the benefit of their time and opinions love spending time on the water and would love more people to join them if they

are confident that it would be safe to do so. The benefits of extra revenue in improving facilities at clubs and along the waterways generally

(toilets, changing facilities etc.) is also recognised and the further promotion/reiteration of this message can only be helpful to the Active

Thames partnership in seeking a high level of collaboration for meeting its objectives.




