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Introduction

Now in its sixth year, our Annual Disability and Activity Survey continues
to track disabled people’s perceptions and experiences of sport and activity.

Our survey complements
, Which is the

authoritative source of data on activity levels
and participation. It provides greater detail
on issues of importance to disabled people.

The survey was conducted by IFF Research
from September to October 2025. 1,007
disabled people and 1,104 non-disabled
people age 16+ took part. 24 disabled people
also took part in online focus groups in
January 2026, to explore their experiences
further and develop the findings.

@ Further information

Disabled people were involved in several
stages of the research process:

* Survey usability testing.
* Co-designing and planning focus groups.
* Focus group co-facilitation.

* Recommendation development.

This executive summary looks at the key
findings for each theme, including positive
experiences, and recommendations.

The full research report with more
insight and analysis is available on

Please contact our research team to discuss how to access, interpret and use the data:

(. 08081756991 L~ research@activityalliance.org.uk


https://www.sportengland.org/research-and-data/data/active-lives
https://www.sportengland.org/research-and-data/data/active-lives
https://www.activityalliance.org.uk/
mailto: research@activityalliance.org.uk

Key findings

1. Participation and inclusion

Sport England’s Active Lives data consistently
shows disabled people are twice as likely to
be inactive, compared to non-disabled people
(39.3% vs 19.7%).

Whilst disabled people are still less likely to
have the opportunity to be active (52% vs 74%
of non-disabled people) and are more likely
to want to be more active (67% vs 54% of
non-disabled people), there are positive
changes with the gap between disabled

and non-disabled people’s experiences
narrowing since previous years.

For some disabled people sport and activity
was closely tied to identity and sense of self,
talking about sport and exercise as something
they had done throughout their lives. Where
environments were inclusive and supportive,
they felt more confident, less isolated

and more likely to continue.

€¢ Adisabled person said:

| love to exercise; itis who | am

and one of the biggest motivations

is for health purposes... | just really
love it, and it’s amazing for my
mental health. 99

A key issue is disabled people experience
a lack of inclusive activities in practice,

despite sport and activity organisations
saying they are inclusive.

€€ Adisabled person said:

They’re not actually doing it

(being inclusive)... they declared
themselves as being inclusive,

so that’s a bit disappointing. 99

Inclusion depends on staff confidence,
training and willingness to adapt as well
as accessible facilities and equipment.

Flexibility and adaptability are foundational

to inclusion, particularly for disabled people
living with fluctuating health, non-visible
conditions and sensory needs. Some disabled
people described positive experiences of
organised, accessible activities delivered

by charities or specialist providers, where
adaptations, equipment and support were built
in as standard. Examples included accessible
football, horse-riding, Pilates and hydrotherapy.
This shows how well-designed, inclusive
provision can enable participation, build
confidence and help overcome barriers.




Key findings

2. Health, wellbeing

and social connection

The top reasons why disabled people take

part in sport and activity, and the top types

of support to be more active, are consistently
related to physical and mental health and
wellbeing benefits. Disabled people described
being active as helping them to manage stress,
anxiety and low mood or depression, and as
something that helped them feel more balanced
and in control.

€¢ Adisabled person said:

It (activity) helps a lot with
everything... to keep up strength
helps me a great deal to carry on
enabling me to do certain things...

| always have believed that it’s good
for mental health, just to get out

and do and see people and speak

to different people, so | think it

helps with everything. 99

©
090

aa¥an

Disabled people consistently report poorer
wellbeing than non-disabled people with
increased anxiety (50% vs 33%), reduced life
satisfaction (38% vs 64%) and a greater sense
of loneliness (23% vs 8%). For some, not
being able to take part in sport and activity
contributed to worse wellbeing outcomes.

Social connection was also a central value

of being active. Disabled people discussed

how activity gave them structure, routine

and a reason to go out, and how being
somewhere purposeful and seeing other people
helped to improve overall health and wellbeing.
Disabled people described being active with
others who understood their needs, or shared
similar experiences, made activity feel safer
and more motivating. Where environments
were inclusive and supportive, participants
said they felt more confident, less isolated

and more likely to continue.

Advice from physiotherapists and occupational
therapists (38%), GPs and nurses (33%)

or other healthcare professionals provided
reassurance and a sense of ‘permission’

to be active, particularly for people living

with long-term pain, fluctuating conditions

or multiple impairments.




Key findings

3. Costs and access

Financial insecurity and risk influence

decisions about being active. This includes
concerns about affordability of activities

and access to benefits and financial assistance,
as well as wider costs such as travel, equipment,
clothing and support.

Disabled people are more negatively affected
by the increased cost of living, and since 2022,
are more likely to agree the cost of living has
reduced how active they are (46% vs 39% of
non-disabled people), whereas non-disabled
people are more likely to disagree (44% vs 31%
of disabled people).

Six in ten disabled people say the costs
of activities influences how they choose
to be active (59% compared to 53% of
non-disabled people).

Flexibility (such as shorter contracts,
penalty-free pause options, or pay-as-you-

go models) was seen as central to making
participation viable. Particularly for people
with fluctuating conditions, the cost was not
only monetary but emotional. Some described
having to explain, evidence, or ‘prove’
themselves as disabled to access concessions
or financial support, which could feel intrusive
and emotionally demanding, with justification
being described as off-putting and stigmatising.

€¢ Adisabled person said:

| think the single thing that would
make it more accessible for me

is if the local sports centres had
memberships aimed at disabled
people that were more flexible.

For example, a lot of them you

have to sign up for a year in advance.
And to freeze the membership,

you have to pay a fee, that doesn’t
work with someone who may be
having surgery or who needs
longer to get over anillness. 99

The Activity Trap (fearing removal of benefits due
to being physically active) remains a persistent
increasing issue for disabled people. With 43%

of disabled people now saying a fear that their
benefits or financial assistance might be taken
away prevents them from trying to be more
active. And 21% now saying either they or
someone they know has had benefits or financial
assistance sanctioned, reduced, suspended or
removed because of being physically active.

€¢ Adisabled person said:

You worry that if someone sees
you being active, they’ll think you’re
fine and take things away. 99

Disabled people described benefits as
important in enabling participation.
Financial assistance often helped with
additional costs associated with being active,
including transport, specialist equipment,
accessible facilities or paid support.
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4. Representation, belonging  «N\®4

and involvement

Representation and belonging shape confidence
and access before participation begins. Disabled
people are less likely to feel they belong in

sport and activity (35% vs 57% of non-disabled
people). Belonging was described as feeling
accepted without judgement or scrutiny, and
without having to explain or justify needs.

Disabled people are less likely to see people
like them volunteering and working in sport
and activity, and less likely to feel they have the
opportunity to be part of the workforce. They
highlighted the importance of activities being
peer-led; being delivered by disabled people

or people with long-term health conditions.

€¢ Adisabled person said:

This (more disabled people

in sport and activity roles) would
make a huge difference to have

a more innate understanding

of the issues, especially a lot of

our health conditions are invisible...
if these people have got lived
experiences, they’re more

likely to understand. 99

Disabled people are less likely to have the
opportunity to become a coach or take

on arole in delivering sport and activity

(21% vs 27% of non-disabled people),
positively increasing from the previous year
(9% vs 24%). Yet, a lack of awareness of
opportunities and accessibility barriers remain.

Peer-led environments, with volunteers
available to offer help and create a supportive
atmosphere, were described as ideal in
helping people feel safer, better understood
and supported, and more flexible, particularly
for people with fluctuating needs or multiple
impairments. Parkrun was frequently praised
as an example of best practice with regards

to the number of volunteers they have
available to welcome and support runners

of all abilities. Another example is being part
of a long-standing community led disability
football group, which creates a trusted and
inclusive environment.

Being asked directly about individual needs,
preferences, and barriers was described as
helping disabled people feel respected and
understood, like they belonged, and able

to participate with confidence. Examples

of positive experiences include one-to-one
inductions and conversations in advance within
gym and studio settings, where staff took time
to understand individual needs and discuss
potential barriers. This helped participants
feelincluded in mixed-ability classes without
embarrassment or disadvantage, and to agree
appropriate adaptations. Being consulted and
involved was seen as important not only for
improving provision, but for reinforcing a sense
of ownership and belonging.




Key findings

5. Accessible spaces

Findings show disabled people’s preferences
to be active outdoors (39% in green spaces
and 28% in blue spaces), at home (31% online
and 25% not online) and indoors at a leisure
or sports centre (28%). Disabled people
described choosing activity spaces and
sessions less on preference alone and more

on what felt manageable, predictable and safe.

Participation is shaped as much by culture,
flexibility and staff responsiveness as
by infrastructure.

Specialist or non-traditional venues,

such as climbing centres, were described

as welcoming and more adaptable to access
needs, for example turning music down

and having a supportive attitude.

Choice is important; disabled people value both
genuinely accessible ‘mainstream’ activities and
disability specific provision, that are offered
consistently rather than confined to occasional
limited designated sessions.

A |

€¢ Adisabled person said:

Disabled people have exactly the
same rights, like non-disabled
people, to exercise. We have

a right to exercise under United
Nations Convention for People

with Disabilities. Let’s not dedicate
time. Disabled people should have
access to facilities at all times.

And I understand that in certain
situations, when someone needs,
let’s say someone to work with
them, that they cannot exercise

by themselves in those situations,
maybe. Of course, they have to
arrange with another person, so this
will be limitation arising out of this.
But other than that, there

should be no limitations. 99

Disabled people were more likely to spend
longer travelling to sport and activity spaces,
with complex journeys affecting participation
before activity even begins; including fatigue,
anxiety, unreliable services and rural isolation.
Despite these travel challenges, some disabled
people described being willing to travel further
where provision was genuinely accessible,
supportive or specialist, meeting their

needs more than local options. However,

this often-meant additional planning and
reliance on transport that was not always
reliable or sustainable.



Recommendations

These four concluding recommendations are grounded in the survey’s
data and insight and developed with lived experience involvement from
co-researchers and disabled people.

To be inclusive and meet disabled people’s needs, the sport
and activity sector needs to:

1. Ensure inclusive practice

v

» Define and explain what ‘inclusive’ means in practice.

» Provide clear information about how activities are inclusive, with examples of
what adjustments and adaptions are available to support people to be active.

» Have staff that are trained and confident in inclusive practice, taking a person-
centred approach and making adaptions to meet disabled people’s needs.

» Improve accessibility of activity spaces, facilities and equipment, addressing
physical, sensory, structural and practical barriers to participation, with accessible
design, adaptions and adjustments.

2. Be affordable and flexible

* Make activities affordable, including discounts, memberships and refunds.

» Have a flexible approach to costs, booking and accessing activities,
to support access needs and fluctuating conditions.

* Enable financial access with clear simple
processes without stigmatising eligibility.
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Recommendations

3. Create a culture
of belonging

» Create a welcoming and comfortable activity space, with a non-judgemental
approach and ‘normalise’ adaptions and adjustments with inclusive practice.

» Show realistic representation of disabled people being active, as participants
and in the sport and activity workforce.

» Ensure the sport and activity workforce is representative of disabled people,
including peer-led and lived experience involvement, with paid and
volunteer opportunities.

* Involve and consult disabled people about sports and activities they participate in,
using collaboration and co-production, to ensure inclusive access.

4. Ensure disabled -l=
people have choice o=

* Engage with and understand your community to meet disabled people’s needs
to ensure meaningful access to activities.

* Recognise that both accessible ‘mainstream’ and disability specific sport
and activity provision are needed and valued for disabled people to access
inclusive sports and activities.




Concluding message from our CEO 11

Adam Blaze, Chief Executive at Activity Alliance, said:

Disabled people belong in sport and activity - not as an exception, but as a

fundamental part of our communities. The insight in this report makes clear
that when organisations design with inclusion from the start, disabled people feel
welcomed, valued and able to take part with confidence.

Now is the time for organisations to turn commitment into action by removing barriers,
involving lived experience, enabling meaningful choice, and creating environments
where disabled people can participate, progress and lead.

By championing belonging, we strengthen our sector and ensure everyone
has the opportunity to enjoy the life changing benefits of being active.

In addition to the findings and recommendations above, the full report features more data and
insight on the topics presented in this summary. It includes more detail on how the findings differ

by age, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, socio-economic status, type of impairment and number
of impairments. There is also a helpful further reading and resources section.

View Annual Disability and Activity Survey 2025-26 full report.

Please contact our research team to discuss how to access, interpret and use the data:

Call 0808 175 6991 or email research@activityalliance.org.uk

IFF Research can also be contacted about the project: Bein



mailto:research@activityalliance.org.uk
mailto:BeingActiveResearch@iffresearch.com
https://www.activityalliance.org.uk/annual-survey
mailto: research@activityalliance.org.uk
mailto:BeingActiveResearch@iffresearch.com
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This document is also available in different formats. Please contact
us if you need more support. Report published in June 2026.

Photo credit: Activity Alliance

Activity Alliance is the operating name for the English Federation
of Disability Sport. Registered Charity No. 1075180.
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