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INTRODUCTION

In September and October 2021, Ontario Sport Network commissioned research in 

collaboration with leading research firm IMI International to help better understand the 

state of sport and physical activity in Ontario. Our research looked at a representative 

sample of Ontarians of all ages and backgrounds across the province, capturing 

crucial data that can help us understand how we can make sport a more safe and 

inclusive experience for all, particularly ahead of OSN’s ‘This Is Your Sport ‘ return 

to sport campaign. This research acts as an important benchmark indicator of the 

perceptions of sport in Ontario during a pandemic, but many of the findings are also 

highly relevant in non-pandemic times.

The Hijabi Ballers

The State of Sport In Ontario
IMI International Benchmark Study

2



The primary research for this report was a quantitative, online study conducted 

in Fall 2021 by IMI International on behalf of Ontario Sport Network. The 

research sample included n=957 Ontario residents aged 13-64. Oversamples 

were conducted in order to achieve a readable sample of n=100+ across seven 

broad Ontario regions. The data was weighted to be reflective of the Ontario 

population, both demographically & geographically.

The overall objective of this 15-minute online study was to provide Ontario Sport Network with insights 

into the wider barriers and benefits of sport/activity to help inform their mandate to promote sport and 

recreation. As such, the survey asked respondents about a range of topics as it relates to both physical 

activity and participation in sports, including barriers, benefits and other key attitudes and behaviours 

around this topic. Respondents answered about themselves and on behalf of any children under the age of 

18 living with them.

METHODOLOGY

For further details on the campaign and its accompanying research, please visit: 
www.ontariosportnetwork.ca/thisisyoursport/research
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LET’S REFRAME WHAT SPORT CAN BE

While there are a variety of reasons Ontarians don’t play sports, there continues to be universal agreement 

to the wide-ranging benefits sport and physical activity offer. From the specific social and mental benefits 

to overall physical health & wellbeing, we can all benefit from a stronger focus on getting Ontarians more 

involved in sport – both now and in the future. 

At the end of the day, regardless of who you are or where you live in our beautiful province, the post-

pandemic world has presented an opportunity – a new era for sport in Ontario and a chance to reframe what 

sport can be for ALL Ontarians. 
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THIS IS YOUR SPORT CAN HELP 
BUILD ON TODAY’S POSITIVE, YET 
SOMETIMES NEUTRAL, PERCEPTIONS 
OF SPORT & ACTIVITY

OVERALL ENGAGEMENT

While it may seem like there is relatively good 

engagement in physical activity in Ontario today, there 

remains opportunity to reframe participation overall, 

specifically as it relates to the how and what we perceive 

sports to be. 

Currently, 7 in 10 Ontarians participate in some form of 

physical activity at least weekly. While this may seem 

high, it does include a wide-range of activities and in 

fact, 1 in 3 of those participating weekly still say they are 

participating in physical activity ‘too little’. That’s close 

to half of Ontarians (45%) not getting enough physical 

activity, whether too little or not at all. 

Ontario Sport Network’s vision of an active and inclusive Ontario unified through sport is focussed on 

incorporating and engaging not only the sport sector, but all Ontarians. OSN’s ‘This Is Your Sport’ campaign 

aims to do just that, by changing the perception of sport for Ontarians and ensuring they know its benefits 

can be enjoyed by all.

When it comes to sport specifically, only 3 in 10 Ontarians participate in sport weekly, and just over half of 

Ontarians on a monthly basis. Of course, the COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact of Ontarians’ abilities 

to participate in sports. However, the majority (65%) of Ontarians indicate their overall interest in sports has 

in fact NOT changed as a result of the pandemic. So, while the pandemic may have hindered some peoples’ 

ability to participate in sports, it is not the sole contributing factor. 

From a regional perspective, there are some nuances in participation in sports with those in Greater Toronto, 

Ottawa Area and Kawartha/South Eastern Ontario participating at a higher rate than those in SW ON, 

Huron/Perth & Bruce Peninsula. That said, despite these slight differences, there is still opportunity for us to 

enhance participation among ALL Ontarians.
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Interestingly, while 69% of Ontarians say participation in sport is essential/very important for their kids, only 

44% agree it is important for themselves personally. There is a need to reframe the who, what and how of 

sports so Ontarians prioritize it for everyone in their household, pandemic or not. At OSN, we can help them 

realize there is more to sport than they think. 

Overall Importance of Participation 
In Sports

Stated Participation In Any Sport Weekly

It’s important to know that Ontarians don’t have poor 

perceptions of sports in their province. In fact, 60% have 

very/somewhat positive perceptions, especially among 

parents and younger Canadians. And while negative 

perceptions are very minimal (5%), 1 in 3 are on the fence 

(neither agree nor disagree). There is an opportunity for 

us to drive a strong message about how participation in 

sport can benefit everyone.

At its core then, the ‘This is Your 

Sport’ campaign is well positioned 

to help accelerate perceptions of 

sport in Ontario, as it unites Ontarians 

with messaging around ‘we can all 

participate’ and puts Ontarians at the 

centre – focussing on you and the 

sport that you prefer
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DRIVERS

ONTARIANS DO RECOGNIZE THE MANY BENEFITS 
OF PARTICIPATION IN SPORT

An increased focus on participation in sport across Ontario is particularly important given the 

significant benefits sport provides. By not participating, Ontarians are not reaping the short and 

longer-term benefits of participation.

From a list of 19 benefits of participation, we grouped them into 4 overarching themes.
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Overall, then, there is a clear need to emphasize the benefits of sport in order to encourage and maintain 

participation, making Ontario healthier, both physically AND mentally.
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Most widely recognized were the attitude and confidence building and overall wellbeing benefits of 

participation in sports as mentioned by 8 in 10 Ontarians. Furthermore, about half of Ontarians also 

recognize the social and leadership/teamwork benefits of participation in sports. Overall, these are all 

significant advantages enjoyed by those participating.  

Across key demographics, the top two major benefits of overall wellbeing and attitude/confidence building 

remain at the top regardless of who you are or where you’re from. However, there were a few nuances, in 

that the social and leadership/teamwork benefits are heightened among a few key groups. 

These groups especially recognize the variety of benefits sport participation provides.

All Ontarians
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BARRIERS

THE TOP BARRIERS CAN BE OVERCOME 
WITH THE RIGHT STRATEGY

MAJOR 
BARRIERS TO 

PARTICIPATION 
IN SPORTS/

PHYSICAL 
ACTIVITY

A key focus of the research was to understand barriers to participation in both sports and physical activity 

to help inform our sector as we seek to grow sport in Ontario. Similar to drivers of participation, from a list of 

29 barriers, we grouped them into 6 overall themes:
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Within accessibility, we must recognize that closures due to COVID-19 played 

a role (35%), but lack of time/availability had a slightly stronger response 

as a barrier (38%). At #2, safety was primarily driven by concern about 

safety regarding COVID-19 (36%), followed by bullying (23%) and not feeling 

welcome (23%). Cost rounded out the top three overall barriers, which in 

some ways can be seen as an accessibility barrier – if you cannot afford to 

participate, it is not something that is accessible to you.

The top barriers were consistent across all demographics and regions, but 

similar to drivers, a few barriers were heightened among certain groups. 

For example, safety was more of a concern among BIPOC and LGBTQA+ 

respondents, and those with disabilities had heightened barriers across the 

board, as did Ontarians 13-24. 

So, while Ontarians do recognize the many benefits of participation in sports 

and activity, there are many hurdles to overcome, each requiring different 

action plans and strategies in order to move the needle. It is not something 

that can be solved overnight. That said, Ontario Sport Network’s focus on 

supporting the sector in addressing accessibility is clearly well-positioned to 

speak to a key barrier that Ontarians face today.

Major Factor in Participation 
in  Sports/Physical Activity

All Ontarians
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LOOKING AHEAD

INFORMATION AS THE 
GATEWAY TO ENGAGEMENT

It is likely no surprise that the biggest influence on 

participation in sports/activity for Ontarians is family. 

And while not one of the top barriers to participation, 

close to 1 in 4 Ontarians say they don’t participate 

because they didn’t grow up familiar with a specific 

sport or activity. So, the more we can get adults 

involved, the more engagement should precipitate 

towards kids and future generations. We know this can 

be a sustainable way to grow participation in sports now 

and in the long term, particularly for girls. Girls are over 

3 times more likely to participate in sport if they have 

parents who are in sport (Rally Report, 2020). 

What do Ontarians say could increase their participation? While affordable and accessible facilities, 

equipment, and programs are essential, there are other tools that can help increase participation. Ontarians 

are also looking for accessibility in the form of beginner/intro sessions and the ability to join at any 

level – these are just as important as building infrastructure to reduce the accessibility and cost barriers. 

Ontarians want to get involved, they just need the tools to do so. ‘This is Your Sport’ empowers Ontarians 

to start exploring and to recognize there is more to sport than they think, there is a starting line waiting for 

everyone and we can all play a part in getting our ‘start’.
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We're excited to delve into this research further as part of our 'OSN Sport Speaks' series that will 

feature subject matter experts and ambassadors. The series will begin in early 2022 and will examine 

topics such as equity, diversity, and inclusion, mental health, accessibility, safety and much more.

If there are any specific topics you’d like us to consider for one of our series, drop us an email at: 

info@ontariosportnetwork.ca

“We've long known the importance of taking care of 

ourselves physically and mentally. Now we've witnessed 

the toll of inactivity on not only ourselves, but our 

children, our friends, and our community.”   

“As leaders in the sport and recreation sector, we must 

strengthen the pathway to activity, and the first step 

is removing the real and perceived barriers, which this 

campaign and future initiatives will address.”  

Michele O’Keefe, Board Chair of OSN
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