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Introduction

Ageing, social exclusion, shortening careers, unemployment among the young and increasing healthcare
expenses. These are all global challenges that are especially apparent in the highly developed European
Union which has a challenging demography. At present, 17.4% of all EU citizens are over the age of 651.
The number of aged citizens is expected to nearly double by 2060. There are currently four citizens of
the working age per each citizen over the age of 65 in the EU member states, but this so called age
dependency ratio is expected to increase to 2/1 by 2060. Direct savings can be achieved and the
increase of healthcare expenses can be reined in by promoting health and preventing illnesses. The most
major financial impacts will be experienced, however, in the form of improved availability of workforce
and better working capacity of the workforce due to their improved health.

The purpose of this document is to study the different views and political fields which sports influences
and see what kind of opportunities health enhancing physical activity offers for whole of Europe. There
are several EU programmes and programmes of the member states that support exercising and an
active lifestyle of the citizens, but often proactive measures are the first ones to be discontinued when
savings must be achieved �– even though proactive measures offer the best possible savings: they do not
only influence the current financial status but they are also investments in the future and the future
generations. Plenty of studies on how sports and an active lifestyle can achieve savings in hospital care
and the welfare sector, etc. are available. Such measures do not necessarily require huge financial
resources. A good, and often the hardest, first step is a change of attitude. Promoting daily exercise
while doing one�’s chores and taking exercise into account in the public sector is the next step. The third
step is promoting cooperation between different parties. We are active in a very horizontal sector �–
health enhancing physical activity is not just about health: it also influences environmental, social and
financial interests.

The term "health enhancing physical activity" refers to any form of exercising that positively influences
health2. Health enhancing physical activity does not aim at improving one�’s performance. Instead, it
aims at achieving a good basic fitness and maintaining it. Health enhancing physical activity is
characterised by regularity, reasonable effort and continuity. The theme of health enhancing physical
activity makes several different approaches possible: it can be studied from the viewpoint of urban
development, identity and social inclusion, social innovations and regional development.

1 European Commission, 2011b.
2 Suni and Taulaniemi, 2003.
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Figure 1. Perspectives to health enhancing physical activity.

Sports, identity and social inclusion

Sports is a powerful tool for citizenship and education, and it allows the EU to get closer to its citizens.
The role of sports as a promoter of identity should not be belittled: sports is a powerful uniting force.
Furthermore, sports has major significance as a booster of national spirit. When a national team or
athlete wins an Olympic event or a World Championship, the entire nation feels exhilarated.

Sports and different kinds of sports related hobbies can also assist in integrating people into the society
and they can be used as means to prevent social exclusion. People can study the local culture and
traditions while practicing sports, and they can also meet others who are interested in exercising. This
way, they can create a new social network. These are factors that can speed up integration and make it
easier to adapt to the new society.

In a Finnish team called Icehearts, children and young people in danger of becoming socially excluded
were involved in the society by means of sports. They also learned to trust each other, work as a team
and be responsible.3 Doing sports also means learning new things �– sports associations train junior
coaches to teach their own sport and also to teach sports pedagogy in general. A hobby can be a way of

3 Children who would otherwise not be able to have ice hockey as a hobby are selected for the Icehearts teams.
There are eight teams in Southern Finland. The Icehearts model is about working together with welfare and
education professionals. Icehearts, 2011.
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developing the skills needed to land a job. When somebody is the head of a team, he or she is
motivating to learn and develop �– this model can also be applied to other forms of management.

A project called GOAL (Good Ageing in Lahti Region) aims at improving the quality of life of senior
citizens by promoting their physical activeness4. The project is based on methods of community based
intervention, such as lifestyle coaching and improving the functional capacity of the elderly. In group
meetings, the senior citizens discuss their lifestyles and plan how they could improve their own health.
In addition to starting a healthier life, these meetings allow the senior citizens to create a social network
and share their experiences.

Sports is valued and people enjoy spending time exercising. Starting exercising earlier on in life, before
you are elderly, offers even more benefits. Sports vouchers and sports teams at workplaces are common
in many countries, but their status should be further improved.

Employees of the Hämeenlinna factory of Finnish company Konecranes can participate in exercising
bees paid by the employer. Employees participating in the fitness programme wear acceleration sensors
to see how their physical condition improves. Konecranes has supported exercising of its employees for
a long time. The company believes that a project in which employees improve their physical condition
will pay for itself in the form of improved team spirit, less sickness leaves and less employees retiring
early5. There are also companies that offer special bonuses for employees who exercise. In a fitness
bonus system of Finnish company Pekkaniska, employees get bonuses if they commute to work by
bicycle, jog or stop smoking6.

Starting to exercise more is, in the end, always a personal decision. However, incentives may clearly
lower the threshold to start exercising. There are also sports that do not require expensive equipment
and there are many ways to make it easier for people to get the equipment they need. Some Finnish
libraries �– in Heinola and Lahti, for example �– offer sports equipment to citizens. They can be freely
loaned from public libraries.

4 Raisa Valve: Lifelong Physical Activity in a seminar Increased Happiness for All? South Finland EU Office, 2011 &
Ikihyvä, 2011.
5 Hämeen Sanomat, 2011.
6 Pekkaniska, 2011.
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Significance of innovations in sports

The significance of innovations in promoting the European competitive edge is widely recognised. The
innovation thinking should be expanded from a technology centred way of thinking towards new service
models and structures enabling the creation of new services. Service innovations will have a key role in
responding to global challenges.

Sports has become a more and more integrated part of the global experience industry.
Commercialisation of experiences is most often seen by consumers in sports centres as standardised
and globally marketed sports concepts. The sports culture that is built upon social innovations and a free
source code is currently experiencing a major change due to licensed sports concepts. It is important to
study in more detail how sports innovations are created, what kind of competence is required in product
development, what consumers think about sports concepts, what kind of experiences consumers get
from the products and what kind of physical capital they expect to achieve with them.

The high level of engineering competence, technical know how and industrial design competence
available in Europe offer a good starting point for development of equipment and applications that will
promote exercising (such as sports console games and software that promotes sports). Demands posed
for design are higher and higher: European countries have studied the opportunity to implement a

5



public service reform with the help of service design and service innovations to achieve more �– and
maybe even better �– with less7.

Pixelache festival has worked in cooperation with energy company Helsingin Energia for several years8.
The works of art in Pixelache are related to energy savings in one way or another. As Pixelache has
proven, design and art can be used to monitor and decrease energy consumption. So, what prevents us
from using them to improve people�’s fitness? Applications monitoring how much you have exercised will
motivate people and make exercising fun. Development of applications offers an opportunity to improve
people�’s wellbeing at two levels: they will provide more jobs and improve people�’s physical condition.

Heiaheia is a social media application aimed at assisting the users in keeping fit9. The users can log their
recent sports achievements in the service to monitor their progress. They can also publish their
achievements in Facebook or Twitter as allowed by their social media settings. This makes sports and
exercising a social event even if you actually train by yourself.

In the Päijät Häme region, one approach to social innovations is sports prescriptions. Instead of
medicine, doctors can prescribe exercising for their patients. The patients can select what kind of sports
they want to do and from which service provider they want to get it. The sports prescription can be
redeemed with a service provider of the public, private or third sector. Health related sports can also be
promoted by means of marketing. Instead of pointing out the benefits of health related sports, the
advertisements can focus on the other values provided by exercising, such as joy, refreshment, natural
values and spending time with other people.

There is no single solution to how people�’s careers could be made longer: promotion of coping at work,
improvement of working conditions, technological opportunities and the special needs of the aged must
be taken into account. Employers can offer incentives to promote versatile exercising of their employees
at work and while commuting to work. Attractiveness of sports at work or school can be improved in
many ways. It is important to encourage municipalities and other parties to start programmes that
support a healthy lifestyle and provide operations models for people of the working age as part of the
service structure reform. In addition, the competence of basic healthcare staff in assisting people who
want to change their lifestyle can be developed.

Health related sports as promoter of regional development

It has been said that at present the key asset of cities, regions and states is their mental capital, and that
the level of mental capital determines who will be a winner and who a loser10. It is easy to concur with
the view that the success of an institution is largely dependent on the institution�’s ability to create,
attract, retain and utilise as much mental capital as possible11. Health related sports can be used as one

7 In the United Kingdom, for example. David Kester at Design and Learning seminar. South Finland EU Office, 2010.
8 Pixelache, 2011.
9 Owner of Heiaheia is Mooze Oy of Helsinki. Heiaheia, 2011.
10 Ederer, Schuller and Willms, 2011.
11 Ibid.
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means to achieve this goal, too. It can be used as a marketing tool to develop the image of a
municipality or region. An environment favourable to sports that encourages people�’s social interaction
�– not to mention good cultural and restaurant services �– will make a region more attractive.

Citizens of all ages should be better taken into account in urban planning to create cities that encourage
people to move and actively participate in social activities. Development of infrastructure based on
sports has been an objective in some EU financed projects12. Sports infrastructure can also be used as a
means of investing in the equality of citizens by making the sports infrastructure available to all citizens
regardless of their socioeconomic status. Making urban areas more favourable to exercising is also a
green solution.

One of the major EU funding means are the structural funds. With the funds, excellent results in
transferring the focus from correcting past mistakes to developing the future have been achieved. As
the Commission proposes in its Communication on Sport, regions should utilise the opportunities
provided by structural funds in promoting sport and health13. Funding for the Thematic Year on Active
Ageing will also be largely based on already existing funding sources, mainly the Lifelong Learning
Programme, the European Social Fund and the regional development funds. Changes in people�’s
behaviour can be achieved without any major investments: what is needed are simple insights.

The regional level is a good place to start developing different approaches and strategies. As the first
province in Finland, Päijät Häme has drawn up a provincial strategy on health related sport after having
studied its own starting points, strengths and weaknesses. The Strategy of Health Related Sport lists
objectives for developing health related sports in Päijät Häme. Additional benefits are sought from
already existing operations methods to find new types of cooperation and operations models. The
responsibilities and roles of different actors in promoting the development should also be identified,
along with the means to commit these parties. Finding means to commit different parties to the
programme is also important. The primary aim of the Health related Sport Strategy is to promote
opportunities for daily exercise thereby illustrating the objective of a positive energetic lifestyle and its
impact on society as a whole.14

The Fifth Cohesion Report demands European areas to focus on a smaller number of priority areas15.
Identifying one�’s own strengths and creating ideas based on the strengths offer the basis needed by a
competitive European region. It is important to assess separately in each region which measures will
promote the achievement of shared goals. Sports should be considered to be an important development
tool providing clearly more added value than many other means of development.

Embedding the health related sports thinking in permanent structures and activities will take a long
time, but projects are usually short lived. To experience the significance of health related sports as a

12 See, for example, IMPALA project. The IMPALA project created recommendations for development of sports
infrastructure to be used by all European countries. IMPALA, 2011.
13 European Commission, 2011a.
14 Harmokivi & Rantala (ed.), 2010.
15 European Commission, 2010.
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means to promote competitive ability, activities pertaining to it should be continuous. Focusing on
extensive strategic changes instead of single projects is important. The practices used when granting
subsidies and funding are still too extensively focused on the traditional sectors and operations
methods. New ways of thinking cannot be introduced to EU funds without the assistance of daring
decision makers. The cumbersome administrative structure often prevents the third sector from
participating in projects, for example.

Figure 2. Impact of physical activity for an individual and in the society.
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Visibility of the theme at the European level

How does the theme of health enhancing physical activity fit into the EU policies? How could these
policies be realised by means of the health related sports theme? How can these strategies be seen in
practice, i.e., how will talk be turned into action?

This chapter includes some proposals on how the health related sports theme could be utilised at the
European level. Different kinds of health related sports themes have received fairly much attention in
the EU. Thematic years and communications require the citizens and regional actors to take on an active
role. Changes will only occur if people do something �– mere thematic years cannot change anything.

Sports has inherent value to an individual, but taking into account its significance in the society must be
achieved through its indirect impacts, the financial impact in particular. Adult diabetes is a good
example of the financial impacts of the lack of exercise. It has been estimated that at least 25% of all
new cases of type 2 diabetes are brought on by lack of exercise. If people were to exercise more, the
number of new diabetics could be clearly decreased and the available savings in treatment costs could
be at least ten million euro per year.

Europe 2020 strategy

The priorities of the Europe 2020 strategy (smart, sustainable and inclusive growth) have many interests
in common with the health related sports theme. Growth sought through a special theme like health
related sports is smart because the theme is based on a high level of education and special know how.
The sports theme also enables sustainable growth because the related markets are first and foremost
service markets. Transferring consumption from products to services is more environmentally
sustainable and thus responds to the common concern of ensuring environmental tolerance.
Furthermore, the new generations are less focused on their careers than the former ones: younger
people want to invest in their leisure activities. Such a trend induces growth in the leisure activity
markets, and the health related sports theme can be used in these markets.

More than 90% of European companies are small and medium sized. Health related sports innovations
can promote the growth of SME�’s in a fairly simple way, such as by means of the sports prescription
system. In the sports prescription model, exercise prescribed by a doctor can also be practiced at a
private company. The private sector should utilise the market offered by the prescription. European
companies should eagerly seize the opportunities provided by the special characteristics of the
continent �– they should be pioneers. Ageing population and expensive healthcare are not problems with
which Europe alone is struggling, and there are related markets also outside the EU. On the other hand,
health related sports can also be viewed from the perspective of the workforce�’s working capacity.
Companies that encourage their employees to exercise believe that exercising will have major impact on
sickness leaves and working capacity16.

16 Cf. e.g. Pekkaniska, 2011 and Hämeen Sanomat, 2011.
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Sports services have been a growing business sector for some time now. The prevailing trends seem
favourable for sports entrepreneurs. People are more willing to spend more money in sports services.
The services provided by sports clubs and the public sector (municipalities) still hold a key role in the
provision of sports services. However, there is more room for market based business in the provision of
different kinds of wellbeing services. The health and wellbeing sectors are among the fastest growing
sectors when measured with the number of active businesses.

The competitive ability of a company doing business in the sports sector is based on the company�’s
ability to observe the needs of customers, consumers and citizens before the competitors do and then
offer services and products that respond to the observed needs. Generating innovations and new
service models for already active exercisers seems to be easiest in the sports sector. This is why there is
need to focus on the creation of new concepts to activate people who are not used to exercising. One
challenge is transferring sector competence and understanding of the sector�’s special characteristics to
the local and regional level where the concrete business development and funding mostly occurs.

One extremely important issue is studying current administrative barriers for promotion of health
related sports at the European and national level. Legislative barriers must be removed to give room for
cooperation.

EU sports policy

With the Lisbon Treaty, sports was included in the authority of the European Community. Special
attention will be paid in arranging organised interaction with the sports movement. There has also been
plenty of discussion on starting an European Sports Programme, but the member states have not been
willing to start such a programme yet due to their difficult financial status. In the EU, discussion has
mainly focused on the role of sports in the society: sports education, elimination of doping and the
significance of sports in promoting social inclusion, integration and equality, among other themes.

On 18 January 2011, the European Commission published the first EU communication on sports, the
Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on Developing the European Dimension in
Sport. In the communication, the Commission proposes fully utilising the opportunities of structural
funds to support sports. According to the Commission, the European Social Fund could be used to
promote employment of sport workers and develop their skills17.

The issues that are least stressed in the communication include impact of sports on health and its
financial impacts. Promoting health related sports by 1) influencing the culture, living environment,
conditions, products and structures, 2) ensuring that all population groups have sufficient skills and
information to lead a healthy lifestyle, 3) encouraging, supporting and guiding individuals and
communities, particularly those who are poorer off, is of utmost importance. These are issues that
should be taken into account in future guidelines and funding programmes.

17 European Commission, 2011a.
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The input of the EU and the Commission in sports should not be left at mere communications. For
example, the awareness of healthcare professionals on the health impact of sports should be improved
by developing their education, and the significance of voluntary labour on the competitive ability of the
society must be identified. Finding means with which voluntary work can be included in the
achievement of EU�’s broader welfare sector objectives and the objectives of Europe 2020 is extremely
important. The EU must create a system with which the lifelong learning achieved in voluntary work can
be made as valuable as the experience obtained in paid work.

Figure 3. Health enhancing physical activity and EU policies.

Opportunities offered by sports at the European level include the following:

 Preventing social exclusion and loneliness of senior citizens as well as supporting their ability to
cope on their own and their social networks by means of sports

 Promoting the participation and peer support of senior citizens when striving for a healthy
lifestyle

 Developing unique solutions promoting the ability of senior citizens to cope on their own so that
they can live at home for as long as possible

 Activating the young in social and community activities

 Promoting integration of immigrants into the society

 Promoting the role of sports as a hobby where different generations can meet

 Encouraging students, employers and employees to exercise

 Developing the urban infrastructure so that it will promote exercising
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Summary

Sports is an essential part of several values of the society. It can be used to promote health and
participation in the social life, tolerance and adherence to social rules. It also provides opportunities to
promote financial growth. Health related sports can be used to ensure the achievement of the Europe
2020 objectives.

The socioeconomic status of people clearly influences their exercising at leisure. Those who work in low
salary jobs have less leisure and less opportunities to have sports as a hobby. Their living environment
may not be very favourable to exercising either. Everybody should have the opportunity to practice
sports based on their abilities and interests. Even though people themselves carry the final responsibility
for their physical fitness, the society should provide all citizens the opportunity to be active �– sports
should be seen as part of people�’s normal everyday life instead of a luxury product. Thus, urban
development is an important part of the promotion of sports.

People currently have enough information about the benefits of health related sports. Turning strategies
into action and a policy that supports an active lifestyle is justified. It is often said at the European and
national level that there is no funding available for measures promoting health related sports. A more
important question is: can we afford to maintain systems that do not support proactive measures or
encourage people to take care of their own wellbeing? More open minded and persistent cooperation is
required at the EU level and in municipal decision making.
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