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Abstract

Background and Aim: The growing elderly population and the need to maintain a healthy lifestyle in old age have
highlighted the importance of exercise during this period. Numerous studies have shown that regular exercise in
older adults not only enhances health but also effectively prevents physical injuries. However, sports participation
among this age group faces various socio-cultural challenges that need to be addressed. This study aimed to explore
socio-cultural barriers to elderly sports.

Data and method: This research was conducted as a qualitative study using a Grounded Theory approach. The
participants included 30 experts in the field of elderly sports, selected through theoretical sampling with a
purposive (judgmental) method. Semi-structured interviews were carried out until reaching theoretical saturation.

Findings: Social barriers to elderly sports were identified in 11 categories: perceiving the elderly as incapable and
dependent, insufficient knowledge and incorrect sports awareness, poor family support, gender stereotypes, age
discrimination, unbalanced urban infrastructure, role overload, alternative (non-sport) forms of leisure, fear of
disease and injury, the decline of sports-promoting culture in the family, and decreasing life expectancy. Cultural
barriers included seven categories: dominance of sedentary culture, development of a non-participatory culture,
conflicts between social customs and elderly sports, lack of popular and appealing models for elderly sports, shifting
life priorities and diminishing importance of sports, limited knowledge of sports and their benefits, and negative
attitudes toward sports and social engagement.

Conclusion: Stereotypes have marginalized physical activity and vitality among the elderly in Iranian society. It is
crucial to break the prevailing negative attitudes toward sports in old age. To achieve this, the socio-cultural
barriers that simultaneously hinder elderly participation in sports must be identified and removed.

Keywords: Aging, Grounded Theory, Sociocultural barriers, Disease, Sport.

Key Message: The increasing elderly population, combined with the emphasis on healthy aging, highlights the need
for ongoing sports participation in older adults. Identifying these barriers can form the basis for social policymaking
aimed at encouraging participation and improving public health among the elderly.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
As the world’s population ages and the prevalence of chronic diseases increases within this

age group, the significance of physical activity as a preventive and risk-reducing factor has
become more evident than ever. Regular physical activity is essential for healthy aging and
plays a pivotal role in preventing a substantial portion of the chronic conditions faced by older
adults (Mora & Valencia, 2018). Research by Andrieieva et al. (2019) has demonstrated that
an increase in physical activity enhances health status and functional capabilities in daily life,
while also slowing the aging process. Nugraha et al. (2022) have recognized that cycling
significantly improves mental health and self-esteem among older adults. Consequently,
exercise and physical activity are crucial components of a healthy lifestyle for the treatment
and prevention of many inactivity-related diseases in the elderly.

Despite the recognized importance of exercise for older adults, their participation in sports
and physical activities remains much lower than expected. Many older individuals exhibit
decreased motivation to engage in regular physical activity due to various factors: lack of
interest, chronic pain, fear of injury, insufficient knowledge about sports and their benefits
(Landi et al,, 2010), as well as constraints such as limited time, energy, and skills (Brawley et
al, 2003). Additional barriers include a lack of family, friend, and community support,
inadequate facilities, and resources (Tami et al, 2012). Social factors such as family
prejudices, insufficient family support, absence of a sports culture, and minimal social backing
(Amini et al., 2016), along with low levels of cultural capital (Ahmadi et al., 2019), a passive
lifestyle (Jorkesh & Nazari, 2018), and social deprivation (Mohammadi et al., 2012) are also
seen as obstacles to exercise among the elderly.

Methods and Data

This research utilized grounded theory, specifically employing the paradigmatic model
developed by Strauss and Corbin, as a qualitative method aimed at uncovering the cultural
and social obstacles to the development of sports for the elderly, along with their causes,
contexts, intervening factors, strategies, and consequences. Grounded theory adopts an
inductive approach (Talebpour & Beiranvand, 2022), moving from specific instances to
broader generalizations. The primary objective of utilizing this method was to construct a
model based on core data that sheds light on the barriers faced in elderly sports.

The study participants included experts in the field of elderly sports, comprising academic
professionals, faculty members, researchers specializing in aging, and seasoned veterans in
elderly sports. To delve deeper into the phenomenon under investigation, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with a purposive sample of 30 participants. Each interview lasted
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between 50 and 70 minutes, and with the consent of the interviewees, the discussions were
recorded to facilitate accurate transcription and enhance subsequent coding and data analysis
processes. The interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. The data
analysis, conducted using Maxqdal2 software, involved generating concepts through the
coding of categories and themes.

Findings

The social and cultural barriers hindering the participation of the elderly in sports are
primarily shaped by various causal factors and prevailing conditions. Inefficient
infrastructure and policies that limit access to sports facilities, alongside a societal culture that
is often incompatible with elderly sports participation in Iran, emerge as critical determinants
of these barriers. These findings align with the research conducted by Amiri et al. (2022) and
Safari and Ghareh (2017), which highlight structural impediments to the advancement of
elderly sports. Broadly, the landscape of social and cultural barriers can be understood
through three contextual levels: micro, meso, and macro.

1. Micro Contexts: A significant number of elderly individuals encounter obstacles to
engaging in sports activities due to health issues and physical limitations, while others may
lack intrinsic motivation. Chronic illnesses such as diabetes, hypertension, and joint
disorders are prevalent within this age group, often restricting their ability to exercise and
resulting in increased social and familial pressure to forgo physical activity. Economic
challenges, including the inability to afford membership fees for sports clubs, sports
equipment, and participation in classes, exacerbate these issues, mirroring findings from
Ghenta et al. (2022).

2. Meso Contexts: The limited availability and appeal of facilities designed for elderly
sports are notably inadequate in encouraging participation among this age group. These
findings resonate with Khan Mohammadi et al. (2022), who identify environmental barriers
to physical activity, including insufficient resources for assessing active aging in Iran,
difficulties in accessing sports venues, a lack of complementary sports facilities, high costs
associated with participation in programs, fears related to outdoor activity, and the absence
of secure environments for exercise.

3. Macro Contexts: Societal changes and transformations have left many elderly
individuals unprepared for the transition into old age. The inability to adapt to the evolving
lifestyle and associated needs—whether physical or mental—has consequently affected
their willingness and capacity for diverse forms of social participation. This aligns with the
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research of Khan Mohammadi et al. (2022), which highlights emotional deprivation as a
challenge for elderly engagement in physical activity, as well as findings by Moran et al.
(2016), which underscore the role of familial and social support as critical facilitators of
participation in elderly sports.

Overall, addressing these multifaceted barriers is essential for promoting and enhancing the
participation of the elderly in sports, ultimately contributing to their overall well-being.

Conclusion and Discussion

The barriers to sports participation among the elderly are shaped by the interplay of
facilitating conditions and inhibiting conditions. To effectively remove socio-cultural obstacles
to elderly sports participation, it is essential to implement strategies that encompass
economic, cultural, and public action. Key economic strategies include promoting sports at
home, offering discounts and subsidies for sports activities, and organizing programs in public
spaces to eliminate the costs associated with private sports clubs.

Culturally, transforming traditional social attitudes and perceptions of aging, as well as
enhancing awareness of the capabilities of the elderly, involves organizing educational
meetings and workshops at the community level. Additionally, creating comprehensive
information campaigns to shift societal attitudes towards the elderly and their abilities is
crucial. Providing more information about elderly sports and its significance through
educational programs, as well as highlighting the physical and mental health benefits of sports
for older adults, are vital components of this cultural approach.
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