HEALTH. WELL-BEING & POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT THROUGH
SPORT AND PHYSIGAL ACTIVITY IN POLAND

Executive Summary of the Research and Needs Analysis to Inform
Futures in Motion Poland Program Design

Conducted by V4ASPORT Foundation in partnership with Beyond Sport

FINAL
JULY 2025



This research was designed and conducted to support the comprehensive development
of sports and physical activity programs for children and young people up to the age of
25 in Poland, with a strong focus on health, well-being, and the promotion of Positive
Youth Development.

Positive Youth Development (PYD) is an approach that emphasizes outcomes in well-
being, inclusion, education, and career readiness. It is achieved through deliberately
designed activities within educational settings, local communities, and sports programs.
The core of PYD lies in creating opportunities, fostering growth, building on young
people's strengths, and establishing supportive relationships and pathways that enable
them to reach their full potential and thrive.



INITIAL FINDINGS:

The report presents a general picture of the state of physical activity of children and
young people in Poland. Actions taken by institutions responsible for counteracting
the negative consequences of a sedentary lifestyle and related health risks.
Attention was drawn to the need to implement coordinated, planned actions
targeting these groups, with clearly defined and measurable goals. Such an approach
can make a real contribution to improving their health, wellbeing, support and
development. Priority actions should focus on children and youth, particularly
addressing the decline in physical activity’ and mental health issues exacerbated by
the COVID-19 pandemic?

Special attention is needed for groups facing social exclusion and integration
challenges, such as young war refugees from Ukraine who encounter cultural and
language barriers, sexual minorities® and people with disabilities*, who require more
inclusive and long-term sports programs rather than isolated events. Women's
participation in sport should also be emphasized, especially through initiatives
promoting health prevention and professional development opportunities for girls.

Additionally, strengthening the sustainability and geographical reach of NGOs'
activities by securing stable funding and encouraging private sector involvement is
crucial to expand access and inclusiveness in sports for these vulnerable groups.

INTRODUCTION

Sport plays a key role in the development of children and young people, influencing their
physical and mental health and social skills. There are many programs and initiatives in
Poland that support physical activity among young people. This report presents the
organisational structure of Polish sport, the most important programs for children and
young people, the results of research on physical fitness and the limitations and risks
associated with their development.

1 Zdrowie dzieci we wczesnym wieku szkolnym — raport z badai.pdf - Google Drive

2 https://www.tygodnikpowszechny.pl/glosny-raport-fundacji-martynywojciechowskiej-o-zdrowiu-psychicznym-dzieci-
budzi-watpliwosci-183254

3 https://www.fundacjadlawolnosci.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/jak-pisac-i-mowic.pdf

4 https://stat.gov.pl/obszary-tematyczne/warunki-zycia/ubostwo-pomoc-spoleczna/osoby-niepelnosprawne-w-2023-
roku,26,6.html
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RESEARCH AIMS

More specifically, the research aims to evaluate the below in reference to children and
young people up to 25 years old in Poland, as evaluated independently.

e The current landscape of current well-being, health and PYD sports programs.

e The key contextual issues that youth face and how to address these.

e The priority youth target groups, specifically those in the most need.

e The role of youth empowerment through sports-based programs to support their
health, well-being and development.

e The enablers and blockers at a youth sports program level to achieve sustainable
and impactful outcomes.

o The opportunities and challenges at an organizational level for community
organizations to achieve PYD through sports.

e The norms, the culture, context at the social and community levels around youth
sport and development.

METHODS

The research employed a mixed methods design, combining quantitative and qualitative
data with a purposive selection of participants. This included a specially designed online
survey for Poland and to follow individual interviews with selected representatives of the
surveyed organizations. This approach explores key findings emerging from the
quantitative surveys to provide further qualitative insights.

SAMPLING STRATEGY

Fifty-two organizations from Poland were invited to participate in the online survey. The
first stage of our research, conducted by V4SPORT, was to map organizations whose
profile and description of their activities matched Beyond Sport and New Balance
Foundations' implementation of the Futures in Motion program.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

The data collection approaches were uniquely developed to best address the research
aims.



SURVEY

The survey was created to collect primary quantitative data, with one secondary focus
in qualitative data. Questions were designed from the findings identified in the desk-
based research with a need focused lens.

The survey consisted of 21 questions, which included open text and predominantly
multiple-choice questions designed with a selection of the three most prevalent defined
options and an open text "other” option.

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS

The individual interviews were designed to collect primary qualitative data and further
investigate the findings from specific recommendations identified within the survey
results. The interviews were structured to address four key topics and capture additional
data from experts in youth sport relating to:

e Intersectionality of context-specific issues for youth.

e Challenges and needs at the programmatic and organizational level for those
working in youth health, well-being, and PYD through sports.

e Support structures to enable youth empowerment.

e Strengthening the wider youth and sports sector through a connected and diverse
network.

SURUEY RESULTS

In line with the research aims, the survey investigated the current context of health, well-
being and PYD outcomes, fundamental youth needs, the enablers and blockers to
achieving positive outcomes, and the role sports-based programs play for children and
young people up to 25 years of age in Poland. This section addresses the research aims
by presenting and analyzing the survey results.

DISCUSSION ON SURVEY FINDINGS

The respondents representing foundations, sports clubs, associations, and other non-
profit organizations, including those engaged in commmercial activities reflect a broad
geographical and demographic scope across Poland. 47% of organizations operate at
the national level, indicating a broad operational reach and the potential for large-scale
impact. Additionally, 12% of organisations operate internationally, indicating a moderate
degree of expansion beyond national borders.



They have provided valuable insights into the challenges faced by young people, outlined
effective approaches to addressing these challenges, and identified key barriers that
hinder positive youth development (PYD) nationwide.

YOUTH GROUPS IN THE MOST NEED IN POLAND

Analysis of the data collected from surveyed organizations reveals a comprehensive
picture of the youth groups targeted by their activities, both in terms of age and specific
social categories.

88% of organizations focus their efforts on children in the older primary school grades
IV-VIIl and youth attending secondary schools, with these two age groups representing
the largest share of beneficiaries.

Additionally, 71% of organizations extend their support to young people and students up
to the age of 25, indicating a broad engagement with older youth demographics. While
59% of the organizations also work with younger primary school children (grades I-I11),
activities aimed at preschool aged children are notably less common by 18%.

CHALLENGES FAGING YOUTH IN POLAND

The most frequently identified issue is the lack of or low level of physical activity. 59% of
respondents highlighted the continued need to promote movement and sport as
essential tools in counteracting the negative effects of a sedentary lifestyle.

Economic and financial challenges also rank high with 47% of respondents reporting
difficulties, significantly impacting young people's daily lives and potentially limiting their
access to various forms of support or opportunities for development.

Another major concern is the negative impact of social media. 41%, reflected on the
growing awareness of the risks associated with social pressure, comparison with others,
and mental health problems stemming from intensive use of these platforms. Equally
important are issues related to disengagement from education and personal
development, which can lead to further marginalization and reduced future prospects.

Experiences of marginalization and social exclusion pose additional serious challenges,
negatively affecting young people's sense of belonging and social integration as
highlighted by 29%.



Health problems both mental and those related to chronic illnesses or unhealthy
lifestyles are also apparent among 18% of participants, underscoring the need for a
comprehensive approach to youth health.

Smaller but still significant issues include isolation and loneliness, violence and
aggression, pressure related to expectations and norms around sexuality and gender, all
of which also require attention and appropriate support measures.

ENABLERS AND BARRIERS TO HEALTH. WELL-BEING AND PYD IN POLAND

The analysis of data concerning the main obstacles to achieving adequate levels of
physical activity and positive youth development (PYD) highlights several key barriers
that limit the capacity of organizations and the programs they implement.

The most frequently reported issue, noted by 76% is the lack of financial support, which
hampers the ability to conduct activities on a broader scale and plan programs in a stable
and long-term manner.

Another significant barrier, identified by 47% of respondents, is the shortage of well-
trained staff and positive role models such as coaches, mentors, or program leaders,
which directly impacts the quality and effectiveness of youth-oriented activities.

A third major obstacle, reported by 29% of respondents, is the limited number of safe
spaces and facilities for physical activity, which restricts young people’'s access to
environments that support regular participation in sports and movement.

BEST APPROACHES AND SUPPORT NEEDED TO ENHANGE PHYSICAL HEALTH AND PYD IN POLAND

The data analysis indicates that the most important elements supporting adequate
levels of physical activity and Positive Youth Development (PYD) are programs based on
sport and physical activity, noted by 71% of respondents. The development of habits
related to an active and healthy lifestyle, highlighted by 53%, also plays an important
role. These two components dominate the responses, emphasizing the key role of regular,
organized physical activity in the development of young people.

Environmental support received by youth from their families, schools, workplaces, and
communities recognized by 41%, also plays a crucial role, highlighting the importance of
the social environment in motivating and sustaining both physical activity and personal
development.



In addition, dedicated training for youth focused on developing leadership, life and social
emotional skills is another important factor in achieving health and development goals.
This demonstrates that beyond physical activity, the cultivation of soft skills and social
competencies is an integral part of positive youth development.

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWVS DESIGN RECOMMENDATIONS FROM SURVEY FINDINGS

The survey results highlight a number of key issues that needed to be explored in more
depth during individual interviews with representatives of the selected organizations.
These sessions provided an opportunity for participants to share their experiences in
working with young people, with a particular focus on promoting active lifestyles,
responding to the negative consequences of declining participation in sport and
recreational activities and addressing the health risks associated with sedentary
lifestyles.

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWWS REUVIEVY OF FINDINGS

A consistent challenge identified through the interviews is the difficulty of securing
sustainable funding and program models. Participants frequently noted the limitations
imposed by short term funding cycles. This underscores the critical need for developing
diversified and multi-year funding mechanisms to ensure the long-term viability and
impact of sports and physical activity programs for youth.

"We need to move away from annual funding and reporting cycles that continue simply
because that's how it has always been and transition to three or four-year programs
that are renewed annually through annexes. This would allow each organization to
implement long term projects instead of worrying every year about whether they will
receive support at all”.

One of the experts working with visually impaired youth, addressing the well-known issue
of staff shortages and high turnover among employees and collaborators in
organizations supporting children and young people, emphasized the vital role of
assistants in sports and physical activities for individuals with visual impairments. He
pointed out that assistants, teachers and sports partners of people with disabilities
often struggle with a lack of understanding of their roles, which significantly hinder the
delivery of consistent and effective support for young people.



"Staffing challenges include difficulties in providing substitute teachers for schools
during their trips to sports camps and training sessions with people with disabilities,
as well as maintaining the engagement of sports partners essential for training and
participation in competitions for individuals with disabilities. An example of this are
tandem pilots — cyclists who ride at the front of tandem bicycles supporting visually
impaired or blind individuals. The lack of opportunities for their stable employment or
adequate compensation poses a significant challenge in the training process. It is
necessary to introduce a motivation and support system, as well as to foster
understanding of their commitment to working with people with disabilities, which is
crucial for the continuity and quality of the activities conducted.”

These words correspond with the subsequent statement from one of the experts, who
highlighted the extremely important role of volunteers supporting both the ongoing
activities of the organization as well as providing ad hoc assistance.

"Volunteering is crucial to our operations. However, we need support not only in terms
of funding but also through training and incentives. This can help attract young people
as well as older individuals to engage in sports activities, which may help fill staffing
gaps and strengthen the local community."

Besides the frequently mentioned issue of providing adequate and predictable long-
term remuneration, psychological consultations also emerged as an interesting
aspect of enhancing competencies in working with young people.

"Programs rarely provide support from additional personnel, which means that one
person is often unable to identify all the problems that arise, both sports related and
psychological. Psychological support programs are also needed for staff working with
children and youth, as we are not always prepared for the challenges we face in this
work. An excellent solution would be the possibility to consult with specialists
regarding emerging issues, in order to effectively reach young people and support
their development.”

The study participants emphasized the need to design sports programs in a way that
is accessible and open to everyone, taking into account the individual needs of the
participants. Incorporating inclusivity as a mandatory element not only increases
access to sports but also strengthens social integration, improves the mental and
physical health of participants, and fosters positive attitudes towards diversity.

As one of the interviewees emphatically stated: “Inclusivity should be a mandatory
element of sports programs.”

Inclusive actions should also incorporate measures in the programs that enable the
participation of children and youth from rural areas. Very often, after returning home,



there is a lack of transportation options to reach larger centers or towns where the
activities take place. It can be assumed that a significant percentage of children from
rural areas are socially excluded due to transport exclusion.

“Children in rural areas often have no way to get to sports activities after returning
home from school. Public transportation is no longer available, and parents are often
still working or unable to drive their children to training. Therefore, funds should be
provided to cover their transportation costs so they can participate in sports and not
feel excluded.”

During conversations with experts and practitioners working with youth, it was
repeatedly emphasized that sport is not only about competition and results, but
above all a tool for social integration and personal development. As was aptly
summarized:

"Sport should be a tool for social integration and personal development, not just
competition.”

It was also highlighted that there is a need to shift the focus from solely sports results
to supporting social development.

During the discussions, it was pointed out that most programs focus on developing
youth who are already involved in sports, rather than reaching those who are not yet
participating in sporting activities. As was aptly noted:

"Sport should be an element of education that utilizes values, health and
relationships.”

This highlights that broad engagement and holistic development are more important
than merely nurturing talents for competitive results. Programs should be inclusive
and not based on selecting a few children with the goal of achieving results. This
emphasizes the need for openness and equal access for everyone, regardless of their
sporting level.

Based on the conversations conducted, there emerged a clear need for greater cross
sector cooperation not only between various levels of administration, but also
involving the nonprofit sector and businesses in order to better respond to the needs
of young people and make the most effective use of allocated resources.

"Cooperation between businesses, sports organizations and the education system is
crucial.”



“Local governments and organizations should work together to develop transparent
rules for the use of sports facilities that take into account the financial capabilities of
children, young people, and community organizations.”

Interviewees noted strongly that one of the greatest obstacles is securing stable, long
term funding for youth sports projects. Frequent short term funding cycles impede
the implementation of sustainable and impactful initiatives. There is a clear need to
establish multi year programs that allow organizations to focus on quality and
development, rather than engaging in an annual struggle to secure resources.

Another critical issue is the shortage and high turnover of staff supporting young
people. Staff shortages, lack of funding for training, and above all, the absence of
opportunities for longer-term and predictable employment lead not only to gaps in
personnel, but also to the frequent turnover and departure of already trained and
integrated team members.

The lack of psychological support for both young participants and the staff working
with them was also identified as a significant factor limiting the effectiveness of
interventions.

There is unanimous agreement among experts that sport should primarily serve as a
tool for social integration and personal development, rather than merely a platform
for competition and achievement. Programs must be inclusive and accessible to all,
taking into account participants’ individual needs and embedding inclusivity as a
fundamental principle.

Furthermore, the need for broader cross sector collaboration was strongly
emphasized encompassing cooperation between local governments, non-
governmental organizations, the business sector, and the education system to better
address the needs of young people and optimize the use of available resources.

RECOMMENDATION FOR PROGRAM DESIGN FROM THE INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS BASED ON
FINDINGS

Following a thorough analysis of conversations with experts, we have developed a set
of key recommendations aimed at strengthening efforts to support the holistic
development of youth (PYD) through sport in Poland. These proposed guidelines,
which combine practical solutions with areas requiring further research and
reflection, can serve as a foundation both for strategic planning within organizations
such as Beyond Sport and the New Balance Foundation, as well as for the day-to-day
activities of local initiatives and communities.
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As such, they provide a solid basis for creating effective, inclusive, and inspiring sports
programs that genuinely contribute to improving the physical and mental health of
young people, while enhancing their participation, inclusivity, and social integration.

1. Introduction of stable, long-term sports program financing

Opportunity: the current system often relies on short-term, annual funding, which
hinders long-term planning and staff retention. Shifting to multi-year funding would
allow organizations to develop continuous programs and ensure the sustained
development of children and youth.

Practical consideration: there is a clear need to introduce multi-year support
programs, moving away from annual settlements. Sports funding should prioritize

accessibility and health benefits for all children, rather than solely concentrating on
competitive success.

Further investigation: examine the feasibility of integrating social impact criteria into
the assessment and evaluation of funding proposals.

2. Investment in comprehensive development of staff competencies, especially
soft skills.

Opportunity: there is a significant gap in the comprehensive development of staff
organizations, particularly in soft skills and psychological support. Coaches, trainers
and other members of staff often lack the necessary tools and competencies for
working with diverse youth. This presents an opportunity to professionalize the role
of a coach beyond purely athletic training, enabling them to address the emotional
and psychological needs of young athletes.

Practical consideration: introduction of comprehensive training should include

mandatory training in soft skills, psychological support, and providing access to
resources for staff to manage emotional and psychological issues working with young
people. A robust motivational system for staff, coupled with stable employment, is
essential for retaining qualified coaches and personnel, such as tandem pilots in
specialized programs.

Further investigation: conduct a detailed assessment of existing training programs to

identify specific deficiencies in soft skills and psychological support for coaches.
Explore and pilot inter institutional cooperation models, involving psychologists,
educators, and sports clubs, to provide a holistic support system for both youth and
coaches.

1



3. Active promotion and implementation of inclusive programs with specific
requirements

Opportunity: many existing sports programs inadvertently exclude certain groups,
focusing on youth already engaged in sports, rather than actively reaching out to
those who are unengaged. This creates a "selection" effect that widens the gap for
children who do not initially participate. There is a significant opportunity to
fundamentally change this approach, shifting the focus from competitive results to
broad social development and integration.

Practical consideration: programs should incorporate specific, measurable

recommendations for participation by diverse groups, such as a minimum percentage
of refugees, girls or children with disabilities. Implementing these inclusivity
requirements progressively is suggested as more effective than abrupt, drastic
changes. Programs must be inclusive and not designed solely to select a few children
for competitive achievements.

Further investigation: develop and test precise, measurable inclusivity metrics for all
sports programs to track and ensure diverse participation. Evaluate the long term
effectiveness of various inclusive strategies in achieving sustained changes in

behavior and mindset among participants and communities.

4, Shift in perspective from focusing on results to holistic development and well-
being of young people

Opportunity: sport should be fundamentally viewed as a tool for social integration
and personal development, rather than being solely about competition. The current
system often imposes undue pressure on children, leading to early specialization and,
in some cases, causing them to abandon sports entirely. Programs frequently
prioritize outcomes that are convenient for funders, rather than genuinely addressing
the holistic needs of participants. This creates a vital opportunity to reorient youth
sports towards a broader, more beneficial impact.

Practical consideration: programs should actively promote values, health and positive
relationships, leveraging sport as a powerful educational medium. Sports activities
should be combined with other developmental pursuits to foster comprehensive

personal growth, including crucial soft skills such as teamwork, leadership and
emotional regulation.

Further investigation: conduct longitudinal research to compare the long term

impacts of early sports specialization versus a holistic development approach on
youth well-being and sustained engagement in physical activity. Perform
comprehensive evaluations of existing programs to determine whether they truly
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address the diverse needs of their target audience, rather than simply meeting easily
quantifiable metrics favored by funders.

5. Enhancing cross sector collaboration and fostering synergy

Opportunity: cooperation among businesses, sports organizations and the education
system is identified as crucial, yet there is often a lack of inter institutional
collaboration, with entities frequently operating in silos. Furthermore, the evaluation
of sports programs based on their social impact indicators is insufficient. This
presents a significant opportunity to build more integrated and effective ecosystems
for youth development through sport.

Practical consideration: encourage and facilitate collaborations among sports

organizations, local governments, relevant ministries and international partners. This
approach can optimize resource utilization and promote the exchange of best
practices and know-how. Professional sports clubs should actively incorporate social
responsibility into their operational models, potentially through structured
partnerships or by establishing mandatory social conditions for their activities.

Explore opportunities to merge or coordinate previously separate initiatives, such as
combining programs addressing hate speech or mental health with sports programs,

to create a more comprehensive and mutually reinforcing support system for youth.

Further investigation: research and benchmark successful models of cross-sector

collaboration in youth sports from other countries to identify transferable strategies
for Poland. Investigate effective ways to incentivize businesses and corporate
sponsors to commit to long-term social projects rather than focusing solely on short-
term public relations campaigns.

6. Improvement of sports infrastructure management and animation

Opportunity: while there is an ongoing development of modern sports infrastructure,
a critical gap exists in securing qualified instructors and ensuring proper maintenance
of these facilities. Furthermore, many areas suffer from a notable lack of animators
and inadequate care for sports facilities, resulting in underutilized spaces and missed
opportunities for children's engagement. This situation presents a clear opportunity
to optimize the use and accessibility of existing and new sports facilities.

Practical consideration: local governments and sports organizations should

collaboratively develop transparent rules for the use of sports facilities. These rules
must consider the financial capabilities of children, youth and social organizations to
ensure broad access.
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Program budgets should include transportation costs as a qualified expense to
remove barriers for children from remote or less accessible areas, ensuring they can
participate in sports activities.

Further investigation: research and pilot innovative models for sustainable

infrastructure management and funding at the local level, potentially involving public-
private partnerships.

Investigate the effectiveness of various strategies for promoting sports and physical
activity in small communities, recognizing the unique role sport can play in fostering
leadership and providing opportunities for young people’s development.

In summary, the six recommendations point to the need for a profound and
comprehensive change in the approach to youth sport in Poland, which should focus
on the all-round development of young people, social inclusion and sustainability of
the activities undertaken.

It is crucial to move away from the traditional emphasis on sporting performance,
which often generates pressure and leads to rapid quitting, towards promoting
physical and mental health, social inclusion and personal development. Realising this
requires, first and foremost, stable, multi-year funding that allows for long term
planning and the retention of qualified coaching staff. It is equally important to invest
in the development of trainers' competences, especially in the area of soft skills such
as communication, psychological support and emotional education, which will
increase the professionalism of their work and influence the quality of the classes they
deliver.

CONSOLIDATED RECOMMENDATIONS INFORMING PROGRAM DESIGN

¢ Implement stable, multi-annual program funding.

e Empower youth through leadership and peer support.

o Actively promote and implement inclusive programs.

o Explicitly address mental health and digital well-being.

e Prioritize holistic youth development over purely measurable results.
e Invest in comprehensive staff development.

e Enhance cross-sector collaboration and synergy.

e |Improve sports infrastructure management and access.
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CONCLUSION

The research conducted has provided a comprehensive and in-depth picture of the
challenges faced by young people in Poland regarding physical activity, mental health,
and overall well-being, all of which are crucial for their social and personal
development.

The analyses clearly confirmed that low levels of physical activity, a shortage of
qualified staff, and limited access to modern, suitably adapted sports facilities
significantly hinder young people from fully benefiting from the opportunities that
sport and exercise offer.

NOTE FOR INTERPRETATION

While this Executive Summary provides valuable insights into the challenges and
opportunities related to youth development through sport in Poland, it is important
to note that available resources limited the scope of the study. The findings are based
on a targeted survey and a series of individual interviews conducted with selected
organizations and experts working with young people. Although every effort was
made to ensure a diverse and meaningful sample, the study does not claim to
represent the full spectrum of organizations or regional contexts across Poland. As
such, while the themes and recommendations presented are highly relevant and
grounded in practice, they should be interpreted as indicative rather than exhaustive.
Further large-scale, representative research is recommended to build on these
findings and support broader policy and programmatic development.
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