
Fields of dreams: sport, 
exercise and rural life

With the UK facing the threat of an obesity epidemic, the need to 
improve participation in sport and physical activity is fast becoming an 
imperative. This is especially true in rural areas, where a lack of facilities 
often exacerbates the challenge of encouraging people to exercise more.

To date there has been very little research into the efficacy and value of 
existing efforts in this direction. Now a study by the University of Exeter’s 
Centre for Sport, Leisure and Tourism is shedding new light on one of 
the UK’s largest rural sports initiatives, the Devon Active Villages scheme 
– potentially helping to shape how policymakers encourage increased 
involvement in similar programmes across the country.

www.exeter.ac.uk/slt/ourresearch

Overview
The UK government recommends 30 minutes  
of moderate-intensity exercise five times a week  
as a minimum for adults. According to recent 
figures, only 37% of men and 24% of women 
meet this target. 

Of course, some people are just lazy. The increased 
risk of heart disease and other serious conditions, 
the threat of spiralling obesity levels, the resultant 
rise in healthcare costs during a period of economic 
austerity – maybe none of these concerns will 
persuade them to surrender their remote controls 
and abandon their couches. Yet for many other 
people there is a will but not – at least on the  
face of it – a way.

Rural communities offer a case in point. 
Understandably enough, initiatives designed to 
encourage more participation in sports and in 
physical exercise in general often favour densely 
populated urban areas. It might be easier to take  
up walking and cycling in a village, but indoor  
sports are an altogether tougher proposition. 
Where, for example, might the residents of a 
remote community be expected to swim – in  
the nearest river?

Principally funded by Devon County Council, Active 
Devon and Sport England, Devon Active Villages 
is a countywide programme that aims to enable 
people of all ages to experience the fun of sport  
and to build a life-long love of being active and 
healthy. With some 155 parishes taking part in 

the £1m scheme between 2010 and 2013, 
research by the University of Exeter is helping to 
measure the impact of a concept whose success  
or otherwise could influence the nature of  
comparable projects around the UK.

Targeting 128 of the 155 villages, a postal survey  
is asking residents about their current levels of 
physical activity, whether they are aware of the 
programme and have taken advantage of it and 
how they would describe their overall attitude to 
exercise. The survey is being carried out before, 
during and after the initiative, comparing results  
over time to assess Devon Active Villages’  
ongoing benefits.

It is hoped the results will reveal more than simply 
the health gains delivered by the scheme. As well 
as improving exercise levels, the programme has 
the potential to enhance community relations and 
cohesion and even reduce anti-social behaviour.

KEY FACTS
• The UK faces the threat of an 

obesity epidemic, with only a 
minority of adults taking the 
recommended weekly minimum  
of exercise.

• The government has rolled out  
a number of initiatives to combat 
this problem, but at present little  
is known about their effectiveness.

• The University of Exeter’s research 
into the benefits of the Devon 
Active Villages project represents 
one of the first large survey studies 
to focus on evaluating a physical 
health intervention.

• It aims to determine not just 
the health gains delivered by the 
scheme but also the potential 
benefits in community relations  
and cohesion.

• The findings could play a key role 
in shaping how policymakers 
encourage increased involvement 
in similar programmes across the 
country.
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Comments and implications
“Community-level interventions over physical 

exercise are rightly regarded as a health 

priority,” says PhD researcher and ESRC CASE 

studentship award holder Emma Solomon.

“Unfortunately, at the moment very little is 

known about their effectiveness. In fact, the 

literature is characterised by an absence of 

rigorous evaluations – probably due to a lack 

of collaboration between researchers and the 

organisations that deliver these schemes. We 

aim to change that by carrying out one of the 

first large survey studies to focus on evaluating a 

physical activity intervention in a rural setting.”

The results so far suggest the response to 

Devon Active Villages has been very positive. 

“It’s vital to look at each community individually 

and find out what they already have and what 

they need,” says Solomon. “The activities are for 

people of all ages, from primary school children 

to pensioners. There’s dancing and bowls for the 

over-60s, for instance. Even quite a few people in 

their 80s and 90s are taking part in the scheme.

We also need to consider the inherent challenges 

of providing sports programmes in rural locations. 

Some villages might have a sports centre, but 

many others have just a small hall, which typically 

limits the type of activities that can be carried 

out. Active Devon has been working on portable 

kits so people can play, say, basketball without 

having an indoor court.

Travel is another issue. Some people might want 

to go swimming but can’t journey 20 miles to 

the nearest pool. Even some villages are quite 

spread out, making it hard for residents who live 

on one side to get to the location of an activity 

on the other. These are all concerns we need to 

address.”

Solomon is employing a novel study design that 

has been used for only a handful of research 

projects around the world – none of them an 

assessment of a physical activity intervention. 

“This is a precious opportunity to fully evaluate 

a natural experiment,” she says. “The results 

should therefore be of interest to researchers,  

the wider community and policymakers.”

“We consider this research to be a critical 

component of the programme as a whole,” says 

Stuart Dudley, Project Manager for Devon 

Active Villages. “It represents a rare opportunity to 

assess the impact of our work objectively, and we 

expect the findings to support an evidence-based 

proposal for continued investment in the scheme.”

Further Information:
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