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Physical Activity through Sport and Leisure:
Traditional versus Non-Competitive Activities

Rex Thomsen PhD,
School of Physical Education, University ol Otago

Absiract

One of the worldwide irends with regard to youth spart participation is the
srowih in populurity of nencomipe! ffve pames qid sporis. St activities

3
re tess arsanised and regulated and have less emphasis on traditional

sporiing values. Informal sport and leisure e givittes sneh as moniiait Dk,
or street bashethall, vollerblading. rernclt vy,

heack vellevbail.

and skateboarding tend jo emphasise valies sueh as exciement, spontaneny,

rebellion, non-conformity, soviahilay anel ereativiey, and these dre gasui

considerable importance within the context af veuth caltire.

Sport and Natiunal Identity

In the contemporary world, sport is regarded as a ‘universal language’, and i
has held & privileged position af the centre of male adolescent cullure, In New
Zealund, an important radition in sport which perhaps became ils central chianctenistic
wis an emphasis on masculimty, Phillips (1987 has traced the iransition from the
‘pioneer man” 1o the modem “kiwi bloke' (a rugged, praciical man, loyal © his
males). and suggests that sport has been a key mgredient in the forging ol 1his
nationa! character. The best expression of this stereotype has been foumd i the
aational game, rughy fooiball.

By the turn of the last cenmury, rugby could lay clam to being New Zealand’s
most popular sport. "1t came 10 dccupy & special place in Mew Featand society
hecause it encouraged roughness, endurance and physical daring.... played oul inan
orgznised and regular way” (Spoonley, Pearson and Shirley, 990, p. 109). As 5im
has suggested, the ascenduncy of rughy as the national game and its importance in
New Zenland culture reinforced hegemonic masculinity and provided New Zealand
men with a collective identity (1998), Today, however. astrang collective identity 15
no longer so prominent, and 1t might cven be suggested that voung MNew Fealund
nales face something of an identily crisis, This change may well have bean brought
about by changes which have occurred in the national sport. and by changes brou ght
shout throtgh the process of globalisation and the development of 4 global culture.
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Ploggicel Aetvily through Spors and Leiswre- Traditiona! cermar Nom-t ampetinve Acfiviter
The Changing Face of New Zealand Sport

Recent studies in New Zealand suggest that while historical nutional diffsrences
are still readily apparent with regard to the place of compstitive sport in the conrexl
of adolescent culture, the effects of globalisution are also significant (see e.o.
Thomson. 1998). Truditional sporting activities continue to dominate n_.“.nnm_._uw

invelvemenl in adolescence., but popularity for some of the other activities sigrests
hatt global influences are increasing. One of the clear irends is the arowth in popularity
of activities which are less organised and regulated and have less emphasis on
Iraditional sporting vilues, and activities such as these are assuming cunsiderahle
importance worldwide in adolescent leisure-time activities (Brundl-Bredenheck, 1994;

Eckerstorfer, 1993; Loret, 1993: Waser and Passavant, 19971
Thomson’s (1998) study of 1,095 New Zealund secondary school students ared
Iwelve to eiphtcen (592 males. 503 females). examined the sporting E...".ﬁm:nam of
the students. While traditional preterences remain strong (rugby foothall for boys,
nelball tor girls), girl s interest in touch rughy and boy s invalvement in nethall are
recent rrends which
defy  traditional
Total Male Female 2ender boundaries

% -3 9% (see Tuble ).

One of the most

Table I: Adolescent Sporting Preferences

Rugby Football 323 47.1 1.2 obvious changes
Basketball 30.3 323 27.7 indicated above has
Cricket 8.5 16.3 4.2 been the highly
Soccer 158 20.0 42 ﬁw::.:.....::_..__.E,:___u.:
Swimming 15.2 - 233 :.E_ HTERY
olleytil s ) e rH.,...HtE:, i sport

: . which ranked
Tauch Rughy | 4.7 13.0 219 considerubly lower
Rughy Leagie 9.9 14,3 - i decade or 50 ago
i etball 98 % 355 {s¢e ¢z Sporr an

e Move, 1985, p.
I185). However, this
imrerest has not necessarily been translated into participation m the compelilive form
ol the sport, as the latest evidence sugzests that basketball does not runk in the tap
five ¢lub activities of young people (Hillary Commission, 1999). Informal non-
competitive basketball, however, is very popular, und the interest in this sport cermainly
supports the notion of global cultiral consumption, the popularity of NBA hasketball
and global culiural heroes such as Michae] Jordin being readily ¢vident (Andrews
etal,, 1996; Donne and McDonald, 1991},

"louch rughy, loo. has grown rapidly in the past decade. and this form of the national

(from Themson, | 998 b 5)

L
wlt

Ker Dhomion

game has been characterised by less organisation and bureaucracy. informality, greater
participant control, and the active participation {often in mixed teams) of both males snd
females. It currently rates as the fourth most popular parucipant sport for New Zealand
men {(behind golf, cricket and tennis, and just ahead of its parent. mughy foothall). What is
of major significance, however, is that ithalds a similar position lor New Zealind women
(behmd netball, tennis and goll). Amongst 18-24 vear-olds, touch rughy is New Zealands
most popular sport, and it ranks secand behind golf for the 23-34 veur-old age proup
iHillary Commission. 1999),

The Growth of Professional Sport - Participation versus Consumplion

There has heen a significant growth in prolessional sport in New Zealand since
the professionalisation of rughy foothall in 1995, The advent of a competition involving
teams from the three major southem bemisphere roghby-plaving countries. South
Alrica, Australia and New Zealand (the Super |2 competition), has had quie
extraordinary spectator appeal, and has lled stadia in all three countries. As these
three are the only countries to have won the World Cup i rughy foothall, sponsors
have not been difficult to lind, with elevision mogul Rupert Murdoch and sporiswear
giant Adidns being the major sponsoes ol the game in New Jealand,

One of the features ol professional sport s thin for such activity to succeed. the
emphasis on participation must be replaced, or at least matched, by an emphasis on
the consumption of the professional sport *packige’. While it may be acceptable in
wrnatenr sport for there to e bardly enough Bans 1o make their presence noted, lor
professional sport 1o suceced Fans must be altrseled m huge numbers, und recem
chunges in the laws of the game indicate mghy 's atention o s consumers,

Professional sport has its focus on perfommance, and emphasises such things as
selection, training, thresholds, work leads, ere, (Ingham and Chase, 1999), but 11
places litthe crnphisis on partcipation, melusion, eguality, involvement. or conpermtion
(Tinning, 1997). If the orientation is on an elite production model of spor, then we
assume that what is geod Tor the elite is good for all, but such an orentaton is
unlikely to foster or pramote an ethic of inclusiveness that allows all individuals 1o
develop their full potential, Such an approach dogs not encourage mass participation
in physical activiry, and for this reason the use of competitive sport as & menns of
cncouraging a healthy, wetive litestyle may well be of limited value.

Active Physical Leisure and Youlh Inactivity

While active participarion in New Zealand 's major sport, rugby football, has not
kepl pace with the recenl surge in spectator interest. there has been considerable
arowth i Lhe popularily of active bul less organised and rerulated physical actvities
which have much lzss emphasis on traditional sporting values. Informal sporr and
active physical leisure activities such as surfing, mountain biking, beach vollevball,
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Phgsival Ao theough Seoer and Lotsure: Traditioral vermes Noe-Cosigoifites Activizs
snowhoarding, rollerbluding, and skateboarding, in particular, tend to emphasise values
such as excitement. spontaneity. sociability. and creativity. Many of these activities,
however. “have been [rowned upon by both the “mainstream” sporting world and
the general public™ (Humphiries, 1997, p. 147), although some of them have been
subsumed and taken over by the traditions]l world of competitive sport (i.c. the
creation of Olympic sports in beach volleyball and snowboarding, snd world
championships in mounian biking).

Lates! figures on the physical activity of vouth make for disturbing reading. as
levels of inactivity contmue Lo increase. Thomson's (1998) study found hours per
week spent on sport and active physical activity averaged 7.4 hours for boys and
5.4 hours for girls, bul Ggures such as these mask quile low levels of activity for o
stgmbcant percentage of young people. The Hillury Commission 1 19997 (ound that
20%: of boys and 36% of girls could be classificd as sedentary (no sport or active
leisure in the two-week period prior 1o the interview) or relatively inactive (less than

2.5 howrs of sport and wetive leisure ina 7-day period),

Table 2: Levels of Physical Activity among New Zealand Youth

Activity Level Giris Boys 5-8 P-12 13-15  16-17
years  years  years  years
£ . % % % %
Sedentary 1] t & 3 7 22
Relatively Inactive 26 20 16 2z 19 25
Inactive 38 26 32 27 26 47
Relatively Active 2R 2| 27 25 25 16
Highly Active 38 53 40 48 49 35
Active &4 74 &7 73 74 53
Hours active per
weel (average) 5.4 6.9 58 6.4 &5 5.9

{Hillary Commission, | 999, p. 5}
Programming for the Future

In 1957, the povernment established the Hillary Commission o take responsibility
for the promotion of sport, {iiness and leisurs in New Zealand. Onz of the first
programmes introduced by the Commission in 1938 was KiwiSpor. This programme
of modified sports for 7- 13 vear olds, with bovs and girls participating logether, has
grown 1o such an extent that almost every voung New Zealander has now been
exposed 1o these modified zetivities which ars curremtly available in pwenty-six

7
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difterent sports { Thomson, 1996).

With rrowing numbers of young people opting out of adult controlled, structured
sport activities, however. it may well he that the KiwiSport programme no longer
adequarely Tulfils onz ol ils major aims. 10 "establish & sound foundation for activity
throughout lite”. For this teason, the KiwiDex programme, which uims o masc
enjoyable physical activity available to all children and cncourage a commitment io
an aetive hifestvle” may well come to play a more significant role in the health and
lifestyle of New Zealanders. The KiwiDex programme actively promotes exciting.
hich intensity, noncompetitive activities, and it would seem appropriate thal such a
pragramme can exploit the growing preference of many young people for activities
such us surfing, skatchoarding and rollarhlading.

The irony of the sitwalion, however, as buth Booth {19947 and Humphres (T997)
have suggested, is that the general public often sees such achvites as wasteful,
selfish and irresponsible and has o poor opinion of the devorees of these activities,
Humphrics sums up the appeal of the unregulated, free nature of such aetivities:
“skarchoarding was an idealogically pure physical activity, tar removed from thi
tinted institution - sport™ (18997, po 150), Despite their appead (o many voung people,
activities such as skateboarding and street skating or rollerblading remain tegal or
highly regulated on the city streets where such activity has its mujor appeal, "The
open plazas and squares of many nner ¢ilies [are] ready-made plavarounds tor
skaters who [take] Tull advamage of steps, handrails, smooth surfaced ‘obsiacles’
and wide open spaces” (Humphries, 1997, p. 151}, and the conflict between young
people und the general public and local muhaorities over such usage of city space has
N Most cases yer to be resolved.

Linless we recognise that Formany young people, organsed, regubied competitive
sport holds lintle appeal. and work wwards resolving the obvious eontlicts between
these voungsters and schoal, community and city authonities, & commitment (o
cncourage the adoprion of 4 “variety ol noncempetitive but exciting, high inensity
activities' in the lifestyle of voung people is unlikely to succeed.
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