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Executive Summary 
 

“A sport sector that celebrates diversity, promotes inclusion, and is pro-active in providing 

opportunities for lifelong participation for everyone.” 

Inclusion is a core value of the National Sports Policy 2018-2027. The commitment by Sport 

Ireland to address inequalities in sports participation is highlighted within three key policies  

1. Sport Ireland’s Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport.1 

2. Sport Ireland’s Policy on Participation in Sport by People with Disabilities.2 

3. Sport Ireland’s Policy on Women in Sport. 3 

These policies are implemented through a range of measures undertaken directly by Sport 

Ireland, through its National Governing Bodies of Sport (NGBs), Local Sports Partnerships 

(LSPs), Paralympics Ireland, Special Olympics Ireland, Cara Sport Inclusion Ireland, and Age 

and Opportunity Ireland. 

A wide range of funding is invested in programmes by our partners to deliver an inclusive 

sport sector in Ireland.  

In 2023 Sport Ireland will invest €10 million to the network of Local Sports Partnerships and 

€2 million funding into Disability focused Governing Bodies including Special Olympics Ireland, 

Irish Wheelchair Association Sport, Vision Sports Ireland and Irish Deaf Sports. 

During 2022 Sport Ireland distributed over €11 million in Dormant Accounts Funding, 

including a dedicated €2.2 million Disability Club Fund. 

Sport Ireland has successfully applied to the European Social Fund (ESF+) programme and has 

been awarded €11 million for implementation of a social innovation and inclusion programme 

over the next 5 years. 

The impact of these activities is regularly measured through key performance indicators in 

the Sport Ireland strategy4.  

 
1 Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport.pdf 
2 sport-ireland-policy-on-participation-in-sport-by-people-with-disabilities.pdf (sportireland.ie) 
3 wis_policy.pdf (sportireland.ie) 
4 Sport Ireland Strategy | Sport Ireland 

https://www.sportireland.ie/sites/default/files/media/document/2022-05/Sport%20Ireland%20Policy%20on%20Diversity%20and%20Inclusion%20in%20Sport.pdf
https://www.sportireland.ie/sites/default/files/media/document/2020-05/sport-ireland-policy-on-participation-in-sport-by-people-with-disabilities.pdf
https://www.sportireland.ie/sites/default/files/2019-11/wis_policy.pdf
https://www.sportireland.ie/about-us/sport-ireland-strategy
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Introduction 
 

Sport Ireland was established in 2015 under the Sport Ireland Act (2015) and is the statutory 

body with responsibility for the development of sport in Ireland.  

The functions of Sport Ireland are prescribed in Section 8 of the Sport Ireland Act, and include 

powers to develop participation in sport and high performance sport; to eliminate doping in 

sport as the National Anti-Doping Agency, to develop coaching, to develop guidelines on the 

protection of children in sport and the development of the Sport Ireland Campus.  

As the statutory agency for sport, Sport Ireland recognises over 60 National Governing Bodies 

(NGBs), which are at the center of Irish sport. Sport Ireland is committed to developing a 

strong and diverse NGB sector that delivers for the sporting community in Ireland. A key focus 

of Sport Ireland is to assist NGBs to develop sustainable and effective structures to facilitate 

increased numbers of participants and volunteers in sport. 

Sport Ireland, through its network of Local Sports Partnerships (LSPs) also helps people to get 

active and removes barriers to sport and physical activity. Striving to ensure all people, 

irrespective of age, gender, disability, or social circumstance will have a visible, affordable, 

and easily adopted opportunity to start to take part in sport and physical activity.  

In 2023 Sport Ireland invested over €10 million in Local Sports Partnerships through Core 

funding to ensure the LSPs have capacities to provide sport and physical activity opportunities 

for these cohorts.  

Through ongoing engagement with NGBs and LSPs Sport Ireland seeks to deliver it’s policies 

to increase inclusion and participation in sport including 

1. Sport Ireland’s Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport. 

2. Sport Ireland’s Policy on Participation in Sport by People with Disabilities. 

3. Sport Ireland’s Policy on Women in Sport.  

While there are many ‘general barriers’ that might impact participation in sport, for many 

within marginalised communities these difficulties are further compounded by attitudinal 

barriers such as discrimination and prejudice, inaccessible facilities, active exclusion and 
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disengagement from volunteers who do not have the skills, training, or capacity to address 

the needs of individuals. 

The most up-to-date information available to Sport Ireland regarding inclusion in sport comes 

primarily from two main sources; the Irish Sports Monitor (ISM) and the Children’s Sport 

Participation and Physical Activity (CSPPA) study. While the 2022 iterations of both CSPPA and 

ISM have yet to be published, preliminary data from both studies suggest that trends across 

several key domains are largely returning to pre-COVID levels. For this reason, data from the 

last pre-COVD iteration of both reports (2019 ISM5 and 2018 CSPPA6) were used to inform 

this document, as they provided a more accurate signal than 2021 data collected during the 

pandemic.  

Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport 
 

The Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport  was published in May 2022, and 

expresses its vision for a sport sector that celebrates diversity, promotes inclusion, and is 

proactive in providing opportunities for lifelong participation for everyone. 

“Within the policy, we have identified important barriers to inclusion in sport and outlined a 

clear framework for working alongside members of under-represented communities to assist 

with increasing participation and representation within these communities. This policy will 

play a crucial role in assisting us to help break down and tackle those barriers”.  

-Dr Una May (2022) 

The process of developing the policy was informed by an extensive consultation process 

incorporating focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and surveys. 2275 individuals and 

over 150 unique organisations contributed to this process.  

The research consultation provided useful and reliable insights into the experiences, 

challenges and barriers experienced by people from diverse communities. It informed the 

content and direction of the policy, which identifies 5 strategic pillars that highlighted gaps 

 
5 ISM 2019 | Sport Ireland 
6 CSPPA 2018 | Sport Ireland 

https://www.sportireland.ie/research/national-adult/national-adult/ism-2019
https://www.sportireland.ie/research/csppa-2018
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and future opportunities for diversity and inclusion in sport, and which guide us in our 

implementation of the policy.  

Those Pillars are Change, Communication, Access, Capacity & Leadership. To support the 

delivery of this policy, 12 high-level objectives were devised under those 5 strategic pillars. 

These objectives are reflective of the National Sports Policy 2018-2027 and National Physical 

Activity Plan, as well as Sport Ireland’s strategy.  

In developing the Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport, including the voice 

and perspectives of people from diverse and underrepresented communities, and those who 

advocate on their behalf, was central to Sport Ireland’s processes.  

Actions to address these barriers will take place over the life cycle of the policy 

implementation. These actions will be targeted at both national and local levels and will be 

co-designed with people from diverse and underrepresented backgrounds where relevant 

and possible. 

Diversity and Inclusion in Sport Policy Implementation 
 

Following the publication of Sport Ireland’s Diversity and Inclusion in Sport Policy, an 

accompanying internal Action Plan covering the period of 2022-2024 has been produced to 

guide us in our work to meet these policy commitments and aid us in leading by example in 

this field. This plan contains up to 50 actions and will be reviewed and updated as required in 

2024.  

The Sport Ireland Diversity and Inclusion in Sport Advisory Group, formed in November of 

2022, assists, advises and provides guidance to Sport Ireland about its actions regarding the 

implementation of the Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport, and the 

promotion of an inclusive sports sector in Ireland. Membership of this group consists of 

individuals from a range of backgrounds and organisations with a variety of experience and 

expertise.  

The Sport for All “Changing the Game7” campaign launched in September 2022.  The purpose 

of the first phase of the campaign was to communicate the “sport for all” ethos by highlighting 

 
7 https://www.sportireland.ie/sportforall  

https://www.sportireland.ie/sportforall
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the positive impact sport can have on people’s lives, and also highlighting the negative impact 

of exclusion. This a campaign Sport Ireland intends to build upon in 2023 and beyond.  

In 2023, Sport Ireland will commence the development of a suite of education resources 

relating to diversity and inclusion in and through sport. This will consist of targeted 

information focusing on specific communities, broad-ranging information on diversity and 

inclusion, and infographics and other resources which can be disseminated down to the 

grassroots level. The input of people from diverse and underrepresented communities will be 

sought as part of this process. 

 

Sport and LGBTQIA+ communities 
 

Data on sports participation amongst the LGBTQIA+ community is limited. However, recent 

changes in the survey tools around the definition of gender should allow for greater insight in 

the future. Nonetheless, several barriers faced by individuals within this community have 

been identified (Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport, 2022). Key factors 

which have been identified include anxiety and fear of experiencing homophobia, prejudice, 

discrimination, bullying and exclusion. Many individuals highlighted the lack of representation 

in sports, partly due to a lack of visible positive physical activity role models. This leads many 

within the LGBTQIA+ community to pursue non-competitive, individual sports because of low 

confidence, self-esteem or perceived lack of ability.  

The 2021 Irish Sport Monitor found that across all genders and age categories a clear majority 

of people believe that most Irish sports clubs ‘actively welcome’ those from the LGBTQI+ 

community (59%). The report also found that while equal numbers of people who identified 

as heterosexual and LGBTQIA+ were active participants in sport (41%), there was a noticeable 

difference in the number of individuals who were members of a sports club. 32% of 

heterosexual respondents reported that they were members of a club compared to just  21% 

of people form the LGBTQIA+ community.  

Commencing in 2021, Sport Ireland teamed up with Sporting Pride to run an annual campaign 

supporting the LGBTQIA+ community. The #LetsGetVisible campaign aims to acknowledge 
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and support the importance of visibility and representation amongst the LGBTQIA+ 

community, focusing specifically on the sports sector.  

There have also been some prominent Local Sports Partnerships programmes/initiatives for 

the LGBTQIA+ community. One such example is Kilkenny LSP’s “Experiences of LGBTQIA+ 

groups in sport and physical activity in Kilkenny” research project, being undertaken with 

South East Technological University. This project aims to uncover barriers and opportunities 

for the LGBTQIA+ community to participate and provide recommendations based on these, 

to be put into practice across the LSP network.  

Sport Ireland is currently developing guidance and supports for the sports sector in the area 

of transgender and non-binary inclusion in sport and physical activity. This process will include 

wide-ranging consultation with stakeholders; a review of existing research; and consideration 

of the legal landscape. It is anticipated that this process will conclude in the Autumn of this 

year. 

Sport and ethnic minorities 

 

With an ever-increasing population of people who might be classed as migrants or not of Irish 

heritage, Sport Ireland has sought to identify and address the barriers to participation in sport 

for this population. This has been assisted by the establishment of the Communities 

Integration Fund by the Department of Justice and Equality which supports 

organisations/clubs and sporting groups as they attempt to integrate new members from 

diverse backgrounds into their ranks.  

There was little difference  in active sports participation measured in the 2019 ISM between 

non-Irish White backgrounds (including White Irish Traveller), those from Black / Asian other 

backgrounds and other White backgrounds. Although sports participation rates were similar 

across ethnic groups, the 2019 ISM found significant differences in club membership rates.  

While 46% of White Irish people are members of a sports club this falls to 38% for 

black/asian/other people and to 29% for people from other white backgrounds.   

These findings indicate a further social gradient that needs to be addressed to ensure that 

organised sport throughout Ireland includes those from the diverse backgrounds that make 

up the social fabric of Ireland today. 
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As part of the development of the Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in Sport, 

Sport Ireland continues to develop and foster key relationships with minority ethnic 

communities, including the Traveller community, and organisations who advocate in this 

area. 

In delivering under the “Communication” pillar of the Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and 

Inclusion in Sport, the Changing the Game campaign sought to ensure the visibility and 

positive representation of people from minority ethnic backgrounds, including the Traveller 

community.  

Through its funding and support of key partners, Sport Ireland continues to provide for the 

delivery of programmes and initiatives at a local and national level to enhance participation 

and engagement in sport and physical activity by people from minority ethnic backgrounds, 

including Travellers.  

In 2021 Local Sports Partnerships initiatives specifically focusing on the Traveller community 

had 88 participants across 3 initiatives.  Additionally, LSP initiatives specifically focusing on 

migrants had 1,994 participants across 15 initiatives and other ethnicities-focused 

programmes had 349 participants in 1 initiative. 

Examples of these include: 

• Limerick’s programme for participants in direct provision which included: 

Resistance Training, Cricket, Scooch, Tag Rugby, Swimming, Circuits and 

Soccer.    

• Wexford Migrant Inclusive Programme Direct provision children at Cul Camps 

with the GAA 

• Longford Hurling with Roma Community Programme  

• Galway Walking Programmes for Migrant / Social Disadvantaged  

• Wicklow Dance program for the Traveller Community 

• Wexford Football programme for Traveller men  

• Limerick Women Traveller Fitness  

In 2022, 1.6 Million of Dormant Accounts funding was invested in Community Sports Hubs, 

which aim to bring local people together and provide a home for local clubs and sports 

organisations focusing specifically on underrepresented communities and ethnic minorities. 
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Several hubs, such as the new Longford town hub, are placing a specific emphasis on providing 

opportunities for ethnic minority communities to get active.  

Grassroots sport and socioeconomic diversity 
 

Sport Ireland’s diversity and inclusion policy seeks to identify and remove the existing 

impediment to meaningful participation in sport and PA by individuals impacted by poverty, 

lower SES and all forms of disadvantage. A persistent social gradient in the proportion that is 

active exists in terms of socio-economic status, with those from lower socio-economic groups 

being both less likely to be active and more likely to be sedentary. Sedentary rates amongst 

the lowest socio-economic group (20%) are far higher than observed amongst the most 

affluent group (7%).  Primary school children from lower socio-economic groups have lower 

rates of weekly sports participation (87%) than their peers from higher socio-economic groups 

(95%).  The socio-economic gradient increases at post-primary school, with 62% of post-

primary level children from lower socio-economic groups participating in sport on a weekly 

basis, compared to 79% of their peers from higher socio-economic groups.   

During 2022 Sport Ireland distributed over €11 million in Dormant Accounts Funding.  This 

funding provides NGBs and LSPS with support to develop innovative sport and physical activity 

initiatives that aim to engage with one or more of the following beneficiaries:  

• The personal and social development of persons who are economically or socially 

disadvantaged  

• The educational development of persons who are educationally disadvantaged  

• Persons with a disability (within the meaning of the Equal Status Act 2000) 

The 2022 Investment programme also provided a dedicated €2.2 million Disability Club Fund. 

This Fund supported in excess of 1,000 Grassroots Clubs with funding to deliver disability 

focused initiatives at a local level post COVID 19. 

Irish Wheelchair Association’s Sports Department in conjunction with Sport Ireland developed 

the concept of designing and delivering outdoor access guidelines that could be used by 

various organisations, that provide and manage facilities within the Great Outdoors. The 

Guidelines were funded by the Dormant Accounts funding stream in 2017.  
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The Urban Outdoor Adventure Initiative is a project funded through Sport Ireland and 

Dormant Accounts to support the Actions from the National Sports Policy and the National 

Physical Activity Plan to implement and support participation programmes with a focus on 

disadvantaged communities to create greater opportunities for people living in urban areas 

to participate in physical activity through outdoor adventure sports. 

Sport and Older people 

 

As the number of older people in Ireland is set to increase significantly over the coming years, 

Sport Ireland aims to play an active role in the implementation of the National Positive Ageing 

Strategy (Department of Health, 2013). Halting/slowing/arresting the decline in social and 

active participation amongst older individuals, through initiatives such as the GO FOR LIFE 

PROGRAMME. 

Utilising the expertise of older and experienced individuals in coaching, working and 

mentorship. It is also key that we recognise the key role that physical and social activity can 

play in promoting mental health, active citizenship and community activities. 

As sports participation declines across the life course, participation in recreational walking 

increases. Indeed, the proportion of those aged 65 and older who walk for recreation on a 

weekly basis is higher than the proportion of those aged between 16 and 19 who do so (67% 

and 60% respectively, 2019 ISM). 

Largely supported by these increasing rates of recreational walking with age, 40% of females 

aged between 55-64 reported meeting the national physical activity guidelines (30 mins of 

moderate to vigorous physical activity on 5 out of every 7 days), this compares to 32% of 

males for whom recreational walking is less popular. This physical activity gap closed in the 

65+ age category with 32% of both males and females reporting meeting the national physical 

activity guidelines. 

Local Sports Partnerships aim to encourage participation in Sport and Physical Activity across 

the entire lifespan. Local Sports Partnerships support the nationwide rollout of the Age & 

Opportunity Active programme for Sport and Physical Activity for Older People. 



12 
 

 

In 2021 LSP initiatives specifically focusing on older people had 9,284 participants across 95 

initiatives. Examples of these include: 

• Active Age Line Dancing 

• Pickleball 

• Chair Based Aerobics 

• Activator Pole Walking Class 

• Dance Initiatives 

 

Intersectionality in sport 
 

Sport Ireland recognises the wider societal, structural, and systemic challenges faced by 

marginalised groups in Ireland today. In addition, Sport Ireland recognises the 

intersectionality of people’s identities and the compounding impact this can have on the 

marginalisation people experience. We are committed to taking a two-fold approach to 

intersectionality through targeted interventions that are co-designed with communities with 

specific needs and requirements and in our broader approach to the promotion of equality, 

diversity, and inclusion in and through sport and physical activity.  

Sport Ireland is working on amalgamating research data sets to increase the potential to 

analyse the relationship between intersectionality of demographic characteristics and 

engagement with sport across participation, club membership, volunteering and spectating. 

Sport Ireland are leading on a very exciting initiative to develop a National Database of Sport 

& Recreation Amenities. The database will include up-to-date, accurate information on 

opportunities to be active in Ireland, including sport and recreation, public places, trails, and 

amenities and other information. This database will identify opportunities for the people of 

Ireland to engage in sport and physical activity. 

Sport Ireland will take up a co-leadership role, with the Department of Rural and Community 

Development, for the implementation of ‘Embracing Ireland’s Outdoors’, the newly launched 

National Outdoor Recreation Strategy 2023-2027. 
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Inclusion is one of the five key values that this strategy is built around and one of the key 

actions within it is to ‘increase the number of programmes and participants engaged in 

outdoor recreation for all: including ethnic minorities, people with disabilities, older adults, 

unemployed, disadvantaged areas, Travellers, women and girls and young people’. 

Another action is to ‘develop stakeholder guidance and deliver training, on key inclusivity 

themes including development of accessible infrastructure and encouraging people of all 

abilities into the outdoors.’ 

Sport Ireland Policy on Participation in Sport by People with Disabilities 
 

The Sport Ireland Policy on Participation in Sport by People with Disabilities reaffirms Sport 

Ireland’s commitment to the equal treatment of people with disabilities when it comes to 

their participation in sports and physical activity. 

The Sport Ireland Policy on Participation in Sport by People with Disabilities8  was published 

in 2017. It sets out a clear policy context for the promotion of sports for people with 

disabilities and a basis for an enhanced and more concerted approach by us and the 

organisations we work with in this regard.  

Individuals with a disability are far less likely to participate in sport, volunteer for sport, or be 

sports club members than those without a disability. Only 33% of people with a disability 

reported participating in sports, compared to 50% of adults with no disability (2019 ISM). 

Sedentary rates are nearly double amongst those with a disability (19% vs. 10%). Club 

membership is almost half amongst those with a disability (24%) compared to those with no 

disability (40%). Individuals with a disability or long-term illness are more likely to participate 

in individual sports such as swimming (17%), cycling (4%) and yoga (9%). In children, 85% of 

primary and 62% of post-primary school children with at least one functional difficulty 

participated in school or community sport once or more a week, compared with 93% and 79 

% of children with no functional difficulties, at primary and post-primary school respectively. 

A key factor in addressing some of these barriers will be the enhancement of the club 

environment for those with a disability. Currently, 78% of sports clubs have accessible 

 
8 Sport Ireland Launch Policy on Participation in Sport by People with Disabilities | Sport Ireland 

https://www.sportireland.ie/news/sport-ireland-launch-policy-on-participation-in-sport-by-people-with-disabilities
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facilities and 36% actively schedule ‘Inclusion’ days where they invite those with a disability 

to try out club activities. Sports volunteers have identified specific factors which they believe 

can improve the physical activity experience for people with a disability. These include 

support and training in how to adapt sports for people with a disability (39%), increased 

information and understanding of different impairments (29%), communication and the 

proper use of inclusive language (24%). 

 

Sport Ireland Disability Policy Implementation 
 

Sport Ireland currently funds and works with a range of organisations providing and 

promoting opportunities for people with disabilities to take part in sports and physical 

activity. Including; National Governing Bodies of Sport (NGBs), Local Sports Partnerships 

(LSPs), Cara Sport Inclusion Ireland and Paralympics Ireland.  

For 2023 Sport Ireland will invest almost €2 million Core Funding into Disability focused 

Governing Bodies including Special Olympics Ireland, Irish Wheelchair Association Sport, 

Vision Sports Ireland and Irish Deaf Sports. 

Specific High Performance funding has also been provided to National Governing Bodies, 

Paralympics Ireland and Paralympic Athletes to support the delivery of their performance 

programmes.  

This funding will support a range of activities including training camps and competitions, 

pathway development, performance services and performance team salaries. These 

programmes are central to supporting Irish athletes and teams in reaching finals and 

achieving medals at European & World Championships & Paralympic Games. 

Cara Sport Inclusion Ireland  
 

Following the 2005 Adapted Physical Activity conference 'Getting it Right-Including People wit 

Disabilities', a report by the National Disability Authority' Promoting the Participation of 

People with Disabilities in Physical Activity and Sport in Ireland' indicated the urgent need for 
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a coordinated approach to accelerate progress in achieving access, inclusion and quality 

participation in sport and physical activity. 

In November 2007, supported by the Irish Sports Council and the Institute of Technology 

Tralee, the CARA Adapted Physical Activity Centre was established. 

The Sport Ireland Policy on Participation in Sport by People with Disabilities designates Cara 

Sport Inclusion Ireland as the supporting organisation in playing a vitally important strategic, 

operational and advocacy role for persons with a disability in Irish sport.  

“Their wideranging national and international perspective and expertise on issues affecting 

sport is a particularly valuable input to sports policy development.”  

Cara facilitates participation for people with a disability by promoting the Sport Inclusion 

Disability Charter. It also does this through coordinating the delivery of training and education 

workshops on the inclusion of people with disabilities in Sport and Physical Activity such as 

their Xcessible, Disability Awareness and Disability Inclusion programs. 
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Disability Sport and Local Sports Partnerships 
 

One of the main aims of Local Sports Partnerships (LSP) is to help people with disabilities to 

participate in sport and physical activity. In 2021, 3,000 people trained through the Local 

Sports Partnership network across Cara’s Disability Awareness, Autism in Sport & Disability 

Inclusion Training and Education programmes. 

 

In 2021, 14,789 people with disabilities (PWD) participated in LSP initiatives. Of those who 

participated in LSP initiatives, 7,905 people took part in 223 programs that specifically focused 

on PWD. Examples of these include: 

• Football for all 

• Ability on water 

• Adapted Men on the Move 

• Autism Outdoor Adventure Camp 

• Enjoy Tennis 

 

€945,000 was allocated in 2023 to support the Sports Inclusion Disability Programme across 

the LSP network. Sports Inclusion Disability Officers (SIDOs) supported the delivery of 

initiatives to encourage and facilitate more people with disabilities to participate in sport and 

physical activity and develop sustainable clubs and programmes in all settings. Additionally, 

€500,000 of funding was allocated through Dormant Account Funding to LSPs for Sport 

Inclusion Disability Projects in 2022. These projects aim to reduce barriers to sports 

participation for people with a disability through minor infrastructure development and the 

provision of equipment. 

 

COVID 19 Disability Sport Working Group 
 

Recognising the disproportionate impact Covid 19 has had on people with a disability Sport 

Ireland established a number of supports in this area. 

 

A specific Disability Sport Working Group was established by Sport Ireland to identify & 

quantify the unique financial & sporting challenges for organisations delivering in this sector. 
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The Working Group was comprised of representatives from Special Olympics Ireland, IWA 

Sport, Vision Sports Ireland & Paralympics Ireland. Disability focused programmes in 

mainstream Governing Bodies and the broader sports and physical activity sector were 

represented by both CARA and the LSP Network.  

 

Ring-fenced funding was then provided within the Resilience Fund Investment Scheme to 

directly target the disability sport sector. A total of €3.5m was provided between 2020 and 

2022. 

 

In addition to the establishment of the Working Group and the provision of dedicated funding 

a representative of CARA sat on the Governments COVID 19 Expert Group for Sport.  This 

aimed to ensure that the various phases of sports reopening accounted for participants with 

a disability. Dedicated guidelines and resources were also developed to support main stream 

organisations with re-establishing their inclusive sports offerings. 

This group now continues to meet and forms a representative group for NGB’s who 

specifically support people with disabilities. 

Policy Review 
 

As part of the action plan to implement the Sport Ireland Policy on Diversity and Inclusion in 

Sport, a review of Sport Ireland’s Policy on Participation in Sport People with Disabilities 

commenced in 2023. 

 

  



18 
 

Sport Ireland Policy on Women in Sport 
 

The Sport Ireland Women in Sport Programme was first created in 2005 following ESRI 

research that identified a significant gap in the participation rates of females and males. From 

2005 through 2018, the Women in Sport Programme has funded a wide range of initiatives 

delivered by NGBs and LSPs to further the agenda of gender equality in sport. The programme 

was reviewed and relaunched in 2019 to coincide with the development of Sport Ireland’s 

Policy on Women in Sport. This policy identified four key areas, which have emerged as 

current gaps & future opportunities for women in sport. These are:  

1. Leadership and Governance  

2. Coaching and Officiating  

3. Active Participation  

4. Visibility  

Since the launch of the policy in 2019 9, the landscape for women in sport has shifted 

significantly. As part of this policy Sport Ireland appointed a Women In Sport lead. To ensure 

the policy remains fit for purpose, Sport Ireland has commenced a project to review the 

current Sport Ireland Policy on Women in Sport and make recommendations for a revised 

policy. Sport Ireland’s main outcome for this project is to explore if the target areas, objectives 

and actions, of the current policy are still relevant, and where necessary, provide 

recommendations for change.   

Women in Sport Policy Implementation 
 

As a statutory agency, Sport Ireland’s vision for women in sport is one where women have an 

equal opportunity to achieve their full potential while enjoying a lifelong involvement in sport. 

Sport Irelands Policy on Women in Sport expresses Sport Ireland’s commitment to women in 

sport. It seeks to build on the significant work which has already been undertaken in this area 

within the sport sector to date and, in recognising the opportunity to make a significant 

impact on the lives of women through their involvement in sport.  

 
9 Women in Sport Policy | Sport Ireland 

https://www.sportireland.ie/women-in-sport/women-in-sport-policy
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To date, over €22m has been invested through the Women in Sport Programme in National 

Governing Bodies and Local Sports Partnerships to support women’s sustained involvement 

in sport as coaches, volunteers, club members, athletes, advocates, leaders, and participants 

from grassroots to the podium. In June 2021, the allocation of WIS funding increased to €4m 

across the NGB sector for the two years 2021/2022, representing a 33% increase on the 

2019/2020 funding of €3m. A further €2m will be invested in NGB programmes through a 

grant application process in 2023. The investment aims to support NGBs and enhance all 

aspects of female involvement across the Women in Sport policy target areas namely, 

Coaching & Officiating, Active Participation, Leadership & Governance and Visibility. Each 

year, Sport Ireland reserves a portion of this allocation as a Special Projects Budget, which is 

used to develop or enhance WIS projects and initiatives by Sport Ireland or in NGBs. Since 

2021, €265,000 in Women in Sport funding has been provided annually to the LSP network. 

In addition, €131,400 through Dormant Account Funding was allocated to LSPs for the 

creation of teenage girls' programmes as part of Sport Ireland’s latest campaign targeting 

teenage girls.  

While participation levels among both genders have increased since 2017, a slightly larger 

increase in participation among women has led to a narrowing of the gender gap. In the 8 

years before the COVID pandemic, the gender gap in sports participation was cut from 12% 

(2011 ISM) to 3% (2019 ISM) amongst the Irish population over the age of 16. Significantly, 

this gap has narrowed from 15.7% since 2007 when the ISM commenced. However, this 

gender gap remains stubbornly high amongst younger individuals aged 16–19 yrs. (14%) and 

20–24 yrs. (12%). While personal exercise, swimming and running are the most popular sports 

for both sexes, women (42%) are more likely than men (26%) to participate in sport through 

organised training, coaching or lessons.  

Disparities in female participation in physical activity tend to be affected by age, 

socioeconomic status, disability, and pregnancy. More recently, Sport Ireland has started to 

identify the specific needs of women at perimenopause or menopause stages of their lives 

and the impact this time can have on levels of activity. Various programmes are being 

supported through Women in Sport funding that target this particular cohort. In November 
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2022, Sport Ireland launched its campaign, It’s My Time 10, in partnership with Healthy Ireland, 

targeting women aged 40 plus living in disadvantaged areas. The campaign results have been 

positive with women indicating that the campaign video and messaging resonated with them. 

Just recently, Sport Ireland hosted a webinar, Menopause and Physical Activity 11which drew 

huge interest with over 600 people registering and 310 attending on the day. Sport Ireland 

realises the need and demand to continue to support this target audience and is looking at 

ways in which to do so for 2023 and beyond using the It’s My Time campaign.  

 In children, 93% of primary school boys and 91% of primary school girls play some form of 

school or community-based sport at least once a week, outside of PE.  However, at post-

primary school participation rates begin to decline.  and a significant, 12%, difference 

between male (83%) and female (71%) weekly sports participation rate begins to emerge. 

(CSPPA, 2018).   

Despite similar levels of weekly sports participation in primary school between boys and girls, 

primary school boys tend to play sport more frequently than girls contributing to a gender 

difference in meeting the WHO guidelines for physical activity levels between primary school 

girls (13%) and primary school boys (23%). This gap persists into post-primary school with 14% 

of boys meeting the guidelines of daily activity compared to 7% of post-primary school girls.   

 

Adolescent Girls Get Active Report 
 

In teenage girls and young adults, the 2021 Adolescent Girls Get Active research report 

outlined the perceived barriers to sport for teenage girls. Girls feeling that they are “not good 

enough” or “are not sporty” is often rooted in their experience of traditional, more dominant 

team sports and the stereotypes reinforced in popular culture and experiences. Despite the 

physical contrasts in rural and urban living, the research found that the underlying wants and 

needs of teenage girls are often similar. They feel there is a lack of social space for teens 

where they feel welcomed, wanted, and included. They feel there are limited opportunities 

to try new things, learn new skills and ultimately feel good about themselves. Adolescence is 

 
10 It’s My Time 
11 ‘Menopause and Physical Activity’ 

https://www.sportireland.ie/itsmytime
https://www.sportireland.ie/women-in-sport/women-in-sport-resources
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a critical life stage and these formative years are when attitudes and behaviours are 

established that shape the women they will become. Girls who are active in their teenage 

years and develop a love of sport are much more likely to establish a life-long relationship 

with sport and exercise in adulthood.  

To target this group and encourage them to be more active, Sport Ireland launched its first-

ever campaign targeting teenage girls called Her Moves, in March 2023. 12 The vision for Sport 

Ireland is to implement a systems change campaign through the creation of a brand identity, 

effective messaging, an online space and physical activity opportunities. Her Moves is 

designed to inspire and support more teenage girls to be active. It’s about empowering all 

young women, building confidence and providing motivation to find something that gets 

them moving.  

The sporting environment in which teenage girls participate can have a huge impact on 

retaining them in sport. To address this area, Sport Ireland created an evidence-based 

coaching workshop for coaches of teenage girls. The goal of the workshops is to develop more 

informed coaches who can help reduce the dropout of teenage girls from sport by adapting 

their coaching methods to suit the motivations and needs of their athletes. The rollout of 

these workshops commenced in late 2021 through LSPs and NGBs around the country. To 

date, close to 100 workshops have taken place with an estimated 1,100 coaches in 

attendance.   

Women in Sport Volunteering 
 

Ireland had an estimated 261,000 men (14%) and 199,000 women (10%) volunteering in sport 

in 2019. However, the type of volunteering in which women engaged has dramatically shifted 

over time. Historically, most female volunteers in sport were providing transport. The 2019 

ISM marked an important milestone in this regard. For the first time, there were now more 

female coaches (57,000) than drivers (48,000). Examining coaching and officiating in more 

detail, the gender gap appears to be narrowing. In 2007 there were an estimated 4 male 

coaches for every 1 female coach (Lunn et al., 2008). By 2011 that ratio was cut to 2:1 and 

directly before the pandemic stood at 1.6:1 (ISM, 2019). In contrast, the male-to-female ratio 

 
12 Her Moves 

https://www.hermoves.ie/
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for sports officiating remains much wider at 3:1. Significant focus has been placed on attaining 

a 1:1 coaching and officiating ratio. More work is also required at the management and 

leadership levels to address these disparities. For example, 71% of adults surveyed in 2019 

perceived sport administration and management to be overly male-dominated.   

Women in Sport Coaching 
 

In 2021, Sport Ireland released the findings of an online coaching survey which exclusively 

targeted active and inactive female coaches across all sports on the island of Ireland. The 

survey identified barriers to coaching which can be grouped into five areas; time constraints; 

sexism and gender-related issues; lack of confidence; lack of NGB and Club support and 

parental factors. Following up on the coaching research 13, Sport Ireland created and launched 

the Women in Coaching Toolkit 14which can be used by organisations to help them in their 

planning for the recruitment, development and retention of women in coaching. Sport Ireland 

continues to host webinars and workshops for the sector focusing on the toolkit and its 

implementation of it in organisations.   

The culture within sport organisations is also a factor that can affect female coaches. If the 

culture has been traditionally male-dominated, then the environment can sometimes not be 

conducive to making female coaches feel valued and supported. The Women in Coaching 

Toolkit aims to educate sports on this topic and guide them on how they can address this 

issue if it exists in their sport.  

The number of women coaching in high-performance sport in Ireland is very low. Elite-level 

female coaches described how they can feel isolated in their development and would benefit 

from a network of similar coaches for support and learning. With the recent appointment of 

the Head of High-Performance Coaching, Sport Ireland can begin to look at ways in which to 

support women into high-performance coaching.    

Women in Sport Officiating 
 

 
13 coaching research 
14 Women in Coaching Toolkit 

https://www.sportireland.ie/women-in-sport/women-in-coaching-research
https://www.sportireland.ie/coachingtoolkit
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More recently, Sport Ireland published the Women in Officiating Research Report. 15 The 

survey, and subsequent individual interviews and focus group conversations, were 

undertaken to address the information gap that exists on the officiating experience of women 

in Ireland and the impact this has on their involvement in sports officiating. The report 

presents a balanced view of women’s experience of officiating. Women are motivated to 

officiate and feel competent and confident. However, more than half of the respondents to 

the survey experience abuse or criticism when officiating and many feel the pathways into 

and through officiating are not clear to women. Sport Ireland’s Policy on Women in Sport 

recognises the importance of supporting and developing women officiating in sport, with the 

implicit intention to build a healthy pipeline of women, increasing recruitment and enabling 

retention of women as referees and match officials. This report provides Sport Ireland with 

evidence and guidance as to the work required to create supports, resources and other 

interventions, to increase the number of female officials in sport.  

Gender balance on boards of sporting organisations 
 

Sport Ireland welcomed the Government announcement regarding a new target of 40% 

gender balance on the Boards of sporting organisations. Over the last three years, Sport 

Ireland has been monitoring the gender composition on the Boards of NGBs and LSPs through 

annual Snapshots of Women in Leadership16 . These Snapshots have shown how the 

percentage of women on boards has increased from 24% in 2019 to currently stand at 36% 

for NGBs and 39% for LSPs. 50% of those funded bodies included in the most recent snapshot 

have obtained the 40% target for women on their board.   

Through research conducted during the creation of Sport Ireland’s Gender Diversity on Boards 

Toolkit,17 several challenges were identified that impact the recruitment and retention of 

women on Boards. These include the format and timings of meetings to make them more 

accessible for members when taking into account family and work commitments. The absence 

of leadership training, traditional recruitment methods and a lack of mentoring and support 

 
15 Women in Officiating Research Report. 
16 infographic_snapshot_NOV22 (sportireland.ie) 
17 Women in Sport Leadership Resources | Sport Ireland 

https://www.sportireland.ie/sites/default/files/media/document/2023-03/SI2207%20WIS%20Officiating%20Report%20FINAL%20Draft.pdf
https://www.sportireland.ie/sites/default/files/media/document/2023-01/Women%20in%20Sport%20Leadership%20Snapshot%20pdf.pdf
https://www.sportireland.ie/women-in-sport/women-in-sport-leadership-resources
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for new female Board members have all been recognised as challenges when increasing 

female stats at leadership and governance levels.  

As well as the Gender Diversity on Boards Toolkit which supports Boards in developing and 

maintaining better gender balance, Sport Ireland continues to create other programmes and 

resources to support women in leadership and Governance. The M-Power Mentoring 

programme continues to roll out twice each year with approximately 50% of attendees 

female. Management programmes such as the Arena and Accelerate programmes, while 

having approximately 50/50 gender split in attendees, have also included modules on 

Diversity and Inclusion with a gender focus.  

Through its Women in Sport Funding Programme, Sport Ireland supports several Women in 

Sport Leadership Programmes ongoing in the NGBs and LSPs. These programmes are 

supporting current female leaders as well as those with the potential to hold leadership and 

governance roles within their sport. One such example is the successful Women in Sport 

Leadership Programme run by Swim Ireland and available to members from all sports and 

LSPs. Over the last two years, the programme has trained over 250 women from across 30+ 

organisations in areas such as Leadership and Values, Networking and Collaboration, Handling 

Challenging Situations, Crisis Management, Governance, Developing Resilience, 

Communications and Developing Your Personal Brand, amongst others. The programme is 

due to commence again in September 2023.   

Women in Sport Media 
 

The importance of ensuring women in sport is visible is well documented and reported on. In 

2019, Sport Ireland conducted their second report on Women’s Sport in Irish Print Media. 

This report outlined a 1.1% increase in media coverage of women’s sport in the four years 

previous. The lack of gender targets for media outlets receiving Government funding means 

it is difficult for Sport Ireland to measure or track progress relating to how visible women’s 

sport is, i.e. the percentage of coverage dedicated to female sporting events or articles and 

images showing females sports news. The opportunity may present to change this through 

the work of The Future of Media Commission Report and subsequent Implementation 

Strategy and Action Plan. Recommendation 7-9 “develop a strategic plan for sports 

broadcasting and promotion” as well as Recommendation 7-10, “diversity and inclusion 
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strategy for sports reporting and broadcasting”. This recommendation outlines that, “the 

Commission recommends that the BAI/Media Commission develops a strategy, in conjunction 

with media organisations, Sport Ireland and the Federation of Irish Sport to promote and 

enhance diversity and inclusion in sports reporting and broadcasting.”   

One of the factors worth exploring is the lack of female journalists working in the sports media 

sector and perhaps, the lack of interest from current journalists in women’s sport. While the 

events, press conferences and matches may take place, if journalists and media don’t attend, 

then the news story won’t appear.    

The capacity within the sports sector can also mean that some sports just don’t have the 

necessary resource to ensure female sporting news is available and shared with the relevant 

media channels.  

There is also a new challenge which is how people consume sports news and events now. 

Mainstream TV, radio and newspapers are being replaced with streaming services, pay-per-

view TV, apps, social media and podcasts. This is an area which Sport Ireland is starting to 

explore to be able to support the sports sector for the future consumption of sport.  

Increasing Visibility of Women in Sport 
 

While acknowledging that increasing the visibility of female athletes is important, Sport 

Ireland also sees the importance of making females visible across all areas of the game, i.e. 

female leaders in sport, female coaches, female umpires and officiators, and female social 

participants. By increasing the visibility of females through all facets of sport in society, we 

make it normal for female involvement to be embedded in sport rather than the exception.  

Various initiatives and programmes have been created by Sport Ireland. These include the 

first-ever media training programme for female pundits and analysts with over 150 females 

benefiting from various levels of support and training over the past two years. The Women 

on Wednesday Sport Series highlighted local role models under the topic of physical activity 

while Sport Ireland’s Women in Sport Week took place again for the third year in a row. The 

week, from 6 – 14 March, presented an occasion to highlight ongoing projects within Sport 

Ireland, as well as raising awareness of female athletes and women in sport programmes in 

the National Governing Body and Local Sports Partnerships.  
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Continuing the theme of visibility, Sport Ireland will continue to run its campaign, Her 

Outdoors. HER Outdoors week aims to celebrate and encourage more females to get out and 

enjoy the benefits of being in the outdoors while bringing visibility to the opportunities for 

females to get involved in outdoor physical activity. The campaign now in its third year will 

run from 14 – 20 August.  

Local Sports Partnerships and Women in Sport 
 

Local Sports Partnerships work with the Sport Ireland Women in Sport lead and focus specific 

initiatives on female target groups including women in disadvantaged communities, women 

with a disability, older woman, women from ethnic minorities and teenage girls. The LSPs also 

explore ways of increasing female social participation in sport through club membership and 

volunteerism.  

 

In 2021, 39% of LSP board members are female, which is ahead of the Women in Sport Policy 

and National Sports Policy target set at a minimum female representation of 30% on the 

boards of funded bodies by 2027. In 2021 LSP initiatives specifically focusing on women in 

sport had 31,941 participants.  

 

European Social Fund + (ESF) Programme  
 

Sport Ireland has successfully applied to the European Social Fund (ESF+) programme and has 

been awarded €11million for implementation of a social innovation and inclusion programme 

over the next 5 years. 

Sport Ireland’s programme is listed under the Social Innovation Pillar in Irelands overall ESF+ 

plan which has a high-level objective of fostering active inclusion with a view to promoting 

equal opportunities, non-discrimination and active participation, and improving 

employability, in particular for disadvantaged groups. 

It will see the phased employment of 29 Social Innovation in Sport Leads in the Local Sports 

Partnership (LSP) network over the next three years.  In 2023, six LSPs will be awarded funding 

for the new positions, and in 2024 a further 12 LSPs will be awarded funding and in 2025 the 
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final 11 LSPs will be awarded funding. By 2025, all 29 LSPs will have a Social Innovation in 

Sport Lead in place. 

The programme will pilot and implement a range of new, targeted, and innovative 

programmes aiming to improve the socio-economic status of ESF+ Targeted Groups: youth at 

risk, persons with disability, disadvantaged women, ethnic minorities and migrants. 

 

 


