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Abstract
Participation and access to sports remains unequally distributed, de-
spite the many benefits for health and wellbeing, with intersecting
barriers including age, gender, ability, race, body size, responsibil-
ities, and cultural norms, impacting access. Sports technologies,
and the field of SportsHCI more broadly, have the potential to
help broaden participation, yet reinforce inequalities by prioritising
performance metrics and assuming normative user assumptions.
This paper argues for a more inclusive and equitable SportsHCI,
foregrounding the “everyday athlete” by examining the benefits
and barriers to participation in sports, and how these related to
the design of sports technologies. Drawing on lived experience,
inclusive design literature, and recent academic work, we identify
issues in sports technologies and propose a five-point manifesto
outlining actionable commitments, that supports a more inclusive
future for SportsHCI. This paper invites researchers, designers, and
industry to take up the challenge and responsibility, of shaping
sport technologies that empower all.
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1 Introduction
SportsHCI explores how interactive digital technologies can help
support, encourage, and enhance people’s engagement with sports
andmovement. As a growing andmultidisciplinary field, SportsHCI
has developed systems to track and measure athletic performance,
optimise coaching and training, extend fan experiences, and sup-
port entirely new forms of interaction. This work reflects broader
trends in digital health, wearables, and personal informatics: areas
that traditionally emphasise personal improvement, optimisation,
and often, the needs of active, able-bodied, and neurotypical users
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[14, 64, 90]. While studies and technologies within the space of
SportsHCI drive the field forwards, they often have narrow assump-
tions about who participates in sport, why, and how. As such,
many systems designed to support sports and physical activity –
including at the everyday, recreational level – focus on performance
enhancement, with limited consideration of equality, diversity and
inclusion (EDI) issues such as inclusion, representation, and lived
experience.

Participating in sport and physical activity not only provides
considerable physical health benefits, but also opportunities for en-
joyment, social connection, and improved mental wellbeing. There-
fore, making these activities more inclusive is not only a matter
of fairness or equality, but of public health, community wellbeing,
and economic sustainability. Broader participation can reduce the
societal burden of lifestyle-related diseases, improve mental health
outcomes, and open new markets for technology providers, fitness
services, and healthcare systems alike [38, 54, 67, 75]. While sport
is often associated with competition, rules, and structured goals,
and physical activity to a broader range of movements including
completing everyday tasks and recreational exercise, this does not
need to be the case. Sport does not need to be competitive in nature,
or limited to a select few, but instead “sport should be for every
body” – situated within the growing movement towards inclusive
sports participation for all, no matter ability or goals, and without
prejudice. Given this broader movement and the associated benefits
of sport, SportsHCI researchers have an opportunity, and arguably
a responsibility, to ensure that these technologies enable broad
and varied participation. This means not only designing for those
already engaged in structured sports, but also considering how tech-
nologies might invite, include, and empower those who may find
sport or physical activity unfamiliar, inaccessible, or unwelcoming.
To date, there has been relatively little work in SportsHCI focused
explicitly on EDI issues, though exceptions are emerging, including
those within the space of accessibility (e.g. [37, 79, 95]). This paper
contributes to that growing body of work, not by critiquing existing
work, but by proposing ways to extend and diversify our ongoing
efforts.

In this paper, we make four key contributions. First, we outline
the benefits of sport and physical activity (physical, psychological,
social, and economic), while critically examining the intersect-
ing barriers that shape unequal access and exclusion. Second, we
analyse how existing sports technologies, despite their potential,
often reflect and reinforce societal inequalities, particularly when
they prioritise performance metrics and normative user profiles.
Third, we offer a more inclusive understanding of what consti-
tutes SportsHCI, and who counts as an athlete, highlighting the
experiences and motivations of everyday users. Finally, we pro-
pose a five-point manifesto for inclusive SportsHCI: a constructive,
actionable agenda for researchers, designers, and industry.
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While this is a position paper rather than an empirical study
or systematic review, our aim is to spark ongoing dialogue within
the growing SportsHCI community. By raising critical questions
and proposing clear principles, we hope to help shape a research
agenda that centres inclusivity, broadens participation, and invites
reflection on the social impact of the technologies we build.

2 Framing the Field: Scope, Definitions, and
Positionality

This paper focuses on how SportsHCI can better support broad-
ened participation, particularly amongst those we term “everyday
athletes” – all those who engage in deliberate sport or exercise, not
necessarily professionally, competitively, or even consistently, and
regardless of background, skill, ability, or goal. The dictionary of
public health defines an athlete as, “A person who has undertaken
training or exercises to become proficient in physical activities such
as competitive sports (athletics)” [53], indicating no particular level
of performance beyond “proficiency”. By focusing on everyday
athletes, we decouple the label “athlete” from any suggestions of
elite or specialised skill, while still recognising that feelings of mas-
tery and progression are important sources of motivation for many.
We take an inclusive approach to include anyone who moves with
intention: whether someone runs marathons, or laps around their
back garden; trains in the gym five times a week, or participates in
the occasional netball match, all deserve support and recognition.
This inclusive framing reflects the reality that people engage with
movement for a wide variety of reasons and at differing ability
levels. We focus on technologies suited for these everyday ath-
letes: apps, wearables, connected equipment, and online platforms.
We do not specifically examine technologies designed for specta-
tors, elite coaching systems, or tools specifically aimed to support
those competing in professional sports. While these are all highly
relevant within the field of SportsHCI, we instead focus on tools
intended for, or with potential to support, everyday movement and
engagement. Following in the tradition of inclusive design, we
argue that by paying closer attention to issues of inclusivity – from
safety concerns and bodily representation to affordability, usabil-
ity and motivation – that SportsHCI can design technologies that
broaden participation while increasing engagement and improving
the experiences of all.

The first author has spent the past 10–15 years conducting re-
search at the intersection of health, physical activity, sports, and in-
teractive technologies. He has both observed and lived the journey
of an “everyday athlete,” experiencing fluctuations in fitness, moti-
vation, body composition, and time availability. He has navigated
injuries and rehabilitation, experimented with a wide spectrum of
sports technologies – from activity trackers, wearable technolo-
gies and cycle computers, to training and social network platforms,
while balancing physical activity and sports with multiple other
life roles, including caring responsibilities. At the same time, he
recognises his privilege as a straight, white, cisgender man with the
financial means to procure equipment and gym memberships; ac-
cess to safe outdoor spaces; and a level of job security that allows for
leisure time. He contrasts these advantages with the compound bar-
riers faced by friends and acquaintances: women and non-binary
people contending with harassment and dress-code constraints;

individuals with disabilities and those whose bodies fall outside
normative technological assumptions; minoritised ethnic groups
encountering cultural stereotypes; and those experiencing chronic
illness or socioeconomic hardship. These comparisons underscore
that, while the author has encountered personal obstacles, his lived
experience remains limited compared to the intersecting disadvan-
tages endured by many.

Guided by feminist and intersectionality theory, the author in-
sists that responsibility for EDI work should be shared by all, and
not placed solely on marginalised communities. As an ally, he
endeavours to support under-represented voices, adopt reflexive
practice, and leverage academic insights and personal experiences
to advance more inclusive design and research in SportsHCI. At a
time when institutional support for EDI initiatives faces political
and economic barriers, and many groups are less able to engage in
this work with reduced funding and the scaling back of diversity
programmes, it is more important than ever for allies to step-up
and support this work. This paper welcomes ongoing dialogue,
ensuring its arguments remain grounded in the complex realities
of diverse individuals. The remainder of the paper maps intersect-
ing barriers, then shows how today’s sport-tech echoes them, and
finally offers a manifesto for future sports technologies.

3 Benefits and Barriers to Participation in
Sports

Despite the well-documented benefits of being active, participation
in sport and exercise remains unequally distributed. Gender, ethnic-
ity, class, bodily difference, disability, neurodivergence, life-stage,
caregiving, culture, religion, and neighbourhood infrastructure all
shape who feels welcome, safe, and supported – and who is implic-
itly or explicitly excluded. These disparities often reflect broader
structural, cultural, and environmental barriers, far beyond individ-
ual motivation. We examine the benefits and barriers of sport and
movement, laying the foundations for a more critical reflection of
how sports technologies and SportsHCI can better serve those who
are most often left out.

3.1 Why participation in sports matters
National guidelines in the UK and the US recommend that adults
complete at least 150 minutes of moderate or 75 minutes of vigorous
activity each week, alongside strength-training on at least two days
[34, 77]. However, a large portion of the population fails to reach
these targets: only around two-thirds of men and just over half
of women in England are sufficiently active [66], participation is
even lower amongst individuals facing disability, chronic illness, or
socioeconomic disadvantage [8, 91]. The financial costs of physical
inactivity are considerable: the World Health Organisation projects
that, between 2020 and 2030, almost 500 million people will develop
diseases attributable to inactivity at an annual cost of $27 billion
USD in healthcare expenditure and lost productivity [103]. Con-
versely, population-wide increases in activity lower the burden of
lifestyle diseases, reduce stress on health services, and stimulate
local economies by growing the sports and leisure sector [65].

For many people participation in sport becomes harder over
time: most children take part in sport, but engagement tends to
decline during adolescence and into early adulthood [91]. Many
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adults transition into more utilitarian activity (e.g. walking for
transport, or taking the stairs) which can become habitual, but is
often low in intensity, and can still be disrupted during periods of
life transition [41, 91]. Sports, by contrast, can deliver joy, identity,
mastery, and social belonging [26], and to provide opportunities for
feelings of mastery and progression – elements that technologies
might amplify if designed inclusively.

3.1.1 Physical health. The physical health benefits are among the
most well-documented: moderate-to-vigorous exercise reduces the
risk of chronic diseases including type-2 diabetes, cardiovascular
disease, and some forms of cancer, alongside improving cardiorespi-
ratory fitness, mobility and strength [11, 101]. The health benefits
of being active persist regardless of body size: those who are active,
but categorised as overweight or obese, have comparable mortality
risks to those who are lean and fit, whereas unfit individuals face
higher risks regardless of weight [7]. This reinforces the importance
of being physically active at any weight, particularly in the design
of inclusive and supportive interventions.

3.1.2 Mental and emotional wellbeing. Physical activity is asso-
ciated with reductions in anxiety and depression, improvements
in mood, and positive cognitive outcomes across age groups [73].
This does not require vigorous activity or high-intensity training:
low-intensity and leisure activities such as community sports have
been linked to greater psychological resilience and improved life
satisfaction [26, 76]. Being physically active has also been shown
to support better sleep quality and higher daily energy levels, fur-
ther reinforcing its role in supporting mental wellbeing and overall
quality of life [5, 25].

3.1.3 Social connectedness and community. Group-based sport mit-
igates loneliness, expands social networks, and fosters a sense of
place – especially valuable during life transitions, such as parent-
hood, retirement, or relocation [26, 44, 51]. For example Parkrun, a
free weekly 5 km running event, promotes sustained engagement
through an inclusive ethos, volunteer culture and a collective iden-
tity: attracting those who are underrepresented in more structured
sporting settings (including those who are less active, and report
lower health levels) with inclusivity and psychological wellbeing
found to be core reasons for higher engagement [19, 36]. Such
community scaffolding is central to long-term engagement, creat-
ing a sense of place, routine, and identity. However, these benefits
also set the foundation for understanding the systemic barriers we
explore next.

3.2 Barriers to sports participation
Many believe that the primary reason diverse individuals do not par-
ticipate in sports is due to a lack of intrinsicmotivation, but evidence
suggests structural and social constraints play a larger role [105].
Further evidence shows that when barriers, such as inaccessible
facilities or discrimination, are removed or mitigated, participation
rates improve, further showing that interest and awareness are
rarely the primary obstacles [82]. Indeed, drawing on Crenshaw’s
concept of intersectionality [22], we observe that diverse popula-
tions face barriers related to complex, intersecting factors including:
age, gender, body size, ability, health conditions, socioeconomic sta-
tus, culture, and other personal challenges; revealing that exclusion

in sport emerges from the interplay of diverse attributes, producing
patterns of disadvantage greater than the sum of their parts [58].
Recognising these layered realities requires that we move beyond
“ideal users”, towards inclusive design practices that engage par-
ticipants from diverse communities in co-design, employ flexible
technologies and accommodate varied needs [13, 87]. While some
groups have easy access to sport, others are routinely excluded or
discouraged, resulting in sport being a privilege for some, rather
than a right for all.

3.2.1 Bodily differences and people with disabilities. Individuals
with disabilities often encounter significant obstacles in accessing
and participating in mainstream sports. These barriers include inac-
cessible facilities, lack of adaptive equipment, and ableist attitudes
amongst coaches and peers, which limits opportunities, discourage
continued engagement from athletes with disabilities, and under-
mines confidence which leads to a sense of exclusion from main-
stream sport [30, 61, 82]. Chronic conditions such as diabetes can be
managed through activity, yet these so-called “lifestyle” conditions
are often accompanied by stigma and self-doubt [60]. Similarly,
diversity in bodies also leads to exclusion: Athletes with limb dif-
ferences face further challenges, as sports equipment, prosthetics,
and interfaces often fail to accommodate or adequately support
their specific requirements, undermining performance, comfort,
and participation [12]. Similarly, individuals with differences in
mobility often experience exclusion from physical activities due to
the lack of universally designed sporting environments, restrictive
assumptions embedded in sport rules, and inaccessible training
methods [81]. Furthermore, sports clothing and equipment sizing
rarely accommodates diverse shapes [96], and optical heart-rate
sensors misread darker skin tones [52]. When considered from an
intersectional perspective, the consequences of this can be serious
– as detailed in [47], “people with darker skin tones (example, Black
and Hispanic ethnic backgrounds) are at higher risk of cardiovascular
diseases, and inaccurate HR measurements using PPG-based devices
would result in potential health disparities with exercise safety and
treatment efficacy in this clinical population” (p.3).

Societal narratives that associate “fitness” with thinness, white-
ness and affluence creates additional barriers for those who do not
fit within this description, and do not see themselves represented
or welcomed in sporting spaces such as gyms [98]. Similarly, ‘Fit-
spiration’ imagery on social media has been shown to increase
appearance comparison and can heighten body dissatisfaction, par-
ticularly among women from lower-income groups [2, 48], and
weight stigma in gym cultures manifests as unsolicited comments
and surveillance of appearance, prompting many individuals with
larger bodies to avoid fitness settings altogether [96, 100].

3.2.2 Gender and sexuality. Gendered experiences profoundly in-
fluence who feels safe and welcomed in sport. Harassment pro-
foundly shapes where and when women exercise: a 2024 survey of
runners in north-west England reported that more than two-thirds
had experienced verbal abuse, intimidation, or stalking, prompting
route changes or cessation of outdoor running [62] – concerns
that have resulted in broad-brush changes to privacy defaults in
some GPS tracking platforms (e.g. [78]). In indoor fitness environ-
ments, commercial research in the UK [4] suggests that more than
half of gym-goers have witnessed or experienced harassment, with
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women disproportionately targeted – these hostile atmospheres
often resulting in reduced attendance or complete withdrawal from
gym attendance. Beyond safety concerns, women’s participation
is further limited by societal expectations around caregiving re-
sponsibilities: UK women perform an extra hour of daily unpaid
care compared with men [69], significantly restricting available
leisure time and opportunities for sports participation. Campaigns
such as ”This Girl Can” have challenged stereotypes to reframing
what an athlete looks like, and why women exercise (for enjoy-
ment and confidence, not to achieve a certain physique), and have
“inspired millions” while demonstrably closing the gender activity
gap [9, 46, 92]. Taken together, these factors highlight how struc-
tural inequalities continue to constrain women’s participation in
sports, underscoring the importance of ongoing efforts to create
safe, inclusive, and supportive sporting environments.

LGBTQ+ populations similarly face multiple barriers in sports
participation. A systematic review highlights that these individuals
often encounter discrimination, misgendering, and lack of inclusive
facilities, which undermine both participation and leadership in
sport [23]. Transgender athletes may also be explicitly prevented
from competing in gender-aligned categories, exacerbating feelings
of alienation and discouraging ongoing involvement [39, 57].

3.2.3 Race, culture and religion. Participation in sport is far from
evenly distributed across racial, cultural, and religious identities:
ethnic minority adults in England, particularly South Asian and
Black communities, are less active than White British peers, with
structural racism, lack of culturally appropriate programming and
absence of representative role models acting as core barriers [91].
Racialised assumptions about athleticism, for example, the stereo-
typing of Black athletes as “naturally gifted”, constrains participa-
tion and undermines their achievements [2]. Religious practice
introduces further complexities. Dress codes, prayer schedules,
and gender-segregated spaces are rarely accommodated, forcing
individuals to choose between faith observance and physical ac-
tivity. Bans on religious garments like hijabs, in certain countries
exclude Muslim women from competition, making them less visible
to others, and, in some cases, exposing them to public scrutiny [1].
Muslim women in particular face intersecting cultural and financial
obstacles, including societal expectations around gender roles and
limited provision of women-only spaces [97].

Uniform and equipment expectations can also marginalise ath-
letes, as can requirements related to hair – standard swim caps
compress and damage Afro-textured hair, deterring participation
[45], leading to products such as the “SOUL CAP”, designed to
accommodate thicker textured hair. However, the governing body
for aquatic sports initially prevented athletes from using the SOUL
CAP, on the grounds that they “did not follow the natural form
of the head” – a decision widely criticised as discouraging Black
swimmers [27]. The governing body later approved the cap in
September 2022, explicitly citing its commitment to diversity and
inclusion [93]. Nonetheless, Black hair remains a “safe sport issue”,
a 2024 study shows how hair-related equipment mandates continue
to pose both environmental and relational safety risks, deterring
participation long after the rule change [49].

The compounded effect of multiple disadvantages can be pro-
found; for instance, women with disabilities from ethnic minorities

face higher rates of inactivity than their non-disabled or white coun-
terparts, reflecting the intersectional impact of ableism, sexism and
racism on access to sport [50, 59].

3.2.4 Mental health and neurodivergence. While exercise can al-
leviate depression and anxiety [102], these same conditions can
decrease motivation while exacerbating fears of social judgement.
Neurodivergent individuals may face sensory and social challenges
in group sport settings: children and adolescents with autism are
significantly less likely to engage in physical activity, due to sensory
overload, rigid rule structures and limited instructor awareness of
neurodiverse needs [85]. This gap often widens with age [43, 68].
Individuals with attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
report frustration in environments that lack flexibility, fail to pro-
vide adequate stimulation, or rely on unstructured feedback [71].
Inclusive design must therefore be attentive to diverse cognitive
and sensory processing styles, to support all.

3.2.5 Life Stage and ageing. Life stage significantly influences pat-
terns of sports participation, with distinct barriers emerging across
the lifespan. Sports participation tends to peak during childhood,
with a significant drop during adolescence, often as a result of bully-
ing, harassment, inappropriate comments, and body image concerns
which not only discourages participation but also affects mental
health. Women and girls are particularly impacted, due to persis-
tent gendered stereotypes and violence (including body shaming
and sexual harassment), sexualised commentary and stereotypes
(e.g., “sport isn’t feminine”), contributing to the 64% drop-out by
age 17 [104].

In older adulthood, barriers to physical activity shift but remain
significant. Common obstacles include fear of falling, chronic pain,
and environmental factors like poorly lit routes [16]. Such concerns
can lead to reduced activity levels, further decreasing physical
function and thus increasing the risk of falls.

3.2.6 Socioeconomic and environmental context. Beyond the indi-
vidual factors laid out so far, structural and environmental factors
significantly influence access to sport, often reinforcing existing
social inequalities. Individuals from lower-income households face
disproportionate barriers, including equipment costs, membership
fees, and transportation to facilities – limiting opportunities for
participation and contributing to lower activity levels among dis-
advantaged groups [91]. Access to sports facilities is unevenly
distributed: affluent neighbourhoods typically boast a higher den-
sity of well-maintained gyms, leisure centres, and public parks,
whereas deprived communities often lack safe, high-quality spaces
for outdoor training and organised sport [55, 70]. Furthermore,
funding policies often prioritise competitive, performance-oriented
activities, which may not align with the interests or needs of all
individuals. This can marginalise those who seek recreational or
social sports, particularly in communities where mainstream sports
lack cultural relevance, and other activities such as traditional dance
or walking groups might be better suited [35].

Media coverage that presents a narrow view of the “ideal” athlete
as lean, young, white, and affluent not only limits role models for
underrepresented groups, but also sustains internalised barriers
among those who do not see themselves represented. Longitudinal
analyses of televised sports news reveal that women’s events receive
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only a fraction of the coverage afforded to men’s, reinforcing the
perception that sport is primarily a male domain [20]. This list
of barriers is by no means exhaustive – factors such as linguistic
differences, immigration status, or geographic isolation can also
shape access to sport, and together these intersecting obstacles
demonstrate why SportsHCI must move beyond idealised users
towards genuinely inclusive design practices.

4 Inclusivity in Sports Technology and
SportsHCI

Sports technologies provide potential to support and engage with
diverse everyday athletes, but mirroring the barriers laid out in
the previous section, they frequently embody narrow assumptions
about bodies, goals, and contexts. These challenges have been
relatively underexplored within SportsHCI, despite growing recog-
nition of EDI concerns within sports, and elsewhere in HCI. There
are some notable exceptions to this, particularly within the context
of disability. For example, Strobel and Gerling’s excellent review
paper focused on the intersection of HCI, Disability and Sport [95],
shows that a narrow, medicalised approach can miss the broader
human experience. Similarly to the arguments we make in this pa-
per, the authors also call for “placing a stronger emphasis on sport as
leisure”. However, this focus on “everyday athletes” is not the norm
within sports technologies, which in many cases can perpetuate
or even exacerbate inclusivity issues, despite the opportunities to
help.

It is important to note that the intention of this work is not to
suggest that technology and SportsHCI can provide solutions to
all the broad, varied and deeply ingrained-in-society challenges
and barriers outlined in the previous section. However, equipping
SportsHCI researchers with a better understanding of these issues
can only go to serve their awareness, consideration and potential
inclusion within SportsHCI work, ultimately improving inclusion
for all. There are many opportunities for SportsHCI to begin chal-
lenging the status quo and support broadened participation – taken
together, the following examples show how technology is not a
neutral layer on top of sport; but constitutive of who feels entitled
to move.

4.1 Designing for bodily diversity and ability
Sports technologies often embed assumptions of a “normative”
athletes body, and similarly to the bodily norms highlighted within
embodied interaction (centred on white, cisgender, slim bodies),
diverse body types can be treated as in need of “correction” [88].
This exclusionary framing manifests in practical issues, such as
heart-rate sensors that do not fit [42] or misread on darker skin
tones [52], inadequate sizing of sports clothing and equipment for
larger bodies, and assumptions within gait analyses that exclude
prosthetic users or those with limb differences [18]. Such oversights
systematically marginalise athletes whose bodies differ from these
implicit norms, reinforcing exclusion, rather than supporting broad
participation.

Including more diverse athletes within co-design practices can
help mitigate biases and result in more accessible and widely usable
sports technologies. Strobel and Gerling’s 2025 literature review
concludes that disability-centred sport tech shifts design values

from performance to flourishing [95], a framing that benefits all.
Prior research demonstrates the efficacy of this approach; for exam-
ple, ”Eyes-Free Yoga” employed auditory feedback enabling visually
impaired users to self-correct their postures independently [79].
Such inclusive innovations illustrate the critical need for embed-
ding adjustability and adaptability at the core of sports technology
design. However, some requirements may demand customisation:
motion-tracking systems for prosthetic users often need calibration
to each user’s limb geometry to ensure accurate analysis [18]; and,
wearables for wheelchair athletes often use adjustable straps and
modular sensors [14].

In addition, sports technologies often implicitly assume a base-
line level of physical fitness or bodily capability, potentially alien-
ating beginners or users with limited physical literacy. Without
appropriate scaffolding, novice athletes risk injury due to overly
strenuous activities driven by the technology [99], but when used
responsibly technology can provide otherwise invisible insights to
help mitigate against the potential risks of overtraining and injury
[21]. SportsHCI research thus needs to incorporate progressive
affordances and adaptive coaching, offering users the ability to
select and incrementally build upon appropriate starting points,
enhancing confidence and sustainable engagement over time.

4.2 Supporting mental health and
neurodivergent participation

Neurodivergent athletes – including those with autism spectrum
conditions or attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) – ex-
perience unique challenges when interacting with sports and sports
technologies. These can include: sensory overload from excessive
stimuli; difficulties navigating rigid or unpredictable interfaces; and
unclear or overly complex instructions, as well as social anxiety and
low motivation, resulting in lower participation or abandonment
[43, 71]. Emerging research underscores the need to better consider
neurodivergent populations and the challenges they may face [89],
along with leveraging the “mood-boosting” effects of activity for
those experiencing mental-health challenges such as anxiety and
depression [74].

Addressing these challenges requires sports technologies to in-
volve neurodivergent participants in design, integrate feedback,
adjustable controls, and clear, predictable user flows that accommo-
date varied cognitive and sensory processing styles. Low-stimulus
modes with minimal animations and mutable sounds, structured
step-by-step prompts, and individual or small-group social features
can reduce overload and social anxiety. Engaging these athletes
in iterative co-design ensures that features align with lived expe-
riences and effectively accommodate diverse cognitive styles and
sensitivities [68, 85].

4.3 Beyond performance: aligning experiences
with diverse goals

As with self-tracking technologies that support one in being “Fitter,
Happier, [and] More Productive” [28], sports technologies often pri-
oritise improvements to performance metrics such as speed, power,
and endurance: sidelining users whose primary motivations in-
clude social connection, enjoyment, mental health improvement, or
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chronic health management. This narrow focus potentially alien-
ates significant portions of the ”everyday athlete” population who
may find competitive or performance-oriented goals demotivating
[95]. Similar to work within the broader area of personal informat-
ics (which applies to broader behaviours such as sleep, food, finance,
productivity, and many others), tracking is often built on a foun-
dation of self-improvement, but factors such as ageing and health
conditions mean not all individuals are likely to seek improvement
and may be using technologies for other reasons [3, 40, 41].

Broadening metrics to include qualitative dimensions such as
enjoyment, community participation, and consistency, can engage
users motivated by non-competitive goals. Emergent research into
recreational cycling has shown users can reject technologies that
impose performance-centric goals, instead preferring platforms that
allow personal, qualitative goal-setting [40]. Moreover, technology
must acknowledge non-linear progression, particularly relevant for
older adults or individuals managing chronic health conditions, for
whommaintaining functional ability or symptommanagement con-
stitutes success rather than continuous performance improvement.
Embedding socio-cognitive elements such as framing personal as-
pirations, sharing community stories, and scaffolding expectations,
can shift toward more socially enabled, motivation-supportive de-
signs, offering a clear roadmap for broadening metrics beyond
performance alone [84].

4.4 Using inclusive language, imagery and
narratives

Language, imagery, and narratives in sports technologies signifi-
cantly influence who feels included or excluded from participation.
Terms such as ‘athlete’ can unintentionally alienate individuals
who do not identify with traditional athletic norms – hence our
addition of “everyday”, into the definition in this paper. Initiatives
like the ”This Girl Can” campaign mentioned earlier explicitly used
inclusive language to close the gender activity gap [9, 46, 92], yet
technical jargon and aggressive motivational narratives (e.g., ”no
pain, no gain”) remain prevalent in sports technologies: risking
intimidating or excluding casual or novice users.

Online virtual exercise platforms such as Peloton or Zwift have
potential to make sport more accessible to those who face barriers
to accessing traditional sports settings (e.g. those with caring re-
sponsibilities) by, for example, allowing users to participate in an
engaging without leaving the house. However, such “home gym”
setups are often accompanied by non-inclusive language – in social
media and online marketing these are often mockingly named “pain
caves”. While the glorification and celebration of suffering and pain
are prevalent within certain sports such as cycling and running
[29, 94], this language can be intimidating and “othering”, itself
acting as a barrier to more diverse participation [17, 72, 83]. Addi-
tionally, these platforms exemplify environments where the steep
learning curve and specialist terminology can create entry barriers,
as users apparently need to adopt a new “specialist language” in
order to engage. Adopting clearer language, contextual glossaries,
and supportive narratives celebrating consistency and personal
achievement rather than pain and competition can significantly
enhance inclusivity.

4.5 Managing privacy, security, safety and risk
Safety, privacy, and risk management are essential inclusivity con-
cerns within sports technologies. Technologies such as Strava’s
”Flyby” feature and endurance event ”dot watching” expose athletes
(and their locations), to harassment, stalking, and other safety risks
– disproportionally impacting women and minorities [78]. Com-
petitive “adventure” events such as the Trans Continental Race, a
long-distance self-supported bicycle race across Europe, are becom-
ing increasingly popular for participants and fans alike, and use
GPS tracking for ”dot watching”1, where participants’ real-time
locations are publicly shared to enable fans to remotely “watch”
the race: raising privacy and security concerns, especially when
participants rest or sleep in isolated locations. Strava in particu-
lar has also been centred in multiple “StravaLeaks” controversies
whereby users have unintentionally “leaked” details about sensi-
tive locations or individuals. This includes US Secret Service staff
who tracked their runs using the platform, thereby unintentionally
revealing the locations of travelling US presidents [10]. Default
settings should prioritise privacy, clearly communicate potential
risks, and incorporate user-friendly privacy management tools, to
ensure that sharing is intentional.

Behaviour change techniques such as gamification and leader-
boards can inadvertently encourage overtraining or unsafe prac-
tices, leading to increased injury risks [99]. Competitive elements
embedded in sports technologies can pressure athletes into exces-
sive training or risk-taking behaviours, as evidenced by reported
cases of injury directly linked to these gamified mechanisms (e.g.
[6, 86]). Technologies must embed health-oriented feedback mecha-
nisms, clearly highlighting potential risks and integrating evidence-
based guidance for safe training practices.

4.6 Designing for experiential and social
affordances

Sports technologies frequently undervalue the experiential and so-
cial aspects of physical activity, focusing primarily on performance
metrics. However, evidence demonstrates that social connected-
ness and enjoyment are strong predictors of sustained physical
activity [26]. For example, community sport programs like walking
groups or Zumba classes thrive by providing social support and a
non-judgmental atmosphere, further illustrated by activities like
Parkrun where collective identities and shared experiences boost
retention, particularly among typically underrepresented groups
[19]. Technology can amplify these successes, for example, through
online platforms (such as Strava or Komoot) where users share
stories and tips, or technologies that adapt goals based on an in-
dividual’s context (had a stressful week? the app might suggest a
relaxing walk instead of intense training). Technologies designed
to foster inclusive social environments, such as team-based chal-
lenges, virtual group events, and online support communities, can
significantly enhance user engagement and motivation: this is one
of the key motivating factors behind users’ strong engagement with
activity tracking platforms such as Fitbit, and community-based
sports tracking applications such as Strava [21, 32].

As already mentioned, contemporary sports technologies pri-
oritise performance metrics while neglecting qualitative aspects
1https://dotwatcher.cc

https://dotwatcher.cc
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of movement experience. Few systems incorporate measurements
for enjoyment, social engagement, or mental wellbeing despite
substantial evidence that these factors strongly predict long-term
adherence to physical activity. Furthermore, sports technologies
should explicitly design for user experiences, capturing elements
such as mood, enjoyment, and social interaction. This can be fa-
cilitated by integrating reflective feedback mechanisms (e.g., ”Did
you enjoy today’s activity?”) or by developing adaptive goal-setting
tools responsive to users’ emotional states or stress levels. Systems
that combine offline and online interactions, promoting community
support and companionship through hybrid digital and physical
environments, offer promise in sustaining long-term engagement
[40].

4.7 Bridging the digital divide, cost, and literacy
barriers

Economic and digital literacy barriers significantly restrict access
to sports technologies, often excluding lower-income or digitally
marginalised individuals. The cost of devices and subscription
fees, on top of necessary sports equipment, can create prohibi-
tive barriers to entry, disproportionately impacting socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged groups [24]. For example, premium running
watches or smart treadmills are simply out of reach for many, and
even freely available platforms assume access to smartphones and
reliable internet connections, and data plans, reinforcing socioeco-
nomic disparities.

Even when cost is not a barrier, design assumptions about tech
literacy can be. Technical literacy assumptions embedded in sports
technology interfaces, such as specialist jargon and advanced per-
formance metrics (e.g., Watts per Kilogram, ”W/kg”, or Training
Stress Score, “TSS”, which are often displayed without explanation),
can deter newcomers or those without extensive sports science
knowledge, by effectively catering to semi-pro enthusiasts while
confusing others. Such designs can make novice users feel unwel-
come, and worse still, misunderstandings around these metrics can
lead to poor training practices, or injury [33].

Cultural and contextual misalignments further exacerbate exclu-
sion, as technologies frequently lack localisation or adaptation to
diverse cultures. Research on the “glocalisation” of sport shows
that digital tools lacking adaptation to local cultures frequently fail
to engage non-Western communities, undermining both adoption
and continued use [56].

4.8 Supporting ageing and chronic conditions
with adaptive feedback

The emphasis on continuous improvement that many sports tech-
nologies embed can become problematic for ageing individuals
or those with chronic health conditions, for whom maintaining
function or effectively managing symptoms represents meaning-
ful success, rather than continual performance gains [63, 80]. To
better support this non-linear progression, sports technologies can
integrate adaptive, personalised feedback based on real-time physi-
ological data. For example, biofeedback of heart-rate variability has
been shown to guide pacing and reduce flare-ups and adaptively
adjust activity recommendations [31]. Similarly, HRV-guided adap-
tive training strategies can result in sustained participation along

with fitness and quality-of-life improvements [15]. Additionally,
designing technologies that recognise rest and recovery as inte-
gral elements of a healthy and sustainable active lifestyle, rather
than signs of failure, can significantly enhance user well-being and
long-term adherence to physical activity. Consequently, these adap-
tive design strategies pave the way for our five-point manifesto in
Section 5.

5 A Five-Point Manifesto for Inclusive
SportsHCI

To support broader and more equitable participation in sport, we
propose a five-point manifesto for inclusive SportsHCI. These prin-
ciples build upon the themes presented throughout this paper, pro-
viding a clear framework for researchers, designers, and practition-
ers. While this manifesto cannot address all structural inequalities,
and nor should it aim to, it provides a starting point for embed-
ding inclusivity into the design, development, and evaluation of
sports technologies. As technologists and researchers, we have
the ability to design technologies that do not further perpetuate
existing inequalities, and we argue that it is our responsibility to
do so. That said, we do not suggest that everything we work on
should be accessible to all – clearly a coaching system for elite-level
figure skaters should not be designed for all – but there are clear
opportunities that should not be ignored. These principles are not
exhaustive solutions to complex societal challenges but actionable
starting points to ensure inclusivity remains central throughout
the design and evaluation of SportsHCI systems.

5.1 Design for diverse bodies and abilities
Inclusive sports technology should move beyond assumptions of a
“default” user – typically young, able-bodied, slim, and male. Inclu-
sive design involves recognising the full range of human bodies, and
ensuring that technologies are accessible, adaptable, and affirming
to users of all shapes, sizes, abilities, and identities. This involves
addressing practical challenges, such as ensuring that technologies
can support diverse and intersectional characteristics, and requires
designers to challenge normative assumptions about who sports
technologies are for, and whose needs are considered.

Central to this is participatory and intersectional co-design. In-
clusive systems are best shaped with, not just for, people with lived
experience of exclusion. Technologies should accommodate mul-
tiple, overlapping needs, not just single categories like “women”
or “disabled users”, and avoid one-size-fits-all solutions that over-
look how different user groups can be excluded. For example, a
“female-friendly” design should not simply be a pink version of a
product: it must account for women’s distinct physiology; consider
safety concerns; factor in hormonal cycles that affect performance
and comfort; respect cultural and societal norms; and, embrace the
diverse lived experiences of womanhood – spanning trans and inter-
sex identities, to menopausal transitions, to specific medical needs.
By treating inclusive design as the default standard, SportsHCI can
begin to dismantle the structural biases embedded in many existing
systems, and support more meaningful, joyful participation for all.
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5.2 Consider diverse and non-linear goals
Much of SportsHCI has centred on performance: speed, power, dis-
tance, repetition. But for many, goals are personal, contextual, and
non-linear. Success might mean completing a gentle walk without
pain, joining a community class after a period of isolation, or sim-
ply enjoying movement again. Designing for diverse motivations
requires us to move beyond ‘faster, stronger, better’ to also support
joy, consistency, confidence, and recovery. This means offering
users the ability to set meaningful personal goals, whether that’s
training for an event or managing a chronic health condition, and
valuing those goals equally.

This principle also invites designers to question what metrics
are highlighted. Can we visualise mood, recovery, or social con-
nection as clearly as cycling cadence or wattage? Can platforms
support reflection, rest, and self-care as well as progress towards
athletic goals? By broadening how success is defined and rewarded,
SportsHCI can better serve those whose relationships with sport
and exercise are complex, evolving, or precarious. This does not
mean abandoning performance-oriented goals, but creating space
for different forms of achievement to exist alongside. A practical
tactic is to ship selectable goal templates – maintenance, enjoyment,
community – mirroring the adaptive dashboards used in Trackly’s
custom self-tracking panes [3] to surface only relevant metrics.

5.3 Reduce complexity and assume no expertise
Sports technologies often assume familiarity with technical sports
metrics and concepts, or advanced training methods. But for many
everyday athletes, particularly those returning to sport, exploring
movement for the first time, or managing a health condition, these
systems can be confusing or overwhelming. Inclusive technologies
should have more clarity, and data metrics should be accompanied
by plain-language explanations and contextualised within personal
goals. Where possible, alternate representations of these data met-
rics should be explored, and ultimately designs should enable safe,
informed participation regardless of prior knowledge – decreasing
the chances of risks related to misuse or misunderstanding.

Similarly, privacy and safety settings should be intuitive, respect-
ful, and protective by default. For example, location tracking should
not be opt-out or hidden behind obscure menus, but instead clearly
displayed to users and initially alerting them to the information
they are sharing with others. Simple onboarding techniques such
as guided starts can be utilised to support new users in avoiding
confusing jargon and setting safe settings – as successfully used to
decrease drop-outs in novice runners [84]. Furthermore, guided by
Data Feminism and feminist HCI [24], we argue that technologies
should expose the assumptions behind their metrics: who they are
designed for, what behaviours they prioritise, and what trade-offs
they involve. Transparency supports user agency, and agency is
core to both safety and inclusion.

5.4 Cultivate inclusive communities and
narratives

Many people do not engage with sport because they feel like they
do not belong or identify with dominant sports narratives. Inclu-
sive sports technologies should go beyond individual usability to
actively foster a sense of community, connection, and support. This

involves designing platforms that enable users to share experiences,
celebrate diverse forms of success, and build confidence through
positive social reinforcement. Technologies can amplify support
and community by encouraging mutual motivation, shared sto-
rytelling, and collective celebration. Rather than only relying on
competitive structures like leaderboards that reward top performers
and can demotivate others, designers should consider alternatives,
such as collaborative challenges, opt-in support networks, or peer
mentorship systems that recognise effort, progress, and persistence.
These approaches can be particularly valuable for those who are
new to sport, returning after injury or illness, or navigating exclu-
sion in other areas of their lives.

Language, imagery, and interface design alsomatter. They should
support diversity, representing varied identities, abilities, and ex-
periences, to disrupt exclusionary norms and stereotypes of who
sport is “for”. SportsHCI can take inspiration from initiatives such
as “this girl can”, by embedding community storytelling features,
local connection tools, and moderated social spaces that encour-
age safe and meaningful interaction. Fostering community also
requires ensuring safety and privacy. This includes moderation of
online groups to prevent harassment, protective privacy defaults
with clear settings (such as restricting visibility), and features that
celebrate effort and personal progress for all. By designing with
belonging in mind, SportsHCI can help users not only stay engaged,
but feel seen, supported, and part of something bigger.

5.5 Commit to intersectional co-design &
long-term evaluation

Inclusivity in SportsHCI should be embedded not just in the out-
comes of design, but in the design process itself. This means involv-
ing diverse users, including those from marginalised or underrepre-
sented communities, as co-designers, shaping the tools and systems
intended to support them. Drawing on insights from disability
studies, feminist HCI, and other fields, intersectional co-design sur-
faces complex needs, challenges normative assumptions, and helps
anticipate exclusion before it occurs. This approach requires ongo-
ing reflexivity, interdisciplinary collaboration, and a willingness to
question defaults from start to finish.

Equally important is longitudinal evaluation. Inclusion is not
static; users’ needs evolve with time, context, and life circumstances.
Inclusion evolves over time with users’ lives, contexts, and goals.
Technologies that perform well initially may exclude or alienate
over longer periods, particularly as motivations change or unfore-
seen consequences arise. As such, we advocate for long-term stud-
ies, regular feedback loops, and sustained engagement with diverse
users – not just early adopters or dominant user groups. Designers
and developers have an ethical responsibility to act when features
harm or exclude. As emerging technologies like AI, VR and biosens-
ing reshape the field, the questions of “who is this for?”, “who might
this exclude?”, and “how can we do better?” should remain central.
Inclusion is not a feature to be added, but a commitment to be
sustained.

6 Conclusion
Inclusivity is not simply desirable for SportsHCI, but fundamental.
As sports technologies are increasingly embedded into our everyday



Why We Should Care About Inclusivity in SportsHCI SportsHCI 2025, November 17–19, 2025, Enschede, Netherlands

lives, there is a growing need to ensure that they serve the many,
and not just the few. This paper has examined how the benefits of
sports and physical activity are unevenly distributed, shaped by
intersecting barriers related to gender, race, health, ability, socioeco-
nomic status and cultural norms. While current sports technologies
are designed with good intentions, they frequently mirror and even
exacerbate broader societal exclusions, by following in pervasive
ideals of performance, fitness, and bodily normality, with conven-
tional metrics of success related to performance improvement.

Through our five-point manifesto, we have proposed construc-
tive and actionable principles, intended to foster a more inclusive
and equitable future for SportsHCI. This manifesto advocates for
bodily and cognitive diversity, respecting diverse goals, simplifying
technology interactions, cultivating supportive communities, and
committing to ongoing, intersectional co-design and evaluation.
These principles can shift SportsHCI from being largely oriented
around performance metrics and normative bodies, to actively invit-
ing broader, more joyful participation. Embedding inclusivity at
the centre of our research will not only lead to more ethical and
equitable designs, but also result in improved experiences for users
across a wide spectrum of life contexts.

We offer this paper not as a comprehensive review or final word,
but as a call to reflection and collaboration. As a position piece, it
aims to spark conversation rather than resolve it - inviting deeper,
broader, and more sustained engagement with inclusivity across
the growing SportsHCI community. By contributing to this first
SportsHCI conference, we hope to help shape a field that is interdis-
ciplinary, reflexive, and committed to equity, not only in what we
study, but in how we design, evaluate, and implement. Technolo-
gies should be judged not only by how they improve performance,
but also by how they support belonging, joy, and long-term engage-
ment. Inclusivity in SportsHCI is not a limitation on ambition, it is
what allows us to imagine broader futures for sport and physical
activity. The challenge now is to carry this work forward – trans-
forming these broad principles into heuristics and design guidelines
that can guide practitioners across diverse contexts and applica-
tions, and engaging with other researchers to take an inclusive,
and broad perspective, when working with such technologies. The
opportunity is to create technologies that not only track or optimise,
but uplift, connect, and invite.
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