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The Australian Government is working to improve the health 
and wellbeing of Australians and build stronger communities 
through participation and engagement with sport.

However, the ability for Australians to be active 
in their communities has been interrupted since 
COVID-19 was first confirmed in Australia in late 
January 2020. In particular, the coronavirus 
pandemic has had a significant impact on 
organised sport as these gatherings were put on 
hold to adhere to health advice. The Australian 
Government, through Sport Australia and the 
Australian Institute of Sport, has helped sporting 
organisations adapt to a COVID-19 environment and 
a safe return to sport when possible. We’ve also 
kept in touch with the Australian community during 
the pandemic to understand how their activity 
behaviours have changed and how they’re feeling 
about getting involved in sport.

As such, most of the data in this report is sourced 
from two surveys of the Australian community that 
are funded and led by Sport Australia:

 — AusPlay – the only publicly funded national 
population survey of adults aged 15 or over and 
children 0-14 about their participation in sport 
and physical activity; and

 — Community Perceptions Monitor – a monthly 
survey of Australian adults aged 18 or over on 
a range of topics related to sport and physical 
activity.

Specific questions about COVID-19 were added to 
both surveys from April 2020.

A focus on the early 
impact of COVID-19 

on sport and physical 
activity participation
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Whilst the data and the stories it tells are the most interesting part of this 
report, some contextual information about how the data was collected is 
necessary to properly understand the results and how they can be used.

About this report

AusPlay
AusPlay commenced in October 2015 and 
is the largest and most comprehensive 
survey of its kind ever conducted in 
Australia. Each year, 20,000 adults aged 
15 or over complete the survey. Apart 
from providing information about their 
own participation, parents/guardians of 
children under the age of 15 are asked 
about the physical activities undertaken 
by one of their children.*

Whilst AusPlay collects all physical 
activity adults have participated in, it is 
important to appreciate that information 
is not collected on children’s school 
activities or casual play outside of school 
as many parents/guardians aren’t able to 
provide this information accurately.

Respondents are asked about their 
participation in sport and physical activity  
in the 12 months prior to interview.  
These interviews are conducted by 
mobile telephone and were able to 
continue uninterrupted during COVID-19.

Participation rates refer to at least once 
per year national participation unless 
otherwise stated.

Community  
Perceptions Monitor
The Community Perceptions Monitor  
(CPM) captures public attitudes towards 
various aspects of sport through an 
ongoing survey of 500 Australians each 
month. From April 2020 onwards (still 
ongoing), it included some questions 
about the impact of COVID-19 on people’s 
lives generally and on sport in particular. 
Between June and August it also included 
questions on attitudes and concerns 
about returning to sport.

The survey is conducted in the first  
two weeks of each month among  
adults aged 18+, using an online 
methodology. Data is weighted to be 
representative of the Australian adult 
population. Depending on the data  
item, results may be based on one  
or more months’ responses.

* AusPlay collects data from one randomly 
selected parent and one randomly selected  
child in the same household.

All data in this report was  
collected between January 2019 

and September 2020. AusPlay data 
was collected between January 

2019 and June 2020 while CPM data 
was collected between July 2019 

and September 2020.
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Before we can examine the early impact of the coronavirus pandemic on sport 
and physical activity we should look back at some key dates for COVID-19 and 
what participation was like in Australia before it started.

A quick look back…

Key dates for COVID-19

This report uses AusPlay data collected 
until the end of the 2019–20 financial year. 
The latter half of the 2019–20 financial 
year coincided with COVID-19 which, for the 
first wave, peaked in late March and then 
continued through April and May until the 
second wave hit Victoria in June.

The bulk of this second wave occurred in  
July and August, and is therefore out of  
scope of the available AusPlay data.  
However, April–June 2020 was when the 
disruption from COVID-19 was most tangible 
nation-wide and therefore serves as a useful 
case study later in this report.
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Source: Department of Health, Coronavirus (COVID-19) current situation and case numbers, viewed 26 September 2020
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Sport and physical activity participation 
in Australia pre-COVID-19

Swimming 15.6%

Cycling 11.5%

Bush walking 6.3%

Yoga 5.5%

Football/soccer 5.3%

Golf 4.2%

Tennis 4.2%

Adults

In 2019, 90.5% of Australian adults participated in sport or physical activity  
at least once per year. Non-sport-related activities such as walking,  
fitness/gym and yoga were more popular than sport.

MOST POPULAR ACTIVITIES BY PARTICIPATION RATE

Walking  
(recreational)

Jogging/Running/
Athletics

Fitness/Gym

36.7%
43.3%

16.4%

1
2

3

31.7%  
non-sport related  
activities only

39.8%  
both sport and  
non-sport related activities

18.9%  
sport-related 

activities only

2019  
ADULTS
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Dancing (recreational) 9.9%

Australian football 8.9%

Basketball 8.3%

Netball 6.6%

Tennis 6.1%

Athletics, track and field 
(includes jogging and running)  5.5%

Cricket 4.6%

Swimming

Gymnastics
Football/soccer

15.3%

36.3%

11.2%

1
2

3

Children

In 2019, 76.1% of Australian children participated in organised  
outside-of-school sport or physical activity at least once per year.  
The majority of this participation was through sports clubs (62.1%). 

3.9%  
non-sport related 
activities only

10.2%  
both sport and  
non-sport related activities

62.1%  

sport-related 
activities only

MOST POPULAR ACTIVITIES BY PARTICIPATION RATE

Sport and physical activity 
participation in Australia pre-COVID-19

2019  
CHILDREN
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Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data

A case study comparing April–June 2020 with April–June 2019

AusPlay was designed to measure participation changes over the long-term. Its purpose is to track trends 
and it takes years of data collection for these to be revealed. The survey was not designed to measure 
the impact of short-term events, particularly those that might last less than a year. At the time of writing 
this report COVID-19 had disrupted the lives of Australians for around seven months and AusPlay data was 
available for the first three of those months – April to June 2020. However, interviews conducted in this 
period were at a time when COVID-19 was well and truly in the national consciousness and subsequently 
being introduced to the data collected. When we compare this data with the equivalent period from the 
previous year the early signals of COVID-19’s influence are evident.

Data from this AusPlay case study is complemented with results from other research in the following pages.
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Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data

COVID-19 appears to have prompted (or perhaps necessitated) the need for 
more frequent participation.

The types of activities that were (or weren’t) possible during and after COVID-19’s first 
wave may explain this. 

Physical activities like walking were still possible and these are typically participated in more frequently 
than sports, particularly organised sports, which were largely paused during COVID-19.

As participation 
frequency increases so 
does the gap between 

participation rates in data 
collected pre and during 
COVID-19 for both males  

and females.

MALE FEMALE
APR–JUN 2019
APR–JUN 2020

APR–JUN 2019
APR–JUN 2020

PARTICIPATION FREQUENCY BY GENDER

1+ per week 3+ per week 5+ per week 7+ per week

82% 82%

86% 85%

63%
66%65%

70%

40%
45%

51%

45%

29% 28%

34%

24%

Regular physical activity is one of the best things you can do for heart health. 
Australian Government health advice is that you are at moderate risk of severe 
illness from COVID-19 if you have heart disease.
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Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data

33% 33%

40%
38%

33%
36% 35%

BECAME MORE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE ON PURPOSE TOTAL

Mar 2020Feb 2020 Sep 2020Aug 2020Apr 2020 May 2020 Jun 2020 Jul 2020

In April 2020, around the time that restrictions were first put in place, there was an increase in adults 18+ 
saying they had deliberately been more active. This was more pronounced in the under-35s and over 55s 
than those aged 35-54.

This increase in frequent participation makes sense in light of data from the  
Community Perceptions Monitor indicating that some Australians became more 
physically active on purpose. 

42%

27%

26%

34%

26% 26% 28%

22%

30%

44%

34%

54%

27%

47%

39%

52%

50%

37%

57%

42%

30%

45%

47%

BECAME MORE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE ON PURPOSE BY AGE

34%34%

Under 35 35–54 Over 55

Mar 2020Feb 2020 Sep 2020Aug 2020Apr 2020 May 2020 Jun 2020 Jul 2020

8AusPlay: A focus on the early impact of COVID-19 on sport and physical activity participation



Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data

Looking at motivations for participation, physical and mental health and 
social reasons are more prevalent in data collected during April–June 2020.

TOP MOTIVATIONS

APR–JUN 2019 APR–JUN 2020

 45.4%  44.6%

Fun/enjoyment Social reasons

 30.4%
 34.2%

 79.2%
 84.6%

Physical health  
or fitness

Psychological/mental 
health/therapy

 19.8%
 27.2%
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Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data

This may be  
due to Australians 
craving some form 

of social connection, 
irrespective of the 
activity, during and 

after COVID-19’s  
first wave.

i
What’s atypical, 
however, is the 

increased prevalence 
of social reasons as a 

motive during COVID-19 
as this has historically 
been more closely tied 

to sport.

Historical AusPlay data shows that non-sport-related activity is more strongly associated with physical  
and mental health, whereas sport is more closely tied to fun/enjoyment. 

Physical health  
or fitness

Fun/enjoyment Social reasons Psychological/mental  
health/therapy

All participation

Non-sport-related

Sport-related

Organised sport

79%

45%

30%

21%

78%

21%

13%

20%

64%

55%

36%

15%

65%

57%

40%

15%

TOP MOTIVATIONS BY PARTICIPATION TYPE IN 2019

This aligns with what we know about why Australian adults get active. 
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Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Household Impacts 
of COVID-19 Survey asked Australians aged 18 years and 
above about feelings that impact on emotional and mental 
wellbeing in mid April and late June 2020. These results 
are compared with equivalent data from the ABS’ 2017-18 
National Health Survey below.

The April–June 2020 motivation data also aligns with  
what we know from other COVID-19-related research. Respondents were  

asked how frequently  
they felt emotions 

associated with anxiety and 
depression, with all results 

being comparable or higher 
in April before stabilising  

in June.

i

Includes responses of “all of the time”, “most of the time” and “some of the time” in the four weeks prior to interview.

WorthlessNervous Hopeless

Restless or fidgety That everything
was an effort

So depressed nothing
 could cheer them up

24%

42%

25%

2017–18 Apr 2020 Jun 2020

22% 26%

19%

2017–18 Apr 2020 Jun 2020

8% 7% 7%

2017–18 Apr 2020 Jun 2020

20%

35%

25%

2017–18 Apr 2020 Jun 2020

9% 11%
8%

2017–18 Apr 2020 Jun 2020

6% 7% 6%

2017–18 Apr 2020 Jun 2020
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Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data

ORIMA’s COVID-19 Recovery Tracker, which Sport Australia’s Community Perceptions Monitor survey is a  
part of, shows that...

...after historical lows 
in early April, slow but 
steady improvements 

in the mood of the 
country happened 
until late June...

...only to come  
down again in July. 
This is in line with 

the second wave of 
COVID-19 in Victoria.

i

These improved results in June 2020 are consistent with research on the 
mood of Australians.

MOOD OF AUSTRALIANS

Optimism WellbeingConnectedness

Apr 2020 Jul 2020May 2020 Jun 2020

Victorian outbreak

12AusPlay: A focus on the early impact of COVID-19 on sport and physical activity participation



These results are also consistent with wellbeing scores in general, however...

...the segment of the 
Australian population 
called ‘Sports lovers’ 
appeared the most 

positive, and the  
“Not interested in sport”  

the least positive.

NOT 
INTERESTED

CASUAL 
PARTICIPANTS

SPORT 
PARTICIPANTS

SPECTATORS
SPORTS 
LOVERS

Optimism/
Pessimism

+0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 -0.1

Connected/
Isolated

+0.1 +0.1 -0.1 +0.3 0.0

Life Satisfaction 
(Wellbeing) 

out of 100
 59 57 54 57 50

Wellbeing scores in general are much lower than before the pandemic. The Global Life Satisfaction index sat at a national average of 77/100 previously.

Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data

Including questions from ORIMA’s COVID-19 Recovery Tracker in the Community Perceptions Monitor allows 
for the analysis of the effects of the pandemic on different groups of the population based on their attitudes 
and behaviours towards sports and physical activity.
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People who were 
finding it easier to keep 
fit and active reported 
feeling more optimistic 

and connected, with 
greater wellbeing.

“IT IS EASY TO KEEP FIT AND ACTIVE 
DURING THE CURRENT CIRCUMSTANCES”

Agree DisagreeNeither agree nor disagree

Optimism

Pessimism

Connected

Isolated

+0.4

-0.1

-0.7

+0.5

-0.1

-1.1

Life Satisfaction 
(wellbeing) 
Min=0  Max=100

61

53

40

Identifying the early signals of 
COVID-19 in long-term data
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How pandemic restrictions influenced sport and physical activity behaviours

Whilst the early signals of COVID-19’s influence are evident in AusPlay’s long-term data, the pandemic also 
had an immediate impact on participation. To better understand this impact, specific COVID-19 questions 
were asked of Australian adults and about a child in their household from 1 April to 30 June 2020 when all 
parts of the country were experiencing some form of lockdown.

To capture data solely on how activity behaviours had been impacted by restrictions related to COVID-19, 
these specific questions related to participation over the preceding seven days. These questions were 
asked in addition to the regular questions about participation in the last 12 months.

What we found in this data is discussed on the following pages.

The impact of lockdown
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Nine in 10 adults were active at least once in the last 12 months and 
73% were active at least once in the seven days prior to interview in 
April–June 2020. That is, almost three quarters of Australian adults 
were active during lockdown.

Comparatively, 72% of children were active outside of school in 
organised sport or physical activity at least once in the last 12 
months but only 17% were active at least once in the seven days 
prior to interview in April–June 2020. This means that less than one 
in five Australian children were active in organised activities outside 
of school during lockdown.

Children were more impacted than adults.

The impact of lockdown

16.7%  
in the last 7 days

90.6%  
in the last  
12 months 72.1%  

in the last  
12 months

73.0%  
in the last 7 days

PARTICIPATION IN AT LEAST ONE ACTIVITY

ADULTS 
(all activities)

CHILDREN
(organised outside of 
school activities only)

This makes sense  
given that organised 

sport, particularly club 
sport, is the main staple 
of organised activity for 

children outside  
of school.
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Some children’s activities were more likely to be continued.

TOP 3 CHILDREN’S ACTIVITIES WITH HIGHEST  
CONTINUATION DURING APRIL–JUNE LOCKDOWN*

* Participants in the last 12 months who continued in the activity in the seven days  
prior to interview during the COVID-19 lockdown from April–June 2020.

Instead of the  
usual popular organised  

activities such as swimming 
and football, various forms of 
dancing, some of which could 

be done online, were most able 
to be continued in the seven 

days prior to interview in  
April–June 2020.

The successful re-booting of children’s organised sport is critical. Australia has 
historically performed well in this area compared to world standards and it needs 
to continue for the health and wellbeing of the next generation.

The impact of lockdown

Dancing (recreational)

Football/soccer
Tennis

27.0%

35.8%

23.2%

1
2

3

17AusPlay: A focus on the early impact of COVID-19 on sport and physical activity participation



Of those adults who had participated in at least one activity in the last 12 months, fewer younger and 
middle-aged adults than older Australians had continued to participate in at least one activity in the  
seven days prior to interview in April–June 2020.

Younger and middle-aged Australians experienced significant disruption with many losing their employment 
and others being forced to work from home. Parents working from home also had to juggle children at home 
as school students switched from classroom to online learning.

Younger and middle-aged Australian adults were more impacted than  
older Australians.

PARTICIPATION IN AT LEAST  
ONE ACTIVITY BY AGE

Participated in last 12 months Participated in last 7 days

15–17 18–24 25–34 45–5435–44 65+55–64

94.5%

90.0% 91.6% 91.9% 90.9%
88.8% 88.9%

73.3%

66.9% 67.4%

73.0%

76.6% 76.7% 76.0%

The impact of lockdown
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Adults who continued with their usual activities in the seven days prior to interview in April-June 2020  
were asked whether the amount they participated had changed due to COVID-19. The percentage of adults 
whose participation did not change increased with age. One reason for this is non-sport-related physical 
activities being more popular as we age.

The impact of lockdown

No change More Less More and less*

The data shows  
that younger and 

middle-aged adults 
were more likely to 
participate in their 

activities less.

Older Australians, 
however, had less 
disruption to their 
physical activity 

routine. 

15–17 18–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+

MORE/LESS PARTICIPATION DURING APRIL–JUNE 2020 BY AGE

13%◊

31%

44%

12%◊

22%

37%

30%

11%

29%

35%

28%

8%

36%

40%

17%

7%

17%

7%

36%

40%

49%

29%

16%

6%

23%

14%

4%

59%

* Participants of multiple activities who did more of one and less of another during the COVID-19 lockdown from April–June 2020.

◊ Based on a small sample and should be used with caution.
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Non-sport-related activities kept adults 18+ active during lockdown.

The impact of lockdown

Younger adults  
aged 15–17 maintained 

less of their non-
sport-related activity 

by comparison.

Adults 18+ were able 
to keep up a higher 
proportion of their  
non-sport-related 

physical activity than 
sport-related during 

lockdown. 

15–17 18–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65+ 

Non-sport-related participation last 12 months

Sport-related participation last 12 months

Non-sport-related participation last 7 days

Sport-related participation last 7 days

PARTICIPATION IN AT LEAST ONE ACTIVITY TYPE

83%

72%

42%

18%

29%

56%

68%

80%80%

65% 65%

34%
37%

70%

57%

76%
75%

53%

69%

32%

37%

71%

46%

72%

52%

88%

37%

49%
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Walking (recreational) 86.3%

Exercise at home 81.6%

Exercise biking 81.3%

Track/road cycling 65.8%

Weightlifting 64.0%

Running  63.9%

Jogging 62.7%

Weight training 59.4%

Trail running 58.2%

Horse riding 57.9%

Yoga 57.6%

Treadmill activities 57.1%

Bike riding/cycling 56.6%

Tai Chi 54.9%◊

Crossfit 51.8%◊

Golf 45.0%

Mountain biking 42.4%

Pilates 41.8%

Personal training 39.7%

Fitness/Gym (other) 38.9%◊

Participants in the last 12 months who continued in the activity in the seven  
days prior to interview during the COVID-19 lockdown from April–June 2020.

◊ Based on a small sample and should be used with caution.

TOP ADULT ACTIVITIES  
WITH HIGHEST CONTINUATION 

DURING APRIL–JUNE LOCKDOWN

Recreational and fitness activities were most popular.

The impact of lockdown
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Recreational and fitness activities also dominated the types of activities that 
were participated in more from April–June 2020.

The impact of lockdown

Exercise at home 37.9%

Bike riding/Cycling 36.1%

Mountain biking 34.4%◊

Walking (Recreational) 33.6%

Bush walking 31.6%

Surfing (Other) 30.6%◊

Track/Road cycling 27.1%

TOP 10 ACTIVITIES ADULTS PARTICIPATED IN MORE

Jogging*

YogaRunning*

41.0%

41.8%

38.6%

1
2

3

These activities, 
particularly those that 

can be done solo or 
physically distanced, 
were more immune to 
COVID-19 disruption.

Participants who continued with each activity in the seven days prior to interview and participated more due to COVID-19 (April-June 2020).  
For example, 41.8% of joggers who participated in the week prior to interview jogged more than usual due to COVID-19.

* Related activities, like these forms of running, are typically reported together in AusPlay under one umbrella activity, such as ‘Athletics, track and field (including jogging  
and running)’. However, in order to see more of the nuance in behaviours during lockdown, all adult activities on pages 21–23 are reported at a more detailed level.

◊ Based on a small sample and should be used with caution.
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In contrast, organised or team sports were more likely to be participated in 
less or not at all across the same period.

Futsal 100%

Indoor netball 100%

Rock climbing 100%

Squash 97.2%

Touch football 96.5%

Indoor football/soccer 94.0%

Netball 93.8%

Swimming 91.0%

Stand up paddle boarding 90.5%

Badminton 89.7%

TOP 10 ACTIVITIES ADULTS 
DID NOT PARTICIPATE IN

TOP 10 ACTIVITIES ADULTS 
PARTICIPATED IN LESS

Football/soccer 50.2%

Basketball 47.2%◊

Gym workouts 41.8%

Australian football 40.8%◊

Gym classes 37.2%

Weightlifting 34.3%◊

Weight training 27.8%

Pilates 24.3%

Hiking 23.2%◊

Swimming 21.9%◊

Participants who continued with each activity in the seven days prior 
to interview but participated less due to COVID-19 (April-June 2020). 
For example, 50.2% of football/soccer players who participated in  
the week prior to interview played less than usual due to COVID-19.

Participants who did not continue with their usual activities in 
the seven days prior to interview due to COVID-19 (April-June 

2020). For example, 100% of futsal players did not participate 
in the week prior to interview due to COVID-19.

◊ Based on a small sample and should be used with caution.

The impact of lockdown
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Australians have missed sport being in their lives.

Sport is a part of Australian culture and many people miss it 
when it’s not there. In April 2020, after it had been suspended 
for several weeks, almost half of Australians (44%) said  
that beyond being active they missed sport being in their life. 
This fell steadily since professional and community sport 
restarted across most of the country, to 29% in August 2020.

This feeling of 
missing sport is 
more pronounced 
among men and 
younger adults.

The impact of lockdown

Apr 2020 May 2020 Jun 2020 Jul 2020 Aug 2020

46%

56%56%

42%

40%

32%

28%

33%

27%

19%

WomenMen

Apr 2020 May 2020 Jun 2020 Jul 2020 Aug 202035–54 Over 55Under 35

39%

49%

41%

32%

53%53%
52%

43%

41%

31%

35%

26% 26%

17%

BEYOND BEING ACTIVE, I AM REALLY MISSING SPORT BEING IN MY LIFE

% Strongly agree/Agree

35%
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Will the popularity of physical 
activities continue?

The rise of physical activity over sport

In the early 2000s the Exercise, Recreation and Sport Survey (ERASS) reported that sport-related activities 
were more popular than non-sports (physical activities). Then, as lifestyles and circumstances changed 
over the years the situation reversed. This trend towards a preference for non-sport-related activities  
(as well as a shift from organised sports to individual sport activities such as running, swimming or cycling) 
has since continued. And now, with the more accessible nature of physical activity and individual activities 
during COVID-19, plus the introduction of new barriers to organised sport, the pandemic may provide 
additional challenges to sports in the future.

Comparable data not available for the years 2011-14. Data points not displayed as ERASS and AusPlay have different methodologies.  
They have been aligned as closely as possible to show how participation has changed over time.

* Not a full calendar year as AusPlay commenced on 22 October 2015.

Both sport and non-sport-related activities Non-sport-related activities only Sport-related activities only

2001 20192015*2010ERASS AusPlay

Sport-related activities = Sport-related activities only + Both sport and non-sport-related activities 

Non-sport-related activities = Non-sport-related activities only + Both sport and non-sport-related activities

Sport-related activities Non-sport-related activities

2001 ERASS AusPlay 20192015*2010
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Will the popularity of physical 
activities continue?

The impact of COVID-19 on participation trends

At the time of writing this report new COVID-19 cases were still being recorded in Australia. The ongoing 
nature of COVID-19 is one reason why it’s challenging to measure its impact. Another reason is the way 
in which research on COVID-19, and indeed sport and physical activity participation, occurs. Results are 
reported based on data collected in a prior period, such as the number of new COVID-19 cases on a given 
day reflecting records from the previous 24 hours. Furthermore, social researchers seeking to understand 
participation in activities ask survey respondents to report their behaviour across a defined recall period, 
such as a typical week or the past week. In AusPlay, and like other national sport and physical activity 
participation surveys before it, respondents are asked about what they’ve participated in over the 
preceding 12 months. 

This long recall period helps to minimise the impact of seasonality on the data but also means:

 — Annual AusPlay participation statistics can 
be viewed as 2-year rolling averages. 

 — In the latest AusPlay data collected from 
July 2019 to June 2020 respondents, 
depending on when they were interviewed, 
will have reported all or at least some of 
their participation from pre-COVID-19.

Overall participation rates 
from July 2019 to June 2020 
show little difference with 
previous financial years.

2015–16*2015–16* 2016–172016–17 2017–182017–18 2018–192018–19 2019–202019–20

88.8%
86.7%

78.5%
81.2% 82.8% 82.3% 82.3%

53.1%

61.8%
58.0% 59.1%

55.1%

58.7%
61.8% 63.7% 62.9% 64.0%

90.3% 90.1% 90.4%

68.7%
73.4% 73.1%

77.2%
73.6%

CHILD ORGANISED OUT-OF-SCHOOL 
PARTICIPATION RATES BY  

FINANCIAL YEAR

ADULT PARTICIPATION RATES BY 
FINANCIAL YEAR

1+ per year 3+ per week1+ per week 1+ per year 1+ per week

* Not a full financial year as AusPlay commenced on 22 October 2015.
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Will the popularity of physical 
activities continue?

A similar story is evident in data collected with a shorter seven day recall. Each month the CPM asks 
Australian adults to report the number of days in the past week that they’ve done a total of 30 minutes 
or more of physical activity, which was enough to raise their breathing rate. The average number of 
active days during COVID-19 is consistent with when data was first collected for the CPM in July 2019 
well before the pandemic started.

Whilst there are 
already some 

signals of COVID-19’s 
influence on the data 
as mentioned earlier 

in this report…

AusPlay’s 12-month 
recall means that 

the impact of 
COVID-19 is largely 

hidden in the current 
trend data.

AVERAGE # OF  
DAYS PHYSICALLY 

ACTIVE FOR 30  
MINUTES OR MORE  

IN PAST WEEK

Jul

3.0
3.2

3.0 3.0
3.2 3.1 3.2

3.0
3.2

2019 2020

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep
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Will the popularity of physical 
activities continue?

The impact of COVID-19 on participation trends largely depends on:

1

2

How long COVID-19 lasts. If the pandemic and its restrictions on sport 
and physical activity last longer than AusPlay’s 12-month recall it’s 
likely to be more noticeable in future trend data; and

If Australians return to sport post-COVID-19, and how quickly activity 
behaviours get back to ‘normal’.

Some other reasons for a lack of  
obvious change in both the current  

AusPlay and CPM trend data are:

There are myriad  
ways in which to get 
physically active

As a result it’s possible 
to be physically active 
almost anywhere, 
including at home

Even during COVID-19 
lockdown, daily exercise 
was included as one of  
the acceptable reasons 
for Australians to leave 
their homes.

AusPlay is continuing 
until at least June 2022 
so stay tuned for more 

reporting on the impact 
of COVID-19 in the 

coming years.
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In June 2020 how did Australians feel about returning to organised sport?

Getting back to ‘normal’

CPM data shows the majority of adult 18+ participants were looking 
forward to being able to play their chosen sport again.

57%

were extremely or  
very keen to play if  
their sport started  

up again.

61%

were extremely 
or very likely to 

do so when it was 
available.

59%

said their children 
were extremely or 

very likely to do  
so when it was 

available.

Similar proportions of parents/guardians wanted their  
children to get back to sport.

57%

were extremely or 
very keen for their 

children to play again.

JUNE 
2020

IN
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In June 2020 how did Australians feel about returning to organised sport?

Getting back to ‘normal’

But there were some concerns...

Two of the four most common concerns among adult participants 
were health-related, along with whether clubs would even be able 

to operate and the possible loss of skills/fitness.

29%

were very concerned  
about clubs not being able 

to operate.

34%

were very concerned about 
sport causing COVID-19 to be 

spread in the community.

25%

were very concerned about 
the impact of the shutdown 

on fitness and skills.

34%

were very concerned about 
being around people who 

may not follow health rules.

26%

of adult participants 
were extremely or very 

concerned about  
playing again.

32%

of parents/guardians 
felt the same about their 
children playing again.

JUNE 
2020

IN
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In June 2020 how did Australians feel about returning to organised sport?

Getting back to ‘normal’

The same concerns were apparent 
for children’s return to sport...

33%

of parents/guardians were very 
concerned about clubs not being  

able to operate.

30%

were very concerned about being 
around people who may not follow 

health rules.

31%

were very concerned about sport 
causing COVID-19 to be spread in  

the community.

30%

were very concerned about the  
impact of the shutdown on their 

children’s fitness and skills.

JUNE 
2020

IN

31AusPlay: A focus on the early impact of COVID-19 on sport and physical activity participation



This enthusiasm to get back to sport may 
provide hope for a post-pandemic future and 
helped many get back into organised sport as 
soon as they could. Some players had chosen 
not to return to all or some of their sport but 
more often it was because their sport was yet 
to start again. Furthermore, some people had 
started playing sport when they hadn’t expected 
to or weren’t sure if they would pre-COVID-19.

What has been the impact on a return to organised sport in 2020?

of adults expected to 
volunteer in at least one 
sport before COVID-19. 

were actually volunteering  
by August, which is 68% of  
pre-COVID-19 expectations.

Adult participation  
levels were 

71%
 

of what might  
have been expected  
had the pandemic  

not emerged.

64%
 

of children who 
expected to play 
organised sport 

were participating.

of people interviewed who expected 
to play organised sport pre-COVID-19 
were extremely or very keen to play 
if their sport restarted.

were also extremely 
or very concerned 
about participating.

65%

19%

13%

36%

JULY 
2020

BY

AUGUST 
2020

BY

Getting back to ‘normal’
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Changing expectations of participating in organised sport in 2020.

In August,  
now expect to 

participate in at 
least one organised  

sport in 2020

19%  
Volunteers

50%  
Children

32%  
Adults

16%  
Volunteers

37%  
Children

28%  

Adults
In August,  

now participating 
in at least one 

organised  
sport 

13%  
Volunteers

32%  
Children

23%  
Adults

Pre-COVID-19,  
expected to 

participate in at least 
one organised sport 
between April and 

December 2020

Getting back to ‘normal’
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Looking specifically at those who expected pre-COVID-19 to play or volunteer in at least one organised sport 
in 2020 (that is, not including those who were unsure or those who didn’t expect to play):

ADULTS 18+ EXPECTED TO PLAY 
ANY SPORT PRE-COVID-19

36%  
playing the 
same

2%  
playing more 
sports 17%  

playing fewer sports

45%  
playing no sports

27%  
volunteering in the same 
number of sports

3%  
volunteering 
in more  
sports 13%  

volunteering in  
fewer sports

57%  
not volunteering 
in any sports

EXPECTED TO VOLUNTEER IN 
ANY SPORT PRE-COVID-19

By August

By August

of adults and children who 
expected to play at least 
one sport between April 
and December were back 
playing the same number 
of sports and a very small 
number were actually 
playing more.

of those who expected to 
volunteer before COVID-19 
were back volunteering in 
the same number of sports 
or more by August.

30%

Getting back to ‘normal’

36%

36%  
playing the 
same

3%  
playing more 
sports

21%  
playing fewer sports

40%  
playing no sports

CHILDREN EXPECTED TO PLAY 
ANY SPORT PRE-COVID-19

By August
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Any further questions about AusPlay  
(or queries for additional customised reporting/ 
further analysis of the dataset) can be directed 

to the Insights team at Sport Australia via:

AusPlay@sportaus.gov.au




