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Moving spaces guide: 
Re-framing physical activity for young people who 
currently feel disengaged, excluded, or unsafe. 

“The project helped to reframe the idea of what physical activity spaces could 
look like. If people listened more to young people and allowed themselves to 
be educated by our lived experiences, it would have a huge impact on how 
we can design and use physical activity spaces.” Ruby Chandler, Youth 
Worker and young person (Children and Young People’s Empowerment 
Project). 

 
  

Who is this guidance for? 
 
This is a practical guide for influential adults who work with children and young 
people (11–21 years old) about how to raise conversations around physical activity, 
including physical education (PE), sports and exercise.  
 
Influential adults include PE teachers, youth workers, charity workers, sports 
coaches and providers. This also includes those working in gyms and leisure centres, 
and anyone else passionate about making a positive change so that physical activity 
can be more inclusive and safer.  
 
Our accompanying mini research briefing highlights how best to support these 
influential adults in terms of policy and practice.  
 
 
How is this guidance useful? 
 
You can use this guidance to help make physical activity spaces more welcoming, 
inclusive, and safe. This is particularly relevant for young people who have become 
disengaged with, or feel anxious about, physical activity.  
 
The guidance is  designed particularly for young people who are already potentially 
at-risk of marginalisation. This includes young people experiencing a range of 
intersecting inequalities, for example those questioning their gender or sexual 
identity, those who live in more deprived areas, disabled or neurodiverse young 
people. 
 
This guidance has been produced as part of the Joyful and Safe Physical activity 
(JASPA) project, funded by the NIHR School for Public Health Research.  

https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/research/physical-activity-insecurity-as-experienced-by-lgbtq-children-and-young-people-living-with-deprivation-what-would-safe-spaces-for-physical-activity-look-like-for-this-community/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/research/physical-activity-insecurity-as-experienced-by-lgbtq-children-and-young-people-living-with-deprivation-what-would-safe-spaces-for-physical-activity-look-like-for-this-community/
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What is the guidance and how was it developed? 
 
We have developed four suggestions to create more joyful, safe and inclusive 
spaces for all, below.  
 
These suggestions have been developed through listening to the voices of young 
people who initially told us they felt unsafe, not included, and even fearful of physical 
activity. They were developed through a series of creative workshops, where we 
worked with young people to understand how physical activity could feel more joyful, 
safe and inclusive.   
 

1. Understand that some young people might not relate to conventional 
forms of physical activity, for example sport, gym, or exercise so there 
is a need to expand these traditional definitions.  

 
Using terms such as sport, gym or exercise can be immediately off-putting for some 
young people who might think this is not for them or have already decided based on 
previous negative experiences that they don’t like it.  

 
✓ Recommended actions:  
 
□ Consider what physical activity means to different people e.g., Joe 

Piggin’s more holistic and inclusive definition may be useful. Physical activity can be 
something as simple as walking into a room, dancing, or even brushing your teeth! 
This extends right through to specific exercises and sports.  
 

□ Using the term ‘movement’, instead of physical activity, can help. 
 

2. Don’t be shy to raise conversations about physical activity or movement 
with young people because recognising and acknowledging some of the 
challenges they may experience can empower them to think differently. 

 
✓ Recommended actions:  
 
□ Make space to listen to how young people might relate to physical activity. 

For example, they might talk about stereotypes of sport, PE or exercise and how 
these can make them feel. They might have many other challenges in their lives that 
make it hard to think about physical activity. They might feel uncomfortable around 
other people and/or being active might feel like a vulnerable space for them. It is vital 
that young people have the space and opportunity to discuss this.  
 

https://blogs.bmj.com/bjsm/2021/01/02/physical-activity-in-a-pandemic-time-for-a-new-definition-infographic/
https://blogs.bmj.com/bjsm/2021/01/02/physical-activity-in-a-pandemic-time-for-a-new-definition-infographic/
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□ Ask the right questions in a calm and welcoming space that young people 
feel safe in. Young people will engage best with someone they already know and 
trust. If they don’t know you, building trust is key. Or could someone who already has 
a good relationship with the young people support you in these conversations (e.g. a 
Youth Worker)? 
 

□ Nudge the conversation to re-imagining physical activity as incidental 
movement that they might enjoy, with a much broader remit than might typically be 
thought about. For example, dancing in the kitchen, roller-skating in the park, walking 
past an urban landmark, even walking into the place where you are meeting them. 
Sporting examples might also work here. We suggest being led by the young people, 
but if they struggle to think of examples that they like, you could instead ask them to 
be curious and imagine a time when physical activity or movement was or even 
could be enjoyable in the future. 

 
□ Be curious about those times when being physically active was really good. 

Ask how they feel, or felt, or could feel when thinking about physical activity in this 
way. Is it fun? Joyful? Did they smile or laugh? Could they be themselves? Let their 
guard down? Who was with them? What colours and words come to mind?  
 

□ Enquire what might need to happen for more organised and formal physical 
activity spaces to be more like their examples. As such, you can move to meet 
young people on physical activity, challenging your own perceptions and better 
understanding theirs. This can require a certain level of vulnerability and bravery as 
you work together to reimagine new physical activity spaces that are inclusive for all. 

 
If you have more time/resources:  
 
     □ Read our framing of physical activity, which explains more about how we 
helped young people to re-imagine physical activity through making a ‘Moving 
Spaces’ zine. A zine is essentially a low-cost, DIY leaflet or comic that can help with 
self-expression of thoughts and feelings. 
 
     □ Consider that some young people might prefer to draw or collage their physical 
activity example(s), so we’d suggest having suitable resources available if possible. 
Our blogs about the creative practices that we used, and our own experiences (as 
influential adults) of working closely with young people, might help with inspiration.  
 
 

https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/zine-made-by-lgbtq-young-people-explores-how-to-create-joyful-and-safe-spaces-for-physical-activity/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/news-and-events/blog/our-experience-of-co-producing-a-zine-as-a-research-output/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/news-and-events/blog/the-joyful-and-safe-physical-activity-project-learnings-from-our-year-of-working-together-with-lgbtq-youth-groups/
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3. On a practical level, make your physical activity space (indoor or 
outdoor) more welcoming, inclusive and safe.  

 
Our work with young people showed that some relatively small adjustments could 
make all the difference. 
 

✓ Recommended actions:  
 
These need not be complex or expensive. Examples we learned about from 
young people include:  
 

□ Incorporating vibrant colours 
           □ Welcoming messages 
           □ Avoiding lists of rules and instructions 
           □ Making it an option (rather than mandate) to join in 

□ Facilitating a quiet space for young people to step away when needed 
□ Considering whether particular clothing rules are necessary (this can be a 
big obstacle for some) 
□ Demonstrating inclusivity through small gestures, for example, LGBTQIA+ 
colours, asking about pronouns 
□ Using friendly and accessible notices clearly stating what the purpose of 
the physical activity space is (i.e., competitive or not competitive, everyone 
welcome). 
 

If you have more time/resources:  
 

□ Consider co-producing physical activity (or movement) principles with 
young people. These might include agreed ways to make a space feel more safe, 
inclusive and fun. 
 

□ Consider engaging in some training (we’d recommend Gendered 
Intelligence) for yourself or your team around diverse gender identities, especially if 
you’re working with trans, non-binary or gender-questioning young people. 
 

□ Consider spending some time immersing yourself in our Moving Spaces 
Zine* that young LGBTQIA+ people co-produced as part of this project.  
 
If you already have a good relationship with the young people you want to work with, 
then you could have a go at producing your own zine with them, and you can read 
about our experience of co-producing a zine to help you with getting started. We 

https://genderedintelligence.co.uk/
https://genderedintelligence.co.uk/
https://heyzine.com/flip-book/0aa16cbe38.html#page/1
https://heyzine.com/flip-book/0aa16cbe38.html#page/1
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/news-and-events/blog/our-experience-of-co-producing-a-zine-as-a-research-output/
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suggest starting by using a guiding prompt or question such as ‘How can physical 
activity spaces be more fun, safe, joyful, fun and inclusive?’, alongside having some 
craft resources and a bit of enthusiasm! At the end of the zine-making, you might 
then ask them to consider ‘What thoughts or feelings does the zine evoke for you? 
What comes across strongly?’. The young people may then want to keep their zines, 
or you might wish to support them in sharing their zines with others. 
 
*The ‘Moving Spaces Zine is available in different formats, including an audio version.  
 
 

4. Go for it and have fun! Meet young people on their terms, shift the 
power and let them guide you. 

 
We firmly believe that everyone should be able to take part in movement and 
physical activity without feeling disengaged, excluded or unsafe. Physical activity 
can, and should, bring joy. We as influential adults might just need to think a little bit 
differently, put our training and experiences to one side, and instead lean in to listen 
and observe. It has been well worth it in our experience! 
 
 
Further Information 
 

Project page: ‘Physical activity insecurity’ as experienced by LGBTQ+ children 
and young people living with deprivation: what would joyful and safe spaces for 
physical activity (JASPA) look like for this community? 

Zine: Moving Space 

Blog: Zine made by LGBTQ+ young people explores how to create joyful and 
safe spaces for physical activity 

Blog: Our experience co-producing a zine as a research output  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/research/physical-activity-insecurity-as-experienced-by-lgbtq-children-and-young-people-living-with-deprivation-what-would-safe-spaces-for-physical-activity-look-like-for-this-community/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/research/physical-activity-insecurity-as-experienced-by-lgbtq-children-and-young-people-living-with-deprivation-what-would-safe-spaces-for-physical-activity-look-like-for-this-community/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/research/physical-activity-insecurity-as-experienced-by-lgbtq-children-and-young-people-living-with-deprivation-what-would-safe-spaces-for-physical-activity-look-like-for-this-community/
https://heyzine.com/flip-book/0aa16cbe38.html#page/1
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/zine-made-by-lgbtq-young-people-explores-how-to-create-joyful-and-safe-spaces-for-physical-activity/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/zine-made-by-lgbtq-young-people-explores-how-to-create-joyful-and-safe-spaces-for-physical-activity/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/news-and-events/blog/our-experience-of-co-producing-a-zine-as-a-research-output/
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This guide was written by: 
 
Dr Caroline Dodd-Reynolds1, Scarlet Hall1, Mary Crowder2.  
 
We gratefully acknowledge the work of all of the young people and youth workers 
who co-produced findings within the wider project. Without their incredible insight 
into lived experience, and aspirations for the future, this guidance would not exist. 
 

1Department of Sport and Exercise Sciences, Durham University and Fuse the 
Centre for Translational Research in Public Health.  
2SCHARR, University of Sheffield. 

For more information, please contact caroline.dodd-reynolds@durham.ac.uk 
Produced by NIHR SPHR, April 2025. 
The information in this report/brochure is correct at the time of printing. 
 
This project is funded by the National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR) School 
for Public Health Research (SPHR) (Grant Reference Number NIHR 204000) The views 
expressed are those of the author(s) and not necessarily those of the NIHR or the 
Department of Health and Social Care. 


