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Abstract

Crises such as pandemics, displacement, climate change, and economic downturns dis-
rupt grassroots sport, undermining participation, equity, and resilience. This umbrella
review synthesised evidence on strategies that sustain and adapt community sport partici-
pation during crises. Following PRISMA 2020, a protocol was registered in PROSPERO
(CRD420251132267). PubMed, Scopus, and EBSCO were used as sources, and eligible stud-
ies were selected: systematic reviews on grassroots or community sport in crisis contexts.
Methodological quality and evidence certainty were assessed using established appraisal
frameworks (AMSTAR-2, GRADE, and CERQual). Fifteen reviews (2021 to 2025) were
included, spanning health, climate, economic, and displacement crises. Overall certainty
of evidence was low. Quantitative evidence showed moderate certainty that psychosocial
interventions reduced anxiety and depressive symptoms among youth during COVID-19.
Qualitative syntheses provided moderate confidence that organisational safeguarding,
culturally tailored programmes, instructor role modelling, and collaborative community
approaches support participation and resilience. Conceptual and policy reviews offered
frameworks for governance, sustainability, and crisis management, although confidence in
these syntheses was generally low–moderate. Across evidence types, recurrent strategies
included community-driven and culturally tailored programmes, digital or hybrid delivery,
infrastructural and environmental adaptations, and integration of sport within broader
sustainability and crisis-recovery policies. This umbrella review integrates heterogeneous
evidence to identify key organisational and policy strategies capable of strengthening re-
silience and equitable participation in grassroots sport during periods of societal disruption.

Keywords: grassroots and community sports; COVID-19; adaptation strategies; sustainability;
responsive approaches

1. Introduction
In its various forms and organisational structures, sport is widely recognised as

playing a central role in promoting health, education, culture, economy, solidarity and
interdependence, and participation in the community life [1–8]. Defined by the Euro-
pean Union as “physical leisure activity, organized and non-organized, practised regularly at
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non-professional level for health, educational or social purposes” [9], grassroots sports offer
accessible and low-threshold opportunities for individuals of all ages, backgrounds, and
abilities to participate in structured physical activity [10,11]. However, the stability, ac-
cessibility and sustainability of sports organisations are increasingly challenged by crises
of varying origins and scales [12]. Recent disruptions (e.g., COVID-19 pandemic, energy
shortages, forced displacement of populations, and economic downturns) have exposed
the sector’s vulnerabilities and underscored the urgent need for robust crisis management
strategies [7,13].

In this review, the term crisis refers to disruptive events or structural shocks that
threaten the functioning, accessibility, or sustainability of grassroots and community sport
systems and require adaptive responses from organisations and stakeholders [14]. Such
disruptions may originate from broader societal processes, including health emergencies,
environmental pressures, economic downturns, or population displacement, as well as
from systemic vulnerabilities within sport organisations themselves [15–17]. Although
these crisis types differ in temporality, causal pathways, and scale, they share a common
consequence: the destabilisation of participation opportunities and organisational capac-
ities in grassroots sport contexts [18,19]. For this reason, they are examined together in
this synthesis as distinct but comparable forms of systemic disruption affecting commu-
nity sport ecosystems. Reviews and epidemiological studies focusing on the COVID-19
pandemic, for instance, have documented a substantial decline in community and uni-
versity sport participation due to facility closures, restrictions on group activities, and
shifting public health priorities [20–23]. These disruptions disproportionately impacted
socio-economically disadvantaged populations, individuals with disabilities, and other
marginalised groups, exacerbating pre-existing inequalities in sport access [24–26].

Financial constraints represent another recurring theme in the literature. Economic
crises and resource shortages can significantly reduce grassroots sports’ operational capac-
ity, especially for organisations reliant on limited public subsidies, membership fees, or
volunteer contributions [27,28]. Strategies identified as effective in mitigating such impacts
include flexible membership models, diversification of revenue streams, and partnerships
across sectors to share infrastructure and resources [29]. Furthermore, recent studies suggest
that the adoption of adaptive leadership models, scenario planning, and digital engagement
tools can strengthen organisational resilience during times of uncertainty [12,30–32].

Some evidence also points to the crucial role of sport as a resilience-building mech-
anism for communities. Participation in organised grassroots sports during challenging
times has been associated with enhanced mental health, social connectedness, and collec-
tive efficacy [33–35]. Targeted interventions (e.g., subsidised participation for low-income
groups, inclusive programme design for persons with disabilities, and culturally sensitive
outreach) seem essential to maintain and even expand participation during crises [36–38].
In the field of Adapted Physical Activity, such initiatives have been shown to mitigate
barriers related to accessibility, transport, and stigma, by applying frameworks that empha-
sise individualised adaptation, environmental modification, and community engagement,
even under crisis conditions [39–41]. Despite these insights, important gaps remain in the
literature. Few studies systematically integrate crisis management frameworks (e.g., [42])
with equity-oriented sport development approaches (e.g., [43]), and existing syntheses often
focus on single crisis contexts such as pandemics [19,28,44]. However, despite their differ-
ent origins, crises frequently generate comparable pressures on grassroots sport systems,
including disruptions to participation opportunities, financial instability, governance chal-
lenges, and widening inequalities in access. Examining these contexts together therefore
enables identification of cross-cutting resilience strategies that may strengthen grassroots
sport systems across diverse forms of societal disruption [10,29].
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In this context, the present umbrella review synthesises existing evidence on crisis man-
agement in grassroots and community sport. The analysis adopts a multi-level perspective
encompassing organisational practices within sport clubs and community organisations,
participation environments at the community level, and broader governance or policy
frameworks shaping sport systems. To capture this diversity of disruption contexts, the
review adopts therefore a broad interdisciplinary perspective on crises affecting grassroots
sport systems. The review is guided by the following research questions:

1. What strategies have been identified in the literature to sustain grassroots sport
participation during periods of crisis?

2. How do these strategies contribute to organisational and community resilience within
grassroots sport systems?

3. To what extent do crisis-response strategies address equity in access and participation
among vulnerable populations?

By synthesising evidence across crisis contexts, this review aims to identify strategies
that enhance resilience and equitable access in grassroots sport and to inform policymak-
ers, sport managers, and community stakeholders in designing inclusive, adaptive, and
sustainable sport systems capable of withstanding future crises.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Protocol and Reporting

The methodology of this umbrella review was developed in accordance with the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020
statement [45] and specifically follows best practices for umbrella reviews [46]. A re-
view protocol was prepared a priori, registered on PROSPERO (CRD420251132267) and
aligned with the methodological recommendations provided in the Cochrane Handbook
for Systematic Reviews of Interventions [47] (see Table S1).

2.2. Eligibility Criteria

Reviews were eligible for inclusion if they met the following criteria:

• Population/setting: grassroots or community sport organisations, sport clubs, or sport
participants across the lifespan (including vulnerable groups).

• Phenomena of interest: risk management, resilience, crisis response, or organisational
strategies to enhance access, affordability, and sustainability of sport participation
during or after crises or systemic disruptions affecting grassroots sport participation
and organisational functioning, including but not limited to pandemics, economic
shocks, environmental or climate-related disruptions, forced displacement or migra-
tion contexts, and other large-scale societal disturbances.

• Study type: systematic reviews, scoping reviews, umbrella reviews, or meta-analyses
reporting transparent and reproducible search and selection procedures. Narrative
reviews were excluded unless systematic methods were clearly reported.

• Outcomes: reviews reporting strategies, interventions, or organisational practices
aimed at ensuring continuity, inclusiveness, affordability, or resilience of grass-
roots/community sport.

• Language and access: peer-reviewed publications in English, Italian, French and
Spanish were included based on the authors’ language competencies.

Grey literature and conference abstracts were excluded to ensure that included evi-
dence met peer-review quality standards and provided sufficient methodological trans-
parency for appraisal within the umbrella review framework [47,48].
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2.3. Information Sources and Search Strategy

A comprehensive search strategy was applied across three major multidisciplinary
databases: PubMed, Scopus, and EBSCO (accessing Communication & Mass Media Com-
plete, SocINDEX with Full Text, Humanities Source Ultimate). These sources were selected
to ensure broad coverage of the interdisciplinary literature relevant to grassroots sport,
including sport science, public health, sociology, and policy research. PubMed was in-
cluded because crises affecting grassroots sport often intersect with public health domains
(e.g., pandemics, mental health, physical activity promotion), where relevant systematic
reviews are frequently indexed. Scopus was used as a large multidisciplinary database
with strong indexing of sport management, social sciences, and environmental research.
The EBSCO platforms were selected to capture literature from communication, sociology,
and humanities fields that frequently address community sport participation, governance,
and social inclusion. Although specialised databases such as SPORTDiscus or Web of Sci-
ence also index sport-related research, the selected databases were considered sufficient to
capture relevant systematic reviews due to their extensive overlap in indexing sport science
and social science journals. In addition, backward reference searching was conducted to
identify potentially relevant studies not captured by database searches.

Databases were searched from inception to 22 August 2025, corresponding to the date
of the final comprehensive search. No date restrictions were applied to the searches in order
to capture the full body of relevant systematic reviews addressing crisis management and
resilience in grassroots and community sport. The search strings combined terms related to
(1) crisis and risk management (e.g., “crisis management”, “resilience”, “risk mitigation”),
(2) organisational and participation contexts (e.g., “grassroots sport”, “community sport”,
“sport clubs”, “physical activity participation”), and (3) review type filters (e.g., “systematic
review”, “umbrella review”, “meta-analysis”). The full search strategies for each database,
including search fields, limits, and filters, are reported in Table S2 to ensure transparency
and reproducibility. An example of the PubMed search syntax is presented below:

(“grassroots sport” OR “community sport” OR “sport club*” OR “physical activit*”
OR “exercise”)

AND (“crisis management” OR “resilien*” OR “risk management” OR “sustainability”
OR “affordability” OR “access”)

AND (“systematic review” OR “umbrella review” OR “meta-analysis”)
The search strategy was designed to capture evidence on disruptions affecting grass-

roots and community sport systems across multiple crisis contexts. Rather than specifying
individual crisis types (e.g., pandemics, environmental events, economic shocks), the search
terms targeted broader organisational- and participation-related consequences of crises,
including resilience, crisis management, risk management, sustainability, affordability, and
access. This approach reflects the conceptual framework of the review, which considers
crises as systemic disruptions affecting participation opportunities and organisational
functioning in grassroots sport. By focusing on these cross-cutting dimensions, the search
strategy aimed to capture literature addressing diverse crisis contexts while maintaining
conceptual coherence. To maximise coverage, backward reference searching of included
studies was also conducted.

2.4. Study Selection

Study selection followed a predefined stepwise screening procedure based on the
eligibility criteria described above. All records were imported into Microsoft Excel for dedu-
plication and screening. Two independent reviewers performed title/abstract screening,
followed by full-text assessment. Disagreements were resolved by consensus or by consulta-
tion with a third reviewer. After removal of duplicates, titles and abstracts were screened to
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identify systematic evidence syntheses addressing crisis management, resilience, or organi-
sational responses within grassroots or community sport contexts. Full texts of potentially
eligible studies were then assessed against the inclusion criteria. Reviews were excluded
if they: (i) focused on elite or professional sport settings; (ii) examined general physical
activity or sport participation without explicit reference to crisis contexts or resilience
strategies; (iii) did not employ systematic review methods (e.g., transparent search strategy
and selection procedures); or (iv) did not report organisational or participation-related
outcomes relevant to grassroots or community sport. Only reviews meeting all eligibility
criteria were included in the final synthesis.

2.5. Data Extraction

Data were independently extracted by two reviewers using a piloted extraction form.
Extracted variables included:

• Bibliographic information (authors, year, journal);
• Review type and number of included studies;
• Population and sport setting addressed;
• Type of crisis or organisational challenge;
• Reported strategies for risk management and resilience;
• Outcomes relevant to access, affordability, and inclusion;
• Limitations noted by authors.

2.6. Quality Appraisal

Methodological quality of included reviews was assessed with the AMSTAR 2 tool [49],
which is widely recommended for appraising systematic reviews of interventions. Reviews
were classified as high, moderate, low, or critically low quality according to AMSTAR-2
guidance [49]. Quality appraisal was performed independently by two reviewers, with
disagreements resolved through consensus.

2.7. Synthesis of Results and Study Overlap Mapping

A narrative synthesis was conducted to summarise findings across reviews. Evidence
was organised around:

• Crisis contexts (pandemics, economic crises, displacement, energy shortages,
natural disasters);

• Vulnerabilities affecting participation (e.g., financial instability and barriers, inequalities);
• Organisational and policy strategies supporting resilience (e.g., adaptive leadership,

digital engagement, resource diversification).

Given the diversity of crisis contexts affecting grassroots sport, heterogeneity across
reviews was anticipated. The synthesis therefore focused on identifying cross-cutting
organisational and policy strategies that may support resilience and equitable access across
different crisis situations.

To evaluate potential duplication of primary studies across included reviews and
to avoid disproportionate influence of heavily synthesised evidence areas, the corrected
covered area (CCA) method was applied [50]. CCA values interpreted using established
thresholds indicating slight (0–5%), moderate (6–10%), high (11–15%), and very high (>15%)
overlap (see Table S3).

2.8. Certainty/Confidence in the Evidence

Certainty or confidence in the body of evidence was appraised for each included
review and outcome domain using frameworks aligned with the Grading of Recommenda-
tions, Assessment, Development and Evaluation (GRADE) approach for quantitative evi-
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dence and the Confidence in the Evidence from Reviews of Qualitative Research (CERQual)
approach for qualitative syntheses. Where reviews were primarily narrative or concep-
tual, confidence ratings were derived through structured narrative appraisal informed
by AMSTAR-2 review quality ratings and established guidance for evidence synthesis in
complex or conceptual fields. This multi-framework strategy was adopted in line with rec-
ommendations for umbrella reviews spanning heterogeneous study designs and evidence
types [46–48].

Details on the assessment of certainty in the evidence and evidence profiles for each
review are provided in Tables S4 and S6, respectively. This multi-framework approach
is consistent with methodological recommendations for umbrella reviews synthesising
heterogeneous evidence sources [48,49,51].

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics of the Included Reviews and Overlap Mapping

Fifteen reviews were included [16,52–65], published between 2021 and 2025, covering
systematic reviews, meta-analyses as well as scoping reviews, and realist syntheses with
systematic approaches (Figure 1). The overall CCA was 0.24%, indicating a very slight
overlap of primary studies across the included reviews.

Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram. n = number. * EBSCO is a provider of research databases.

The number of included studies ranged from 13 [65] to 164 [16], with sample sizes
varying from small-scale interventions to datasets exceeding six million participants. Study
designs encompassed randomized controlled trials, quasi-experiments, cohort studies,
and cross-sectional analyses. The geographical scope was diverse, including high-income
countries (HICs), low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), and global multi-country
syntheses. Table 1 summarises the characteristics of the included reviews and their the-
matic contributions, providing a reference point for the narrative synthesis presented in
the following sections. To enhance transparency and traceability, the results are organised
according to thematic domains aligned with the research questions: crisis contexts, popula-
tions and settings, organisational strategies for resilience, outcomes, equity considerations,
and policy implications. Within each domain, findings are explicitly linked to the reviews
contributing to the evidence base.
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Table 1. Summary of results by theme.

Authors
(Year) Crisis Type Resilience

Strategies
Reported
Outcomes EDI Aspects Policy/Practice

Recommendations

Abdeta 2025
[52]

Forced
displacement

(conflict, natural
disasters)

Child-friendly
spaces,

structured
activities,
physical

education,
psychological

safety, promoting
right to play

Low PA, high SB,
disrupted sleep,
risk of obesity

and
developmental

delays, resilience
improved via
structured PA

Gender
differences (girls

less active),
socio-economic

inequalities, lack
of child-friendly

spaces

Promote PA and
play in displacement

settings; create
child-friendly

spaces; prioritize
LMIC evidence; use

device-based
measures

Cury 2023
[53]

Environmental
crisis, climate

change,
sustainability

challenges

Adoption of
environmental

initiatives,
education in

sport,
governance

reforms,
industry-wide
sustainability

responses

Contributions on
environmental
management,

education,
discourses,

sustainability
practices

Not explicit;
sustainability

framed as
collective/global

concern

Adopt global
perspective on
sustainability;

integrate
governance and

education; develop
innovative
approaches

Dodd 2024
[54]

Child sexual
abuse in sport

(systemic
safeguarding

failures)

Safeguarding
policies,

increased
disclosures,
prevention
programs,
systems-
thinking

frameworks

CSA prevalence
20–35%; power

imbalances,
institutional

maltreatment,
bystander
inaction as

enabling factors

Higher
prevalence

among females;
recent surveys
show increased
male disclosure;

systemic
tolerance

perpetuates
inequality

Adopt
systems-based
safeguarding;

integrate multi-level
prevention;

strengthen policies,
reporting, and

awareness

Eaton 2023
[55]

COVID-19
pandemic
restrictions

Family
co-participation,

outdoor play,
flexible PA

opportunities,
mental health

support

Loss of
organised sport

and PE;
decreased PA;
inconsistent

unstructured PA;
wellbeing
benefits of

outdoor play

Barriers varied
by SES, access to
outdoor spaces,

parental support

Support flexible PA
in crises; address

inequities in access
to safe outdoor

spaces; integrate
family support

English 2022
[56]

Colonisation
legacy, health

disparities,
systemic racism

Culturally
embedded sport

programs,
promotion of

SEWB,
connection to

culture,
strengths-based

approaches

Increased
connection to

culture,
improved

self-esteem,
resilience,

community
cohesion; limited

evidence on
mental illness

outcomes

Explicit
Indigenous
focus; use of
Aboriginal

research
frameworks and
appraisal tools;
culturally safe
methodologies

Expand culturally
appropriate sport

programs; integrate
Indigenous

knowledge; develop
robust

mixed-method
evaluations

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16040118

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16040118


Societies 2026, 16, 118 8 of 27

Table 1. Cont.

Authors
(Year) Crisis Type Resilience

Strategies
Reported
Outcomes EDI Aspects Policy/Practice

Recommendations

Gupta 2022
[57]

Adversity in
sport: injuries,
performance

pressure,
selection,

funding, media
scrutiny

Protective
biopsychosocial

factors; resilience
filter framework;

coping
mechanisms;
mental skills

training

Definition and
operationalisa-
tion of sporting

resilience;
improved

adaptation under
adversity

Global evidence
included;

cultural diversity
in studies; no

major EDI focus

Adopt
evidence-based

resilience models;
integrate resilience

training; guide
applied practice

Hemmonsbey
2023 [16]

COVID-19
pandemic,

previous crises
(SARS, H1N1,
Ebola, MERS),

finan-
cial/natural/political

emergencies

Organisational
resilience

frameworks,
digital

adaptations
(e-sport, virtual

fan engagement),
preparedness

strategies

Understanding
of organisational

resilience in
sport event

tourism;
strategies for
preparedness
and recovery

Not explicitly
discussed

Adopt resilience
frameworks in sport

tourism; invest in
preparedness for

global crises;
leverage digital

engagement

Lee 2024 [58]

Climate change
(air pollution,
heat, natural

disasters,
extreme weather,
rising sea levels,
allergens, disease

vectors,
urbanization)

PA as mitiga-
tion/adaptation

strategy;
green/blue space

promotion;
active transport;

reducing
sedentary time;
sleep protection

strategies

Evidence that PA
mediates and

moderates
climate–health
links; SB and

sleep less
conclusive;

health
co-benefits via
PA and green

space

40% studies from
LMIC; some

subgroup
analyses (age,
gender, SES);

limited equity
reporting overall

Integrate PA into
climate change

adapta-
tion/mitigation;

promote green/blue
spaces; combine PA

promotion with
upstream climate

policies; adopt
equity-focused

resilience strategies

Lee 2025 [59]

Climate change
(heat, air
pollution,

wildfires, ozone,
UV radiation,
urbanization,

land-use change,
extreme weather
events, disasters)

Adaptation
strategies (e.g.,

shade structures,
modifying play
times, indoor
alternatives);

resilience
framing via

social–ecological
theory;

nature-based
play; disaster

recovery
adaptations

Outdoor play
durations (133.2
min/day early

years, 153.2
children, 97.2

adults, 47.1 older
adults);

associations with
health and
wellbeing;

environmental
impacts (e.g.,

CO2 emissions,
vegetation loss)

18% of studies
reported

sex/gender
analyses;

consideration of
equity gaps in

LMIC
representation;
vulnerability of

children and
older adults
emphasized

Integrate outdoor
play into climate

adaptation
frameworks;

promote
green/shaded

spaces; improve air
quality; prioritize
children’s right to
play; incorporate
outdoor play into

SDG/climate
policies

Michelini
2020 [60]

Forced
migration,

displacement,
integration
challenges

Use of sport for
health

promotion,
integration,

psychosocial
support,

community
cohesion

Improved health,
social inclusion,

resilience,
community

building

Focus on
vulnerable

refugee
populations;
intersectional

barriers
acknowledged

Promote inclusive
sport initiatives;
support refugee

participation; foster
integration through

sport
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Table 1. Cont.

Authors
(Year) Crisis Type Resilience

Strategies
Reported
Outcomes EDI Aspects Policy/Practice

Recommendations

Ouyang 2022
[61]

Policy-related
challenges;

governance;
funding;

systemic change

Policy formation
and

implementation
analysis; SPLISS

model;
governance
frameworks

Insights into
policy

development,
governance,
institutional

change

Limited explicit
focus; some
attention to

governance and
inclusion

Strengthen policy
analysis; integrate

theory; expand
evaluation studies;

broaden governance
perspectives

Salma 2024
[62]

Migration,
acculturation

stress,
discrimination,
social isolation,

health
inequalities

Culturally and
linguistically

adapted
programs; use of

bicul-
tural/bilingual

facilitators;
location in

familiar,
accessible, and

safe spaces;
group-based

delivery; family
and peer
support;

tailoring to
chronic

conditions;
psychological
safety and role

modelling

Increased
participation,

adherence,
satisfaction,
improved

self-efficacy,
physical and
mental health
benefits, social
cohesion, role

modelling effects,
cultural safety

Strong attention
to cultural,
linguistic,

gender, and
religious

congruity;
addressing

discrimination,
ageism, and

barriers specific
to immigrant
populations

Design flexible,
culturally tailored
programs; employ

bicultural/bilingual
facilitators; locate

programs in
accessible familiar

settings; incorporate
group and family
support; address

ageism; strengthen
psychological safety

Salvo 2021
[63]

Global physical
inactivity

pandemic; links
to climate crisis
and inequalities;

HIV/AIDS in
developing

countries (e.g.,
South Africa)

Active transport
systems, active
urban design,
community-

based programs,
whole school

programs,
healthcare

prescriptions,
mass media
campaigns,
sport-for-all
programs

Improved health
(SDG 3),

sustainable cities
(SDG 11),
reduced

inequalities
(SDG 10), climate
action (SDG 13),

peace and
institutions (SDG

16), indus-
try/innovation

(SDG 9)

Focus on gender
and

socioeconomic
inequalities

(SDGs 5 and 10)

Adopt multisectoral
strategies; prioritize

active transport,
urban design, and

community
programs;

disincentivize car
use in HICs; support

LMICs with
cost-effective
interventions;

embed Health-in-
All-Policies

Spaaij 2019
[64]

Forced
migration,

displacement,
integration
challenges

Sport for health
promotion,
integration,

social inclusion,
therapeutic uses;

Erasmus+
projects (ASPIRE,

IRTS)

Health,
wellbeing,
integration,

social inclusion;
barriers to

participation;
policy/practice

gaps

Strong emphasis
on

intersectionality,
decolonisation,
and equity in

sport-for-
refugees research

Move beyond deficit
approaches;
decolonise

methodologies;
strengthen

equity-driven sport
programs
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Table 1. Cont.

Authors
(Year) Crisis Type Resilience

Strategies
Reported
Outcomes EDI Aspects Policy/Practice

Recommendations

Wendel 2024
[65]

COVID-19
pandemic

Remotely deliv-
ered/online

group sessions;
cognitive-

behavioural
approaches;

mindful-
ness/acceptance
and commitment

therapy; psy-
choeducation;
structured so-

cial/recreational
or sportive
activities;

family/parent-
guided elements;

school-based
psychosocial

support.

Reduced anxiety:
SMD −0.33 (95%

CI −0.59 to
−0.06; 7 studies)

and reduced
depressive

symptoms: SMD
−0.26 (95% CI

−0.36 to −0.16; 5
studies). Sleep

disturbance and
wellbe-

ing/resilience
summarized but
not pooled due

to heterogeneity.

Studies
conducted in five

countries with
predominance of

China; online
delivery may

enhance access
during

restrictions.
Review restricted

to certain
languages; five
studies targeted
adolescents with

elevated
symptoms,
indicating

attention to
vulnerable
subgroups.

Feasible, remotely
delivered,

school-based
psychosocial
programs can

modestly reduce
anxiety and
depressive

symptoms during
pandemics; consider

combining
psychological with

physical-activity
components.
Strengthen

child/adolescent
mental health

surveillance and
invest in scalable

interventions; future
trials should use

standardized
outcomes and

longer follow-up.
Notes. Overview of included reviews synthesised by crisis type, resilience strategies, reported outcomes, eq-
uity/diversity/inclusion aspects, and policy or practice recommendations. AIDS = Acquired Immune Deficiency
Syndrome; ASPIRE = Activity, Sport, Play for the Inclusion of Refugees in Europe; CI = Confidence Interval;
COVID-19 = COronaVIrus Disease of 2019; CSA = Child Sexual Abuse; EDI = Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion;
HIC = High-Income Countries; HIV = Human Immunodeficiency Virus; IRTS = Integration of Refugees Through
Sport; LMIC = Low- and Middle-Income Countries; MERS = Middle East Respiratory Syndrome; PA = Physical
Activity; RCT = Randomized Controlled Trial; SARS = Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome; SB = Sedentary
Behaviour(s); SDG = Sustainable Development Goal; SES = Socio-Economic Status; SEWB = Social and Emotional
Wellbeing; SMD = Standardized Mean Difference.

3.2. Crisis Types Addressed

In line with the conceptual framework adopted in this review, crises were analysed as
systemic disruptions affecting grassroots and community sport ecosystems. To enhance
conceptual clarity, crisis contexts were organised into two overarching categories: externally
driven societal crises, which originate outside sport systems but disrupt participation and
organisational functioning, and internally driven or structural crises, which arise within
sport organisations or governance systems themselves.

3.2.1. Externally Driven Societal Crises

Several reviews addressed crises originating from broader societal or environmental
disruptions that indirectly affect grassroots sport systems.

Health crises: COVID-19 pandemic-related disruptions and related public health
restrictions (e.g., school closures, suspension of organised sport, and limitations on com-
munity gatherings) were associated with reductions in organised sport participation and
changes in physical activity patterns among children and youth [16,55,63,65].

Environmental and climate-related crises: Environmental pressures such as extreme
weather events, rising temperatures, air pollution, and other climate-related risks affected
outdoor physical activity and community sport environments [53,58,59,63].
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Migration and displacement contexts: Forced migration, refugee displacement, and
related social integration challenges were also identified as crisis contexts influencing access
to sport participation, particularly among vulnerable populations such as refugees and
immigrant communities [52,60,64].

3.2.2. Internally Driven or Structural Crises Within Sport Systems

Other reviews focused on crises arising within sport systems themselves, often linked
to organisational, governance, or structural vulnerabilities.

Governance and safeguarding failures: Some evidence addressed systemic safeguard-
ing challenges, including institutional conditions enabling child sexual abuse in sport
environments and broader governance weaknesses affecting athlete protection and organi-
sational accountability [16,53,66].

Resource and structural constraints: Economic pressures, resource shortages, afford-
ability barriers, and infrastructure limitations were also identified as internal stressors
affecting grassroots sport organisations and participation opportunities [54,56,57,61–63].

3.3. Populations and Settings

Target groups varied across the evidence base. Several reviews focused on children
and adolescents within schools and community sport or families [52,54,55], whereas others
targeted young or older adults, including immigrant and socio-economically disadvantaged
groups [53,56,60,62–64]. Broader community settings encompassed urban environments, trans-
port systems, health promotion initiatives, and outdoor recreation [16,52,53,55,56,58–60,62–65].
Whilst grassroots and community sport were central in many reviews, some [58,59,63] extended
to broader movement contexts (e.g., active transport, green/blue spaces).

3.4. Strategies for Risk Management and Resilience

Across reviews, several recurring strategies were identified:
Adapted program delivery included remotely delivered sessions, online group activi-

ties, and hybrid models to sustain engagement during restrictions [16,55,65].
Environmental and infrastructural adaptations reported creation of shade structures,

safe play areas, active urban design, and access to green and blue spaces [52,53,55,58,59,63].
Culturally tailored approaches encompassed adaptation of programs to linguistic,

cultural, and gender-specific needs, particularly for immigrant and minority popula-
tions [52,56,60,62–64].

Policy-level strategies integrated physical activity into sustainable development and
climate adaptation frameworks [54,58,59,61,63,64].

Community-driven models comprised peer support, family involvement, and stake-
holder collaboration to strengthen social connectedness [55,57,59,60,62,64,65].

Whilst externally driven crises (e.g., pandemics, environmental disruptions, displace-
ment) often required adaptive program delivery and environmental or policy adaptations
to maintain participation, in contrast internally driven crises within sport systems (e.g.,
safeguarding failures or governance weaknesses) emphasised institutional reforms, safe-
guarding frameworks, and organisational accountability mechanisms.

3.5. Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks

The reviews reported a heterogeneous use of frameworks. Cognitive-behavioural and
social cognitive models underpinned several interventions, whereas broader systemic and
ecological frameworks (e.g., social–ecological resilience theory, systems approaches) were
employed in reviews linking sport to climate adaptation and urban design.
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3.6. Outcomes

1. Across the included reviews, reported outcomes clustered into four main domains:
psychological wellbeing, participation and adherence, equity and access, and commu-
nity resilience. Psychological wellbeing: reductions in anxiety and improvements in
resilience among youth during disruptions due to pandemics, migrations, and climate
change [55,59,64,65].

2. Participation and adherence: increased engagement and sustained activity levels in
community-based and culturally adapted programs [52,55,60,62,63,65].

3. Equity and access: improvements in opportunities for disadvantaged populations
when affordability and inclusion were addressed [52,54–56,58,60,62–64].

4. Community resilience: sport and physical activity initiatives were shown to support
collective efficacy, connectedness, and recovery capacity during crises [16,52,53,56–61,65].

3.7. Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) Aspects

EDI considerations were explicitly addressed in most reviews, with varying depth.
Strong examples included attention to cultural and linguistic adaptation for immigrant
older adults [62], and analyses of gender and socioeconomic inequalities in access to
sport [63]. However, gaps remain, as several reviews reported underrepresentation
of vulnerable groups, limited subgroup analyses, and overreliance on evidence from
HICs [52,56,58–60,62–64]. People with disabilities were particularly underrepresented
across the included reviews, with very few studies examining adaptive or parasport ini-
tiatives. Some reviews briefly referenced disability sport or resilience-building models
such as wheelchair sport clubs and Special Olympics programs, but these appeared only
sporadically and without systematic analysis [57,61].

3.8. Policy and Practice Recommendations

The reviews consistently recommended multisectoral collaboration to enhance re-
silience in grassroots sport. Suggested measures included embedding physical activity
promotion within crisis response and recovery policies [62,63], and investing in infras-
tructures that promote safe, sustainable, and climate-resilient opportunities for physical
activity [58,59]. Several reviews provided more specific, actor-focused recommendations.
For example, sport governing bodies were advised to embed resilience indicators and
equity metrics into funding allocation frameworks [61]. National governing bodies (NGBs)
were encouraged to strengthen safeguarding mechanisms, including mandatory audits as
part of grant renewal processes [54]. Local governments and councils were identified as
key actors in co-funding climate adaptation infrastructure (e.g., shaded and cooled play
areas, inclusive urban design), to ensure equitable opportunities for outdoor activity [59].
Community organizations were highlighted for their role in building culturally responsive
and linguistically adapted programs for immigrant and displaced populations [52,60,62].

3.9. Limitations of the Evidence Base

The most frequently reported concern was the high heterogeneity of interventions
and outcome measures (46.7%; 7/15 reviews), noted in reviews on resilience interventions,
youth mental health, and refugee/Indigenous programs [54–56,59,60,64,65]. A second
common issue was the predominance of evidence from high-income countries (HICs)
(26.7%; 4/15), particularly in studies on outdoor play, climate–movement health, and
refugee/immigrant contexts [58,59,62,64]. Reviews of culturally specific programmes also
underscored the problem of small sample sizes in culturally tailored interventions (20%;
3/15), limiting statistical power and transferability of findings [56,60,62]. Less frequently,
reviews highlighted the lack of device-based measures in climate- or displacement-related
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studies (13.3%; 2/15), with evidence relying heavily on self-reports [52,58]. Finally, some
authors reported insufficient longitudinal or comparative analyses across crisis types
(13.3%; 2/15), restricting understanding of adaptation trajectories and generalisability
across pandemics, displacement, and climate stressors [55,58].

3.10. Quality Appraisal Results

Based on the critical appraisals (see Table S4) and summary ratings (Figure 2), the
15 reviews demonstrated substantial variability in methodological quality. Three re-
views [55,59,65] achieved a high AMSTAR-2 confidence rating, reflecting protocol reg-
istration, comprehensive searching, duplicate screening and extraction, and structured
appraisal of primary studies. Six reviews [52,54,56–58,62] were rated low confidence, gen-
erally due to the absence of registered protocols, incomplete reporting of excluded studies,
or partial risk-of-bias assessments, although many maintained robust eligibility criteria and
transparent synthesis methods. The remaining six reviews [16,53,60,61,63,64] were judged
critically low confidence, most often because of missing protocols, no excluded-studies
lists, and lack of formal risk-of-bias appraisal.

Figure 2. AMSTAR 2 Summary Table [16,52–65]. N/A = Not Available.

3.11. Certainty/Confidence and Evidence Basis of Reported Strategies

The overall certainty and confidence in the evidence across the included reviews
was generally low to very low, with a limited number of findings supported by moderate
certainty or confidence. Importantly, the evidentiary basis differed by review type. Quanti-
tative syntheses provided the strongest support for a small number of intervention effects,
qualitative reviews offered moderate-confidence evidence for recurring contextual and or-
ganisational mechanisms, and conceptual or policy-oriented reviews primarily contributed
explanatory frameworks and strategic directions rather than causal estimates. Variation
in certainty was largely driven by the type of evidence synthesised, the methodological
quality of the reviews, and the consistency and richness of the underlying primary studies
(see Table S5). Table 2 presents review-level evidence profiles summarising the principal
findings extracted from each included review together with their corresponding certainty
or confidence assessments (i.e., quantitative certainty ratings, qualitative confidence ratings,
and narrative confidence judgments for conceptual or policy-oriented reviews). Where
reviews reported multiple outcome domains or thematic findings, these are presented in
separate rows to maintain traceability between the synthesis and the underlying evidence.
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Table 2. Review-level evidence profile of key findings and certainty/confidence assessments.

Review Evidence Type Key Finding or Outcome
Domain

Certainty/
Confidence Notes

Abdeta 2025
[52] Scoping review

Displaced children—24 h
movement behaviours

(physical activity, sedentary
behaviour, sleep, adiposity,

resilience)

Very Low

Self/parent-reported
measures; no

risk-of-bias appraisal;
heterogeneous

indicators; AMSTAR-2
Low

Dodd 2024
[54]

Qualitative
synthesis

Organisational and
supervisory enablers of child

sexual abuse in sport
Moderate

MMAT appraisal;
organisational-level

mechanisms identified

Athlete-level antecedents and
vulnerability factors Low–Moderate

Sparse evidence;
heterogeneous study

contexts

Eaton 2023
[55]

Qualitative
meta-aggregation

Decline in organised sport
participation during COVID-19

restrictions
High–Moderate

ConQual appraisal;
consistent qualitative

findings

Patterns of unstructured and
outdoor physical activity Moderate

Mixed and
context-dependent

patterns
Barriers and facilitators of

youth physical activity
participation

High–Moderate Convergent qualitative
themes

English 2022
[56]

Mixed-methods
synthesis

Indigenous youth sport
programs—psychosocial

outcomes and cultural
connectedness

Moderate MMAT and Indigenous
appraisal frameworks

Mental illness symptoms Low Limited empirical
evidence

Gupta 2022
[57]

Conceptual
synthesis

Sporting resilience conceptual
model

Moderate
(narrative)

Integrative theoretical
synthesis; OSF

registration
Conceptual boundaries

between resilience and related
constructs

Moderate
(narrative) Conceptual mapping

Hemmonsbey
2023 [16]

Narrative
synthesis

Organisational resilience
themes in sport event tourism

Low–Moderate
(narrative)

Emphasis on
collaboration,

adaptation, governance

Lee 2024 [58]
Quantitative
observational

synthesis

Climate indicators ×
movement behaviours ×
health (mediation effects)

Very Low–Low Observational evidence;
no pooled estimates

Climate indicators ×
movement behaviours ×

health (moderation effects)
Low Heterogeneous study

designs

Sedentary behaviour and sleep
roles in climate–health

pathways
Very Low Sparse evidence

Lee 2025 [59] Qualitative
meta-synthesis

Air quality and land-use
constraints on active outdoor play Moderate JBI appraisal;

PROSPERO registration
Meteorological influences on

outdoor activity Low–Moderate Predominantly null
findings

Adaptation strategies
supporting outdoor play

during environmental stress
Moderate Recurrent strategies

across studies
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Table 2. Cont.

Review Evidence Type Key Finding or Outcome
Domain

Certainty/
Confidence Notes

Michelini
2020 [60] Systematic review Facilitators of sport

participation among refugees Low–Moderate
Community-based and

culturally sensitive
programs

Barriers to sport participation Moderate Cost, transport, trauma,
language barriers

Ouyang
2022 [61]

Systematic
descriptive
mapping

Sport policy research trends
(2000–2020)

Moderate
(mapping); Low

(causal)

Descriptive evidence;
limited causal inference

Salma 2024
[62] Realist synthesis Trusted venues fostering

belonging and participation Moderate Context–mechanism–
outcome configuration

Instructor skills and role
modelling Moderate Qualitative mechanisms

identified
Barrier removal enabling social

support and participation
uptake

Moderate Repeated mechanisms
across studies

Salvo 2021
[63]

Conceptual/policy
synthesis

Physical activity promotion
and links to UN Sustainable

Development Goals

Moderate
(conceptual); Low
(effect magnitude)

Narrative policy
synthesis

Spaaij 2019
[64] Critical review

Sport participation and forced
migration—social inclusion

and wellbeing

Low–Moderate
(narrative)

Context-dependent
outcomes

Wendel 2024
[65]

Meta-analysis of
RCTs

Psychosocial interventions
during COVID-19—depressive

symptoms
Moderate RoB-2 appraisal; small

number of trials

Anxiety symptoms Moderate–Low Heterogeneity and
imprecision

Sleep outcomes Low Few trials; inconsistent
measures

Resilience and coping
outcomes Low Diverse constructs

Notes: Certainty ratings were derived using GRADE for quantitative evidence, CERQual for qualitative ev-
idence, and structured narrative confidence for conceptual/descriptive reviews. AMSTAR-2 overall confi-
dence ratings were integrated into judgments. Detailed reasons for downgrading/upgrading are provided
in the supplementary evidence profiles. Acronyms: AMSTAR-2 = A Measurement Tool to Assess Systematic
Reviews 2; CERQual = Confidence in the Evidence from Reviews of Qualitative Research; CMO = Context–
Mechanism–Outcome; GRADE = Grading of Recommendations, Assessment, Development and Evaluation;
JBI = Joanna Briggs Institute; k = number of studies in the meta-analysis; MMAT = Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool;
PRISMA = Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses; PROSPERO = Interna-
tional Prospective Register of Systematic Reviews; RoB = Risk of Bias; SDG = Sustainable Development Goal;
SEWB = Social and Emotional Wellbeing.

3.11.1. Quantitative Evidence (GRADE Assessments)

Among reviews synthesising randomized controlled trials (RCTs) or quantitative
observational evidence, only a limited number of strategies were supported by moderate-
certainty evidence, primarily in relation to psychosocial interventions during COVID-19.

• Wendel 2024 [65] (meta-analysis of RCTs on interventions during COVID-19) pro-
vided the strongest quantitative evidence, with moderate certainty for reductions
in depressive symptoms, and moderate to low certainty for anxiety, resilience, and
sleep outcomes. These findings support the use of remotely delivered or school-based
psychosocial interventions, although certainty was downgraded because of small
sample sizes, outcome heterogeneity, and some concerns about risk of bias.
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• Lee 2024 [58] (systematic review of climate indicators, 24 h movement behaviours,
and health) reported only low to very low certainty, as evidence was observational,
heterogeneous, and narratively synthesised without effect pooling.

• Abdeta 2025 [52] (scoping review of 24 h movement behaviours in displaced children)
rated very low certainty across all outcome domains (PA, sedentary behaviour, sleep,
adiposity, resilience), reflecting reliance on self- or parent-report, lack of risk-of-bias
assessment, heterogeneity of measures, and sparse evidence.

3.11.2. Qualitative and Mixed-Methods Evidence (CERQual Assessments)

For reviews applying qualitative synthesis approaches, moderate confidence was more
commonly achieved for recurring contextual and organisational themes, whereas evidence
for intervention effectiveness remained limited. Dodd 2024 [54] (CSA in sport) demon-
strated moderate confidence that organisational and supervisory factors are the primary
enablers of abuse, and low–moderate confidence regarding athlete-level antecedents.

• Eaton 2023 [55] (COVID-19 restrictions and youth PA) showed high–moderate con-
fidence that organised sport participation declined, moderate confidence in mixed
patterns for unstructured PA, and high–moderate confidence in the identification of
key barriers and facilitators.

• Lee 2025 [59] (ambient environmental conditions and active outdoor play) was rated
moderate confidence for findings on air quality and land-use constraints, and low–
moderate confidence for meteorological influences, with moderate confidence in
adaptation/resilience strategies.

• Salma 2024 [62] (realist review of community group-based PA for immigrant older
adults) yielded moderate confidence across three CMO configurations (culturally
trusted venues; instructor soft skills; barrier removal enabling social support).

3.12. Culturally Specific and Vulnerable Populations

• English 2022 [56] (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander youth programs) received mod-
erate confidence for improvements in connectedness and psychosocial development,
but low confidence for effects on mental illness symptoms due to sparse evidence.

• Michelini 2020 [60] (refugee PA and sport) was rated low–moderate confidence for
participation facilitators (cultural tailoring, safe spaces) and moderate confidence for
recurrent barriers (cost, transport, trauma).

3.13. Conceptual, Policy, and Integrative Reviews (Narrative Confidence)

Several reviews were primarily conceptual or descriptive; formal GRADE/CERQual
ratings were not applicable. These reviews contributed interpretive frameworks, gover-
nance perspectives, and policy directions, but did not provide direct estimates of interven-
tion effectiveness. Instead, structured narrative confidence statements were applied:

• Gupta 2022 [57] (sporting resilience model) demonstrated moderate narrative confi-
dence in the conceptual framework and construct boundaries, supported by a broad
integrative evidence base.

• Hemmonsbey 2023 [16] (sport event tourism resilience) achieved low–moderate confi-
dence in themes of collaboration, adaptation, and governance integration.

• Ouyang 2022 [61] (sport policy research, 2000–2020) showed moderate confidence in
the mapping of thematic clusters but only low confidence for causal inferences.

• Salvo 2021 [63] (PA promotion and UN SDGs) was judged moderate confidence for
cross-sectoral linkages but low confidence for magnitude of effects.
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• Spaaij 2019 [64] (sport, refugees, and forced migration) was rated low–moderate
confidence, with evidence suggesting potential benefits for inclusion and wellbeing
that are highly context-dependent.

3.14. Cross-Cutting Patterns

Across reviews, downgrades in certainty (see Table S5) were most commonly due to:

• Lack of risk-of-bias assessment in primary studies (notably in scoping and narrative reviews).
• Inconsistency and heterogeneity in measures, populations, and settings.
• Indirectness, particularly where evidence came from adjacent but not directly compa-

rable populations.
• Imprecision, due to small sample sizes, absence of pooled effect sizes, or sparse data

per outcome.
• Limited assessment of publication bias.

Where moderate certainty/confidence was achieved, this was supported by transpar-
ent protocols (often registered in PROSPERO), rigorous critical appraisal tools (e.g., RoB-2,
JBI, MMAT, Indigenous appraisal frameworks), and clear convergence of findings across
multiple studies.

Across evidence types, several cross-cutting resilience mechanisms were recurrent.
First, adaptability of programme delivery emerged as a central mechanism, particularly
through remote, hybrid, flexible, or context-sensitive formats. Second, safe, trusted, and
inclusive environments appeared consistently important, especially for children, displaced
populations, immigrants, and other vulnerable groups. Third, cultural and contextual
tailoring strengthened participation, adherence, and perceived relevance. Fourth, social
support and stakeholder collaboration, including family involvement, peer networks, and
multisectoral partnerships, were repeatedly associated with improved continuity and
resilience. Finally, supportive governance and organisational capacity underpinned the
implementation and sustainability of these strategies. While the certainty attached to these
mechanisms varied by evidence type, their recurrence across quantitative, qualitative, and
conceptual syntheses suggests that resilience in grassroots sport is shaped by a combination
of adaptive delivery, relational safety, contextual responsiveness, and institutional support.

4. Discussion
The synthesis identified two broad categories of crises affecting grassroots and com-

munity sport systems: externally driven crises arising from broader societal disruptions
(e.g., pandemics, climate change, displacement) and internally driven or structural crises
emerging within sport organisations (e.g., safeguarding failures, governance weaknesses, or
resource constraints). This distinction emerged from patterns identified across the included
reviews and provides a useful analytical lens to interpret how different types of disruption
affect grassroots sport systems.

However, beyond this categorisation, the findings indicate that resilience in grass-
roots sport is not shaped by crisis type alone, but by a set of cross-cutting organisational
and contextual mechanisms that operate across diverse disruption contexts. Although
externally and internally driven crises differ in origin and temporal dynamics, they share
a common effect in destabilising participation opportunities and organisational capacity.
Across the evidence base, resilience appears to be supported by a combination of adaptive
programme delivery, inclusive and safe participation environments, contextual and cultural
responsiveness, and supportive governance structures. Examining these crisis contexts
within a single synthesis therefore enables the identification of these recurring mechanisms
and their interaction across diverse disruption (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Conceptual model of cross-cutting resilience mechanisms in grassroots sport systems.

4.1. Strategies for Organizational Resilience and Crisis Response

Evidence synthesised across the included reviews indicates that externally driven
crises generate immediate operational challenges for grassroots sport organisations, often
disrupting participation opportunities through facility closures, mobility restrictions, envi-
ronmental hazards, or population displacement. For instance, the research on community
resilience during COVID-19 revealed that effective governance performance significantly
influenced proactive risk response among residents [16,55,65]. Specifically, communities
with stronger governance structures demonstrated better ability to maintain sport and
physical activity opportunities during pandemic restrictions. These governance elements
included clear communication channels, adaptive policy implementation, and coordinated
resource distribution.

Policy frameworks play a pivotal role in enhancing the resilience of sport organizations,
particularly in contexts of crisis management and grassroots sport development. Meso-level
analyses drawing on governance theory, the Advocacy Coalition Framework, and network-
based perspectives help explain how policies remain stable or adapt under challenging
conditions [61]. These governance frameworks suggest that multi-stakeholder collaboration
and adaptive implementation may support organisational functioning and help sustain
participation opportunities at the community level. In turn, resilient and inclusive policy
responses contribute to safeguarding access to physical activity and advancing wider public
health and wellbeing objectives.

Financial resilience strategies emerged as particularly important during economic
crises. Research on the cost-of-living crisis impact found that grassroots sports organiza-
tions faced significant challenges related to rising operational costs and reduced partici-
pation fees [16,63]. Evidence reported in the included reviews suggests that organisations
implementing financial adaptation strategies (e.g., sliding-scale fees, equipment exchange
programs, alternative funding models) were more likely to maintain accessibility for eco-
nomically disadvantaged participants [9,67–69].
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Taken together, these findings suggest that organisational resilience in grassroots sport
is not dependent on a single strategy but emerges from the interaction between governance
capacity, adaptive delivery models, and resource flexibility. These elements appear to
operate as interconnected mechanisms that enable organisations to respond dynamically to
disruption rather than as isolated responses to specific crisis types.

4.2. Enhancing Access and Affordability During Crises

Economic pressures represent a hybrid form of crisis, often triggered by broader
societal shocks (e.g., inflation or economic downturns) but manifesting through internal
organisational constraints such as reduced funding, rising operational costs, and declining
participation. Several reviews identified effective strategies aimed at maintaining sport ac-
cessibility during challenging economic periods [55,62,65]. The available evidence suggests
that affordability barriers disproportionately affect lower socioeconomic families, thereby
potentially exacerbating existing inequalities in sport participation. For instance, survey
data on cost-of-living impacts revealed that 35% of parents had reduced spending on sport
and physical activities for their children, while 37% reported that children had missed out
due to costs [17]. To counter these challenges, grassroot and community sport organisations
can implement a range of successful affordability strategies including: (i) sliding scale fee
structures that adjusted costs based on family income [70]; (ii) equipment sharing programs
that reduced financial barriers to participation [67]; (iii) strategic partnerships with local
businesses and community organizations to subsidize costs [29,56]; (iv) transportation
support to address access barriers beyond direct sport costs [62,71].

Evidence from reviews examining sport provision for refugees and forced migrants
indicates that ethnically inclusive programs, which tailor activities to cultural preferences,
may facilitate participation and social engagement among these groups [60]. Comple-
mentary findings from a meta-synthesis of qualitative studies highlight the centrality of
cultural sensitivity in both program design and delivery [72]. Key adaptations include
the creation of gender-specific opportunities, the alignment of sport offerings with diverse
cultural preferences, and the use of bilingual coaching staff to overcome language barriers.
Collectively, these approaches underscore the importance of culturally responsive practices
in reducing participation inequities and fostering integration through sport.

4.3. Inclusive Practices for Vulnerable Populations

In contrast to externally driven disruptions, some crises originate within sport sys-
tems themselves. Internally driven crises include safeguarding failures, organisational
misconduct, governance breakdowns, and structural inequities embedded within sport
institutions. These crises require systemic reforms rather than adaptive programme adjust-
ments. Tailored strategies are essential to sustaining sport participation among vulnerable
populations during crises, with implications that extend beyond individual programs to
grassroots sport policy and governance [52,59,60,65]. Evidence synthesised across several
reviews indicates that cultural differences, language barriers, trauma-related challenges,
and discrimination represent persistent obstacles to participation among displaced popula-
tions [52,60]. Programs that effectively addressed these challenges did so through culturally
responsive measures, including community consultation, recruitment of culturally diverse
coaching staff, and the implementation of trauma-informed sport activities [72–74]. Embed-
ding such practices within grassroots sport governance structures (e.g., through inclusive
policy design, resource allocation frameworks, and coach education standards) may sup-
port the institutionalisation of equity-oriented and context-sensitive approaches. In this
way, program-level adaptations inform broader system-level strategies, strengthening the
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capacity of grassroots sport to act as a resilient and inclusive vehicle for participation,
integration, and community wellbeing during times of crisis.

Building on these inclusive and equity-oriented approaches, attention has also been di-
rected toward the role of coaching practices and relational dynamics in fostering resilience
and wellbeing within grassroots sport [57,65,75]. Evidence discussed in the included re-
views indicates that autonomy-supportive coaching behaviours emphasizing empathy,
positive feedback, and athlete empowerment are associated with improved psychological
need satisfaction and wellbeing among diverse participants. These approaches proved
especially valuable during crises when participants might experience additional stress
and uncertainty. Protective factors that supported continued sport engagement during
adversities included strong social support networks, psychological flexibility, realistic
goal-setting, and reflective practice [57]. Organizations that intentionally fostered these
protective factors through coach education, peer mentoring programs, and psychologi-
cal support services enhanced their capacity to support vulnerable participants during
challenging times [75–78].

Extending this focus on safeguarding participants, Dodd (2024) [54] reported that child
sexual abuse in sport may emerge from systemic vulnerabilities across multiple levels of
the sport system rather than solely from individual misconduct. Using a systems thinking
approach, the review mapped enabling factors ranging from direct coach–athlete power
imbalances and isolation to organizational cultures of silence, weak regulatory oversight,
and inadequate governance structures. These findings reinforce the need for protective
practices (e.g., supportive coaching behaviours, athlete-centred environments) to be em-
bedded within wider institutional frameworks and policies. By integrating safeguarding
measures into governance, regulation, and grassroots delivery, sport organizations can
move beyond reactive responses and address the systemic vulnerabilities that allow abuse
to persist.

4.4. Certainty/Confidence of Evidence and Methodological Considerations

Interpretative implications drawn in the discussion should therefore be considered
in light of the generally low to very low certainty and confidence of the available evi-
dence, which reflects heterogeneous study designs, reliance on self- or parent-reported data,
sparse outcome reporting, and absence of pooled effect estimates. Moderate confidence
was reached only in specific domains, such as organisational enablers of safeguarding [54],
cultural connectedness in Indigenous youth programs [56], and psychosocial interventions
for youth during COVID-19 [65]. Qualitative syntheses frequently supported moderate
confidence in recurring mechanisms (e.g., trusted venues, instructor role-modelling, social
support), whereas conceptual and policy reviews provided valuable insights but only low–
moderate narrative confidence. Higher certainty was associated with registered protocols,
systematic quality appraisal, and consistent thematic findings. Overall, the evidence base
remains fragmented, with stronger confidence in qualitative themes and recurring contex-
tual and organisational mechanisms than in causal estimates of intervention effectiveness.
This pattern reinforces the interpretation that resilience in grassroots sport is currently
better understood as a process shaped by interacting mechanisms rather than as a set of
discrete, evidence-tested interventions. Moreover, the very low CCA observed (0.24%) sug-
gests minimal duplication of primary studies, reducing the risk of overestimating outcomes
across reviews.

Whilst many reviews addressed broader topics (e.g., mental wellbeing, refugee in-
tegration) a need emerged for more focused systematic reviews specifically examining
organizational strategies during crises in grassroots sport. Moreover, the primary research
studies included in the reviews often relied on cross-sectional designs with limited longi-
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tudinal evidence on the long-term effectiveness of resilience strategies. For instance, the
research on COVID-19 responses provided snapshot views of community resilience during
specific pandemic phases but lacked longitudinal assessment of which strategies proved
most sustainable over time [16,55,65]. Future research would benefit from longitudinal
mixed-methods approaches tracking organizational recovery and adaptation throughout
crisis cycles.

There was also a notable geographic bias in the evidence base, with predominance of
studies from Western, high-income countries. Despite efforts by some reviews to include
non-English language publications [64,65], the majority of evidence reflected perspectives
from Europe, North America, and Australia. This limitation restricts understanding of
culturally specific resilience strategies that might be employed in low- and middle-income
countries facing different types of crises.

4.5. Conceptual and Contextual Gaps

Despite the identification of cross-cutting resilience mechanisms, the evidence base
reveals important conceptual and empirical gaps that limit the consolidation of a fully
integrated framework. First, the reviews revealed important conceptual ambiguities in how
resilience is defined and operationalized in sport contexts [16,57,65]. The psychological
resilience review noted significant conflation of resilience with related constructs like mental
toughness, coping, and thriving. This conceptual confusion extends to organizational
resilience, with varied interpretations of what constitutes a resilient sport organization
versus resilient individuals within sport systems.

There was also a notable gap in research addressing intersectional vulnerabilities
during crises. Whilst some reviews addressed specific vulnerable populations like
refugees [60,64] or low-income families [52,58,59,63], few examined how multiple forms
of disadvantage (e.g., disability plus economic hardship) compound barriers to sport par-
ticipation during crises. This represents an important area for future research to ensure
resilience strategies are inclusive of individuals with intersecting identities and vulnerabili-
ties [11,75,78].

A further boundary of the present synthesis concerns the treatment of displacement
in relation to war or armed conflict. Reviews addressing displacement were included
insofar as they examined its implications for access to grassroots sport participation, social
integration, and wellbeing in community settings. By contrast, the review did not aim to
synthesise evidence on war or armed conflict as geopolitical or military phenomena in
themselves. This distinction is important because the focus of the present analysis is on
the consequences of displacement for community sport systems rather than on conflict
dynamics per se. Future research may benefit from more explicitly examining how conflict-
related displacement shapes grassroots sport participation, organisational capacity, and
equity across different host and transit contexts.

The evidence base showed also limited attention to digital transformation as a re-
silience strategy, despite the rapid adoption of digital technologies during the COVID-19
pandemic [55,65]. While some community sport organizations implemented virtual train-
ing and online engagement platforms during lockdowns, the systematic reviews included
in this synthesis did not comprehensively evaluate the effectiveness of digital adaptations
for maintaining sport participation during crises.

A further conceptual limitation is that existing research rarely distinguishes between
externally driven societal crises and internally generated organisational crises within
sport systems. This lack of differentiation may obscure important differences in causal
mechanisms and appropriate policy responses, which should be tackled in future research.
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5. Conclusions
The present synthesis of evidence indicates that crises affecting grassroots sport,

whether economic, social, or environmental, tend to exacerbate existing vulnerabilities but
may also stimulate adaptive responses and innovation within sport systems. Evidence
from the included reviews suggests that a limited number of strategies are supported
by moderate certainty or confidence, particularly those related to psychosocial interven-
tions during pandemic conditions, culturally embedded programs supporting community
connectedness, and organisational safeguarding mechanisms addressing systemic risks.
These findings provide a preliminary empirical basis for interventions aimed at protecting
participation opportunities and wellbeing during periods of disruption.

Other strategies frequently identified across reviews, including culturally responsive
practices, autonomy-supportive coaching, digital or hybrid program delivery, and multisec-
toral policy collaboration, appear promising but remain supported primarily by qualitative
syntheses or conceptual analyses. While these approaches are consistently associated with
improved participation, social inclusion, and community resilience, stronger empirical
validation through longitudinal and experimental research remains necessary.

Taken together, the findings highlight that strengthening resilience in grassroots sport
requires both program-level adaptations and system-level governance strategies, including
inclusive organisational cultures, safeguarding frameworks, financial accessibility mecha-
nisms, and coordinated action among sport organisations, policymakers, and community
stakeholders. Ensuring the accessibility, safety, and sustainability of sport therefore de-
pends on embedding these protective and adaptive strategies within long-term governance
and policy frameworks.

From a broader perspective, this review contributes to the field by integrating crisis
typologies, resilience mechanisms, and evidence appraisal approaches within a single um-
brella review framework focused on grassroots sport systems. By distinguishing between
externally driven societal crises and internally generated organisational crises, and by
explicitly linking resilience strategies to the strength of available evidence, the study offers
a structured foundation for future research, policy development, and evidence-informed
crisis management in community sport contexts.

Finally, sustaining grassroots sport participation following crises may also require
structural solidarity mechanisms within sport systems, including financial redistribution
models that support non-profit and community-based sport organisations alongside tradi-
tional public funding streams [7].
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