
Power of Sport

Section 8 
COVID-19 and 
Canadian Sport 
On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-19 pandemic 
in response to the worldwide spread of the coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2).338 Subsequently, the 
Government of Canada, provincial, territorial and municipal jurisdictions took unprecedented 
action to control the transmission of the virus. Public health measures included recommen-
dations for physical distancing, stay-at-home orders, quarantine initiatives and the closure of 
non-essential businesses, organizations and activities.339 While these directives were essential 
to reducing COVID-19 infections, they greatly impacted sport participation. 
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Reduced Sport Participation 
During the Pandemic 

Notably, recommendations for physical distancing, 
an effective measure for reducing transmission of 
the virus, were implemented throughout the pan-
demic which minimized close contact with others. 
Physical distancing practices required individuals 
to maintain a distance of at least two metres or six 
feet between one another as much as possible.340 
Given that close proximity is required for many 
sport activities, participation was greatly impacted. 
Further, some researchers even recommended 
that greater physical distancing would be a safer 
guideline for physically active individuals.341 The 
complications of physical distancing meant lost 
participation in organized sport for all Canadians, 
but child and youth organized sport was signifi cantly 
impacted.342, 343 This loss of sport has been noted 
as a contributing factor in the declining mental 
wellness Canadians experienced throughout the 
pandemic.344, 345 Research investigating athletes’ 
experiences during the pandemic has highlighted 
that the loss of sport worsened athletes’ ability to 
manage their emotions and support their physical 
and mental health.346 These pandemic-related 
changes to resource access severely impacted 
athletes’ physical activity, leading to detrimental 
consequences in their sport-specifi c training.347

The pandemic severely impacted community-level 
sport participation with over 87% of participants 
indicating they were affected.348 In general, the 
majority of Canadian community sport activities and 
other recreational activities were cancelled throughout 
the pandemic, including restrictions for playgrounds, 
running and cycling trails and government-run 

parks.349 The majority of participants who were 
affected by the loss of community-led sport (81%) 
cited that the sports they participated in were 
cancelled and 86% reported that children’s sport 
had also stopped.350 Not only were community sport 
activities cancelled, but the risk of the pandemic fur-
ther deterred Canadians from participating in available 
sport opportunities, as 62% of individuals decided 
not to participate in sport due to pandemic-related 
concerns,351 such as transmission of the virus. 

The decrease of sport throughout the pandemic 
had negative ramifi cations for sport organizations. 
A Canadian survey polling local sport organizations 
across 56 sports and all provinces and territories in 
June 2020 documented that 99% of organizations’ 
operations were affected by COVID-19 and 74% had 
to temporarily close.352 While the fi nancial impacts 
of the pandemic are long lasting, 66% of surveyed 
organizations laid off staff and the majority developed 
contingency plans to prepare for post-pandemic 
effects.353 These long-term concerns include mem-
bership retention, operational impacts and fi nancial 
recovery.354 While fi nancial aid was available to sport 
organizations throughout the pandemic with Canada’s 
Emergency Wage Subsidy and Business Credit 
Availability Program, many volunteer-run organ-
izations did not qualify for fi nancial assistance.355 
Findings from Commonwealth countries’ pandemic 
experiences highlight that COVID-19 has exposed 
the lack of government funding for community sport 
and physical education.356 Many community sport 
organizations reported that even small amounts of 
emergency funding, under $20,000, would allow 
them to deal with the unexpected challenges of 
the pandemic.357

The complications of physical distancing meant 

lost participation in organized sport for all 

Canadians, but child and youth organized sport 

was signifi cantly impacted.



Power of Sport

Encouraged Activity 
Throughout the Pandemic 

Continued participation in recreational activities 
within physical distancing limitations was encour-
aged by mental health experts throughout the 
pandemic to reduce stress and anxiety, improve 
mood, energy levels and overall coping with the 
complexities of the crisis.358, 359 Individuals who 
were unable to participate in their traditional com-
munity sport opportunities reported that they and 
their children missed the social and mental health 
benefi ts of sport.360

Evidence from the pandemic has further cemented 
the importance of Canadians’ engagement in 
exercise. Particularly when done outdoors, exercise 
produced better mental health outcomes during the 
pandemic. However, in keeping with physical distan-
cing recommendations, most of these activities were 
completed in isolation, including walking, jogging or 
other forms of exercise, falling outside the scope of 
multi-person sport. 

The most common modifi cation made to sport 
during the pandemic was the shift to online oppor-
tunities where individuals could engage in instruc-
tion, coaching or other sport activities while abiding 
by pandemic restrictions.361 The two primary barriers 
limiting this transition to online engagement included 
internet and equipment availability.362 Additional pro-
motion aimed to continue sport activity during this 
time included encouraging individuals to participate 
in sport activities within their households, where 
unnecessary contact with others was avoided. Living 
True Sport: Helping Families Keep Active While 
Staying Home offered opportunities for families 
to stay active and develop their sport skills while 
staying home during the pandemic.363

When restrictions eased throughout the pandemic, 
sport organizations had greater opportunities to hold 
in-person physically distanced drills and develop-
mental games outdoors.364 During these periods of 
lowered restrictions, individuals reported continued 
apprehension for participation based on the uncer-
tainty of the virus.365 Safe Return to Community 
Sport: A True Sport Guide for Parents and Caregivers 
outlined some of the questions and concerns 
individuals may have experienced when considering 
returning to community sport participation.366 These 
questions included contemplating the safety of 
returning to sport and the COVID-19 risks associated 
with participation, whether physical distancing 
guidelines would be maintained and understood by 
other participants, and the implications that returning 
to sport participation may have for an individual’s 
social circle.367

Returning to Sport 

With increased vaccination rates and lower infection 
rates there was a hopeful and long-awaited return 
to sport activities within Canada. The majority of 
the media attention surrounding the return to sport 
has profi led professional sport and international 
sport, including the National Hockey League or the 
Olympic Games, and has been driven by fi nancial 
concerns.368 At the community level the anticipated 
‘return to play’ continues to be tied to safety 
concerns and the desire to restart local economic 
activity within Canadian communities.369 This return to 
sport is governed by the various public health regu-
lations at national, provincial, territorial or municipal 
levels and therefore will vary across the country. 
Some jurisdictions have utilized a staged approach 
where certain kinds of sport activities are allowed 
with the use of face masks or when physical dis-
tancing restrictions are respected.370 Requirements 
to wear face masks during certain sport activities 
remain impractical (e.g., swimming) and therefore 
may hinder the transition to play for certain sports. 
Recommendations for a successful return to sport 



There is an understanding that 

Canadians need to “build back 

better” after the pandemic. Within 

the realm of sport, this includes 

using an intersectional lens 

when planning and investing 

in sport.
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may be observed in countries such as New Zealand 
where COVID-19 cases remain limited.371 Best prac-
tices for a safe return to sport include the creation 
of a sport sector framework using public health 
guidelines and specifi c details for various sports, 
clear understanding of different restriction levels and 
continued monitoring and enforcement efforts.372

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the 
underlying social inequalities of communities 
by disproportionately affecting low-income and 
unemployed individuals, as well as women. There 
is an understanding that Canadians need to “build 
back better” after the pandemic. Within the realm 
of sport, this includes using an intersectional lens 

when planning and investing in sport. Understanding 
the unique experiences of all Canadians will assist 
in promoting equity and inclusion considerations 
within Canadian sport. Addressing and reducing 
the barriers that prevent certain demographics from 
participating in sport will allow for more Canadians 
to receive the positive benefits of good sport 
experiences. After the unique and diffi cult circum-
stances imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
opportunity for sport to build stronger communities 
is more important than ever and it is imperative that 
these opportunities include all Canadians.


