
An illness may influence someone’s sporting 
behaviour and meanings given to sport and exercise
and vice versa. Our study focuses on narratives 
around sports, physical activity (PA), health and 
illness of people with diabetes.

To explore:

• actual sports and PA behaviour, motivations for 
and meanings of sports and PA of people with 
diabetes;

• how people with diabetes experience guidance in 
sport and PA from their medical professionals.

• Method: an exploratory online questionnaire, 
based on literature and qualitative pilot studies.

• Main topics: meanings of sports and PA; sports 
and PA behaviour; experiences with medical 
support in sports and PA.

• Participants: people with diabetes, diagnosed at 
age 25 or more.

• Recruitment: mostly by the Dutch Diabetes 
Association (95%).

• Response: n=181 respondents.

• Analysis: SPSS (t-test and χ²- test).

n=81 n=110

Gender % male 42 43

Age mean 52 60 ***

Ethnicity % Dutch 96 94

Educational level % high 65 43 *

Slim/lean figure % yes 56 23 ***

Sturdy to corpulent figure % yes 30 67 ***

Age of diagnosis mean 38 48 ***

Years living with diabetes mean 14 12

Other conditions % yes 59 79 **

General health experience
% (very) 
good

80 67

Dutch Norm for Healthy 
Exercise (30min, 5x/wk)

% yes 52 62

Sports participation last 12 
months

%  1x/wk 96 89

* p < 0,05; ** p < 0,01; *** p < 0,001

These results point towards the need for more 
insight into:

• differences in (changed) meanings and 
experiences in sports and PA between patients, 
e.g. related to type of diabetes, socio-
demographics, sports history;

• critical issues in guidance in continuing or 
taking up sports and PA after diagnosis.

In sum, we need more qualitative research, both 
among people with diabetes and their medical 
professionals.

• Health arguments seem important as a motivation 
to participate in sports and PA for people with 
diabetes.

• There are clear differences between people with 
type 1 and type 2 diabetes, e.g. related to 
characteristics, motivation and experienced 
guidance.

• Experienced guidance from medical professionals 
in sports and PA does not appear to match the needs 
of people with diabetes, even if they’re recently 
diagnosed.



More information?

Visit our website:

http://www.emgo.nl/research/quality

-of-care/research-projects/1436/the-

meaning-of-sport-in-times-of-health-

and-illness/background/

Or send an e-mail to Mirjam Stuij:

m.stuij@vumc.nl

‘Sport in Times of Illness’ is a research project into 

meanings of sport and physical activity for 

chronically ill people and (interactive) processes of 

reconstruction of meanings after diagnosis. Central to 

this study are the various stories (“narratives”) about 

sports, physical activity, health and illness of people 

with diabetes, depression, breast cancer and hiv, and 

the stories of the (allied) medical professionals giving 

them advice and support in sports and physical 

activity. This study aims to obtain recognition for 

different types of “sport-illness stories” of chronically 

ill people and to further improve or refine sports and 

physical activity interventions for these people. 
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