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INTRODUCTION
The dynamic and high-tech environment in which 
modern young people grow up presents new chal-
lenges related to implementing sports activities and 
physical activity at this age (Vojvodić, 2020). Based 
on a Eurobarometer survey (2022), in which 45% 
of European respondents reported that they nev-
er do sports, and according to a conclusion of the 
Council of the European Union (2025), there is ev-
idence that the level of physical activity and other 
related indicators show a negative trend, which is 
especially true for children and adolescents. We 
found there was an obvious need to explore the 
possibilities for positively influencing this trend.
The study by Pajkić et al. (2019) reveals that in re-
cent years, there have been significant changes in 
the lifestyle of adolescents, resulting in reduced 
physical activity and poor motor skills. Adoles-
cence is a specific period and is often associated 
with a decrease or cessation of physical activity. Ac-
cording to the study by Rullestad et al. (2021), the 

tendency is largely noticeable in both sexes. In his 
study, Gothilander et al. (2024) confirm the need 
to follow the new perspective on trends in youth 
sports participation patterns. Although the existing 
literature covers various aspects of physical activity 
and physical fitness, there is a lack of research that 
examines and defines the various factors influenc-
ing participation in sports activities in adolescents. 

Aim and Objectives
The aim of this study is to investigate the opinions 
of experts on the main factors that are relevant to 
the sustainable participation of young people (15–
19 years old) in sports activities.
To achieve these goals, a qualitative expert approach 
was applied, using a standardized interview. This 
method allows for an in-depth study of the perspec-
tives, professional experience, and recommendations 
of experts related to the development of youth sports.
The study involved 10 experts working in various 
fields related to youth sport. A purposeful partic-
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ipant selection strategy was used to ensure the in-
clusion of participants with significant professional 
experience and direct involvement in the thematic 
area. The experts were from the Bulgarian cities of 
Sofia, Kyustendil, and Pernik. The sample consist-
ed of three men and seven women, aged 25 to 56 
years, with professional experience ranging from 3 
to 28 years. This diversity provided a wide range 
of expert knowledge and institutional perspectives. 
Inclusion criteria were the following:

•	 Minimum of three years of professional experi-
ence working with youth sports activities.

•	 Active participation in programs, clubs, or ini-
tiatives related to youth sports.

•	 Work in a sports, municipal, or state organiza-
tion related to the development of youth sports.

Methodology
Data were collected through a standardized inter-
view consisting of eight pre-formulated questions 

asked to all participants in the same sequence 
(Table 1). The questions focused on the following 
areas:
– assessment of social and institutional factors in-

fluencing youth participation in sports;
– the perceived role of schools, municipalities, and 

government institutions in promoting sports ac-
tivity;

– identifying challenges and opportunities for sus-
tainable development of youth sport;

– expert recommendations for increasing interest 
and participation in physical activities.

Interviews were conducted between July 2024 
and January 2025. With prior written consent, all 
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. Each interview lasted approximately 40 
minutes. The study was conducted in accordance 
with the ethical principles of the Declaration of 
Helsinki (WMA, 2013), ensuring voluntary par-
ticipation, confidentiality, and informed consent.

Table 1. Standardized questions asked to experts in a specific sequence
1. In your opinion, what are the main social factors that stimulate the sustainable participation of young 

people in sports activities in the country?
2. Could you rank these factors according to their significance in terms of their influence on young people?
3. How do you evaluate the role of state institutions in fostering interest in sports among youth?
4. How do you evaluate the role of municipalities in promoting interest in sports activities among youth?
5. Do you believe that schools manage to ensure the necessary level of physical activity among students?
6. Do sports clubs succeed in attracting youth to participate in sports, and in what ways do they achieve this?
7. Do you know of youth sports programs and to what extent do they lead to sustainable participation of 

youth in sports activities?
8. What do you think would support sustainable participation of youth in sports activities?

After transcription, the interview data were ana-
lyzed using qualitative content analysis combined 
with quantitative summarization of key findings. 
The analytical process included the following steps:

1.	 Initial reading and open coding – identifying 
key concepts, ideas, and recurring statements 
in the transcriptions.

2.	Categorization – grouping similar codes into 
broader conceptual categories.

3.	Clustering – formation of 16 thematic clusters 
representing the main dimensions of expert 
opinions.

The following measures have been implemented to 
ensure scientific credibility: double coding – two re-
searchers independently coded the transcripts, after 
which the coding schemes were agreed upon; in-
ter-coder agreement reliability–agreement between 
coders exceeded 85%; verification by participants 
(member check-in) – two of the experts reviewed 
the synthesized results to confirm the accuracy of 
the interpretation. The study was conducted with a 

limited number of participants, so the results can-
not be generalized to all professionals in the field. 
However, the qualitative approach allows for a 
deeper understanding of the processes and factors 
that influence youth participation in sport.

RESULTS
Qualitative content analysis of expert interviews 
identified sixteen thematic clusters reflecting the 
multidimensional nature of youth participation in 
sport in Bulgaria. The analysis process involved sev-
eral stages: transcription of audio recordings, open 
coding of meaning units, grouping similar codes 
into thematic categories, and final abstraction into 
broader clusters. These clusters represented inter-
related factors influencing both the youth’s motiva-
tion to engage in sport and the effectiveness of insti-
tutional support for sustainable participation.
The results are presented thematically, supported 
by anonymized excerpts from the expert interviews 
(coded as E1–E10 ).
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Social and family influences emerged as the stron-
gest determinants of sustained participation. Most 
experts emphasized that interest in sports is initial-
ly formed in the family environment, where par-
ents model healthy behaviors and encourage an 
active lifestyle. One respondent noted: “The family 
is of exceptional importance. It depends on the fam-
ily what will be sown, what norms of behavior, what 
values, what culture will be raised in a child. It is 
there before it even enters the educational system, be-
cause the child may never go to a club and still play 
sports with his family in his free time” (E1).
Experts also highlighted the importance of health 
values and peer influence. Informal social groups–
friends, classmates, and teammates–play a key role in 
maintaining motivation. As one expert put it: “It is 
a very important factor, a friendly environment. It is 
of great importance what kind of circle of friends the 
young person will fall into, as this affects him. Yes, espe-
cially in these years old, here they are still labile” (E1).
These findings confirm that social factors operate 
at both the micro level (family) and the meso level 
(peers), enhancing the continuity of sports partic-
ipation among adolescents. A recurring theme in 
the interviews was the limited capacity of formal 
institutions to stimulate and sustain youth engage-
ment in sport. The majority of experts described 
state involvement as fragmented and insufficiently 
coordinated. Several respondents argued that youth 
policies are reactive and lack continuity: “The state 
is making efforts, but they are uncoordinated. There 
is a lack of dialogue between departments, between 
ministries. And this makes the state’s sports policy in-
effective towards youth” (E4).
The municipal level was generally assessed more 
positively. Experts noted that some municipalities 
actively support local sports initiatives and main-
tain sports facilities, although success varies signifi-
cantly across regions. One respondent noted: “Mu-
nicipalities in one way or another support sports clubs 
so that they can initiate sports events or a training 
process. There are some attempts to support clubs and 
sometimes organize such small tournaments with the 
idea of mass sports and to engage young people” (E9).
When discussing schools, almost all experts criti-
cized the current physical education system as for-
malistic and demotivating. They emphasized the 
need for early involvement in sports, which should 
occur in primary school. The recommendations 
were related to the implementation of more engag-
ing and diverse sports activities that meet the inter-
ests of students: “Formally, in terms of the number 
of PE lessons and provision according to the curricu-

lum, everything is scheduled. In terms of actual im-
plementation, it is categorically not done due to the 
large number of classes in one school and the lack of 
material resources. Teachers do not have sufficient 
competence and motivation to conduct more engag-
ing and diverse PE lessons” (E10).
Experts gave mixed reviews of sports clubs. Some 
highlighted their essential role in providing struc-
tured training and pathways for talent development, 
while others pointed to declining participation due 
to costs, lack of appeal, and insufficient promo-
tion: “Clubs are doing well differently according to 
the type of sport, some succeed, others do not. Sports 
that are commercial and desirable manage to attract 
many children. But they consciously go, parents pay a 
high fee for the children, and they play sports. Tradi-
tional sports for Bulgaria, with success, however, they 
have a hard time attracting children because they are 
not as desirable and popular among parents” (E8).
The quality of coaching and relationships with 
young people were cited as key factors in employ-
ee retention. According to several experts, effective 
coaches can inspire engagement, while poor com-
munication or outdated training methods often 
lead to disengagement from the team: “Some clubs 
manage to attract youth, but this is because of their 
dedication, personal qualities, and the fact that they 
are good at coaching. The rest of the clubs are just 
trying to exist” (E6).
The availability and condition of sports facilities 
were identified as a major structural problem. Ex-
perts agreed that access to appropriate, accessible, 
and safe spaces is essential for youth participation. 
However, the dominance of municipal ownership 
and limited budgets were seen as key obstacles: “It 
is necessary to build and renovate sufficient sports 
facilities, especially in neighborhoods, close to home, 
in gardens, where there is access. I will also say about 
free access to school facilities-ensuring access” (E4).
Funding and sustainability were also discussed as 
interrelated challenges. Experts (working in gov-
ernment institutions directly involved in sports 
policies ) described a model of short-term funding 
and project-based initiatives without a long-term 
vision: “The programs have more of an advertis-
ing effect, fragmented for a certain time, and if the 
coaches don’t take advantage of this element, it dies. 
They are only for a certain time” (E3).
Most experts expressed skepticism about the ef-
fectiveness of existing national and local sports 
programs in maintaining youth engagement. They 
described these programs as event-oriented, lack-
ing monitoring and evaluation: “In terms of sus-



449

FACTORS FOR THE PARTICIPATION OF ... 	 446 - 450

tainability, when the money runs out, if the organi-
zation has no ongoing activity, i.e., cannot offer the 
same activities and the same opportunities for young 
people, things end with the end of the projects, unfor-
tunately. Therefore, one cannot seek any sustainabil-
ity on a project basis. When the money runs out, the 
activities end” (E4).
However, several respondents acknowledged the 
potential of well-designed programs when aligned 
with schools and community initiatives, noting 
that collaboration between institutions can signifi-
cantly improve outcomes.
When asked what would most effectively support 
sustainable participation, experts highlighted sev-
eral intertwining themes: developing a sustainable 
sports culture through education and public aware-
ness; reducing financial barriers by offering free 
or subsidized activities for youth; improving the 
infrastructure and accessibility of sports facilities; 
and integrating formal and informal sports oppor-
tunities to create pathways for both recreational and 
competitive participation. As one expert summa-
rized: “The most important thing is for young people 
to find meaning in what they do. Whether it’s for a 
healthy environment, for friends, for competitive suc-
cess, or simply because sport is healthy, I think that 
would make them stay. Most of all, to love what they 
do, i.e., to love the sport they are involved in” (E8).
The analysis shows that sustainable youth partici-
pation in sport depends on the interaction of so-
cial motivation, institutional coordination, and re-
source availability. While social and peer influence 
are strong motivators, weak institutional frame-
works and fragmented policies limit their long-
term impact. The findings highlight the need for 
coherent, multi-level strategies that integrate fami-
ly, school, community, and policy interventions to 
promote a robust sport culture among youth.

DISCUSSION
The present study aimed to identify the main fac-
tors related to the sustainable participation of young 
people in sports activities in Bulgaria. The analysis 
of the expert interviews revealed a number of in-
terrelated themes that can be grouped into social, 
institutional, and structural influences, as well as 
aspects related to the formation of a sports culture.
Social factors, including the role of family, health 
attitudes, and values, were identified as the most 
important determinants of youth’s sustained partic-
ipation. These results support Mileva’s (2013) thesis 
that children’s interest in sport and physical activity 
is initially formed and developed within the family. 

Parental role models and encouragement of phys-
ical activity create sustained motivational attitudes 
in adolescents.
The factor of the informal social environment also 
has a significant influence. As I. Dimitrova (2013) 
notes, during adolescence, participation in sports is 
closely related to the need for social belonging and 
peer approval. Sports serve as an important tool 
for socialization, help build identity, and motivate 
young people through group activities.
Young people’s participation in educational institu-
tions provides a platform for stimulating interest in 
sport, but the current results show that the school 
system often fails to motivate students effective-
ly. This finding aligns with Zhelyazkova-Koynova’s 
(2002) observations regarding the decline in motiva-
tion for sports activities during adolescence. Experts 
emphasize the need for integration between family, 
educational, and informal environments to maintain 
and develop interest in sports. This includes diversi-
fying curricula, stimulating extracurricular activi-
ties, and promoting the social dimension of sports.
Sports clubs have the potential to both stimulate 
participation and restrict access if they are primar-
ily focused on competitive or elite paths. According 
to Sandanski (2015), the primary mission of clubs 
encompasses not only sports and technical train-
ing, but also the development of values, habits for 
an active lifestyle, and social skills. However, lim-
itations related to funding and dependence on mu-
nicipal facilities reduce their effectiveness and re-
quire improving access for a wide youth audience.
Access to appropriate sports facilities and their qual-
ity are identified as key to sustainable participation. 
The availability of safe and accessible venues, includ-
ing school sports facilities outside school hours, can 
significantly increase youth motivation. Experts also 
point out that short-term and project-based funding 
limits the sustainability of programs.
Building a sustainable sports culture is a key factor 
for continued participation. Adolescents’ motivation 
is shaped by both external influences (family, peers, 
institutions) and internal motives, such as pleasure, 
demonstrating abilities, and social recognition (Do-
mushieva-Rogleva, 2013). Early introduction of 
sports practices and positive experiences helps to as-
similate sports as a natural part of the lifestyle.
Experts note that state policy in the sports field is 
insufficiently effective and unsystematic. The lack 
of a long-term strategy and coordination between 
institutions reduces the potential for sustainable 
development, despite positive examples at the lev-
el of municipalities or clubs. This emphasizes the 



450

Krasimira Petkova, Eleonora Mileva	 446 - 450

need for an integrated policy that connects fami-
lies, schools, clubs, and public structures in creat-
ing a stable sports culture.

CONCLUSION
The study shows that the sustainable participation 
of young people in sport is mainly determined 
by social factors such as family influence, health 
awareness, and value formation. Both formal and 
informal environments play a crucial role in shap-
ing the interest and motivation of young people 
to engage in physical activities. Although the ed-
ucation system has the potential to stimulate and 
maintain sports interest, its current implementa-
tion remains insufficient and fragmented. The de-
velopment of a strong sports culture and habitual 
active participation should start at an early age 
through the joint efforts of families, schools, and 
communities. Furthermore, ensuring access to 
well-maintained sports facilities and offering free 
or affordable sports programs are essential to ex-
pand opportunities for active participation. Finally, 
government policies and institutional support need 
to become more coherent, coordinated, and strate-
gically targeted to achieve long-term sustainability 
of youth participation in sport. A systematic, inte-
grated approach that brings together social, institu-
tional, and structural dimensions is crucial for es-
tablishing sport as a natural and lasting component 
of adolescents’ daily lives and value systems.
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