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The project's goal is to come up with ideas for and evaluate the development of SPOrTAMATE, a digital platform that will help people connect with each other to do sports and other physical activities. This aim is supported by evidence that social support and peer friendship play a key role in motivating individuals to begin and sustain engagement in sport and physical activity (Scarapicchia et al., 2017; Zhang and Chang, 2022). Research shows that not having good partners and social support is a big reason people don't participate, especially in casual and recreational sports (Sport England, 2004; Brand, 2022). Sparton and Chelladurai (1981) and Li, Huang, and Sun (2025) say that SPOrTAMATE tries to lower social and psychological barriers to participation by helping people find and connect with suitable partners or small groups based on shared interests, availability, and location. To go along with motivation and behaviour change theory even more, the project wants to boost freedom, connections, and confidence, which are known to be important factors in keeping people involved in sports (Braga-Pereira et al., 2025; Zhang and Chang, 2022). By taking this approach, the project hopes to give a reason based on evidence for creating a socially driven, app-based intervention to make sports more accessible and encourage people to keep playing. Regular participation in sport and physical activity is commonly recognised as necessary for physical health, psychological well-being and social development (Tanır and Özmaden, 2018). Despite these proven benefits, participation rates in sport remain consistently low across many population groups, with evidence suggesting that engagement has slowed over recent decades, particularly among young adults and groups with less wealth (Sport England, 2004). This decline presents a significant challenge for sports lawmakers, practitioners, and organisations trying to promote lifetime participation and address growing health gaps (Rowe, Adams, & Beasley, 2004). Research regularly points out a range of difficulties that prevent further engagement in sports, including time limitations, lack of motivation, accessibility issues, and being alone (Sport England, 2004). Among these, the lack of social support and peer connection has been identified as a key factor influencing both initial participation and long-term participation (Sheridan, Coffee and Lavallee, 2014). Social support, defined as the exchange of emotional, informational, or practical resources between individuals, plays a major role in shaping motivation, enjoyment, and commitment to sport and physical activity (Sheridan, Coffee, & Lavallee, 2014). Studies in sport psychology and public health indicate that individuals are more inclined to engage in and maintain physical activity when it is shared with others or supported by significant social connections (Tanır and Özmaden, 2018). On the other hand, a lack of relationships has been linked to higher dropout rates and reduced motivation, particularly in casual and social sport settings (Sport England, 2004). Traditional sports club structures, while beneficial for some, are often viewed as strict and exclusive, restricting their appeal to individuals looking for casual, immediate participation opportunities (Rowe et al., 2004). The growth of digital technology has changed how people make friends and find fun things to do, opening up new ways to support participation through app-based platforms (Rowe et al., 2004). To respond to these challenges, this project proposes the design of SPOrTAMATE, a digital platform designed to help peer matching for sport and physical activity. By allowing individuals to identify partners or small groups based on shared interests, availability and location, SPOrTAMATE aims to reduce barriers to taking part and promote more flexible, socially supported participation in sports. This literature review thoroughly looks at existing research on sport participation, social support, and digital support to establish a theoretical and practical foundation for the project and facilitate the development of an app-based program to tackle contemporary participation challenges.
 
Participation in sport and physical activity is commonly associated with significant physical health benefits, including drops in the risk of chronic disease, improvements in cardiovascular fitness, and enhanced overall physical ability (Malm et al., 2019). Regular engagement in sport has been shown to positively impact physique, metabolic health, and blood pressure control, leading to improved long-term health outcomes across diverse populations (Malm et al., 2019). Research proves that even low levels of sport participation provide important health benefits when compared to physical inactivity, emphasising the importance of accessible participation opportunities (Malm et al., 2019). Additionally, physical health outcomes and sport participation are strongly linked to psychological and mental health benefits. Hallam et al. (2021) found that participation in organised physical activity programs resulted in significant reductions in stress, anxiety, and sleep-related problems, along with improvements in overall well-being. These findings support wider evidence suggesting that physical activity can act as both a prevention and treatment intervention for mental health conditions such as depression and anxiety (Malm et al., 2019). Importantly, psychological benefits have been observed whatever the performance level, showing that participation itself, rather than competitive success, is essential to improved mental wellbeing (Hallam et al., 2021). Sport participation also provides important social and psychosocial benefits that add to overall quality of life. Engagement in sport can boost self-esteem, confidence, and personal growth, particularly when participation occurs within social or group-based environments (Malm et al., 2019). Social interaction through sport promotes feelings of belonging and community, which are key factors of psychological wellbeing and continuous participation (Wann et al., 2017). Wann et al. (2017) found that identification with sport-related groups is positively associated with a sense of meaning and social identity, which highlights the wider social value of sport participation. Long-term improvements in health and function have also been linked to regular participation in social and lifestyle activities, such as sports. (Johansson et al., 2019) found that long-term participation in social activities was linked to better quality of life and engagement. This data shows how important it is to keep participating instead of just getting involved for a short time (Johansson et al., 2019). The results of all of these studies indicate that playing sports has many benefits, including improving physical and mental health and bringing people together. These results show how important it is to create participation programmes that make things easier for people to access, get involved with others, and stay with them for a long time; such initiatives will help projects like SPOrTAMATE. 
 
Despite the recognised benefits of sporting participation, research consistently identifies multiple barriers that prevent individuals from engaging in regular physical activity (Malm, Jakobsson, and Isaksson, 2019). These obstacles are complex and work across structural, social, psychological, and organisational aspects; they often interact to restrict participation opportunities. (Brand, 2022). (Malm, Jakobsson and Isaksson, 2019) argue that participation inequalities continue even where opportunities exist, suggesting that barriers extend beyond physical access alone. Structural barriers are frequently identified as a primary obstacle to sport participation. These include limited access to facilities, financial costs, transport difficulties, and fixed scheduling, which significantly affect individuals with fewer resources (Brand, 2022). The existence of such barriers reduces the likelihood of both initial engagement and long-term adherence to sport participation (Brand, 2022). Lack of structural support within community sport environments further strengthens exclusion by failing to satisfy diverse needs and lifestyles (Social barriers to sports practice by people with disabilities, 2023). Social barriers also significantly influence participation behaviour, a lack of social support and a lack of peers to participate with have been identified as major obstacles to sport engagement (Social barriers to sports practice by people with disabilities, 2023). People who don't experience social support or inclusion in sport environments are at a higher risk of quitting or completely avoiding participation (Brand, 2022). Social isolation within sport settings has been shown to decrease motivation and confidence, particularly in casual participation environments (Malm, Jakobsson and Isaksson, 2019). Psychological limitations further add to these challenges. Fear of judgement, low self-confidence, and anxiety related to performance or social evaluation have been identified as serious barriers of participation (Yang and Zhang, 2023). (Yang and Zhang 2023) show that psychological obstacles can prevent individuals from beginning sport participation, especially in environments viewed as competitive or vital. Such psychological barriers highlight the importance of creating participation opportunities that reduce pressure and prioritise social comfort over performance outcomes (Yang and Zhang, 2023). Organisational barriers have also been identified as important issues limiting participation. Zanin et al. (2021) argue that rigid organisational structures and traditional distribution models can dismiss individuals whose motivations do not comply with competitive or performance-driven sport cultures (Zanin et al., 2021). The disconnect between organisational expectations and participant needs can result in reduced engagement and increased dropout rates (Zanin et al., 2021). Brand (2022) further states that sport systems often place responsibility on individuals to overcome barriers rather than addressing restrictive organisational methods (Brand, 2022). The study collectively shows that obstacles to sport participation are not just due to individual choice or motivation. Instead, participation is restricted by interacting structural, social, psychological, and organisational factors that limit access and inclusion (Brand, 2022; Social barriers to sports practice by people with disabilities, 2023). These findings suggest a clear need for different participation models that reduce dependence on traditional sport structures and prioritise social accessibility (Malm, Jakobsson and Isaksson, 2019). Digital platforms that enable peer connection and casual participation, such as the proposed SPOrTAMATE app, directly address these identified barriers by reducing social isolation and increasing flexibility (Brand, 2022). 
 
Many people agree that social support is an important factor in deciding whether or not someone will participate in sports or other physical activities (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). Social support is the emotional, informational, practical, and companionship-based help that people give and receive through their social relationships. All of these types of support can affect how much people participate (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). There is evidence that people who feel more social support are more likely to start and keep up with sports and other physical activities (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). Peer support is a type of social support that is especially important for people who play sports (Li, Huang, and Sun, 2021). Support from peers has been linked to giving more motivation, enjoyment, and sticking with physical activity, especially when doing it for a long time (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). However, the effectiveness of peer support depends on how it’s set up and how people see it. Support that is consistent and has social meaning has the greatest effects (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). Group cohesion theory (Carron and Chelladurai, 1981) is a good way to contemplate how peer connections affect long-term sports participation. People have considered cohesion to be a broad concept that includes feelings of belonging, attraction between people, and a shared commitment to group activities (Carron and Chelladurai, 1981). Researchers have found that higher levels of perceived unity are linked to more enjoyment, satisfaction, and continued participation in sports (Carron and Chelladurai, 1981). Other ways that peer support affects participation behaviour are based on psychology (Zhang and Chang, 2022). Digital platforms have been recognised as effective ways to provide peer support by connecting individuals who may not have access to traditional sport networks (Zhang and Chang, 2022). By providing companionship and shared participation opportunities, app-based solutions can address social isolation and lack of peer support, identified as important obstacles to participation (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). In this context, the proposed SPOrTAMATE application aligns with existing literature by encouraging peer connection and social support, therefore supporting ongoing engagement in sport participation (Carron and Chelladurai, 1981; Zhang and Chang, 2022). 
 
Motivation is a central element of sport participation and sustained physical activity behaviour (Braga-Pereira et al., 2025). Self-Determination Theory is one of the most frequently applied frameworks for understanding motivation in physical activity situations (Deci and Ryan, 2000, cited in Braga-Pereira et al., 2025). SDT proposes that motivation exists along a range from amotivation to intrinsic motivation, with higher self-determination associated with greater commitment to physical activity (Braga-Pereira et al., 2025). Intrinsic motivation, described as participation inspired by enjoyment and personal satisfaction, has been consistently linked to long-term engagement in sport and exercise (Braga-Pereira et al., 2025). Research shows that individuals who experience enjoyment and independence during physical activity are more likely to keep up participation over time (Braga-Pereira et al., 2025). SDT suggests that intrinsic motivation is developed through the satisfaction of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 2000, cited in Braga-Pereira et al., 2025). Relatedness, defined as feeling socially connected and supported, has been identified as particularly important for sustained sport participation (Tang et al., 2025). Tang et al. (2025) show that exercise motivation acts as a key link between psychological factors and sport participation, with social support strengthening motivational processes (Tang et al., 2025). Tang et al., 2025, have shown that social environments that foster peer interaction and encouragement enhance personal motivation and dedication in sport participation. Being confident in your own abilities and feeling competent are also significant in changing behaviours and their continued participation (Mowlaie et al., 2011). Individuals with higher confidence are more likely to confront challenges and persist in sport participation despite setbacks (Mowlaie et al., 2011). Behaviour change literature points out that supportive environments which reduce psychological barriers are essential for maintaining motivation (Weinberg and Gould, 2019). Digital interventions have been identified as successful tools for supporting motivation by encouraging autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Weinberg and Gould, 2019). App-based platforms that enable peer connection and independent participation comply closely with SDT principles (Tang et al., 2025). As such, the SPOrTAMATE app supports behaviour change by encouraging peer connection, improving motivation, and creating socially supportive conditions for regular sport participation (Braga-Pereira et al., 2025; Tang et al., 2025).
By influencing psychological factors linked to behaviour changes, digital technology has gained recognition as a tool that can encourage participation in sports (Weinberg & Gould, 2019). The literature on sport psychology indicates that self-esteem and confidence, both of which can be strengthened by organised and encouraging environments, have a significant impact on participation (Mowlaie et al., 2011). Self-efficacy, which has been shown to affect dedication and participation in sports, is the term used to describe people's beliefs about their ability to carry out particular behaviours (Mowlaie et al., 2011). By providing open opportunities, reducing perceived barriers, and encouraging steady physical activity engagement, digital platforms can improve self-efficacy (Weinberg and Gould, 2019).  By allowing people to participate in sports on their terms, technologically driven engagement models have been demonstrated to promote freedom, which is a crucial factor in sustained motivation (Weinberg and Gould, 2019). By reducing the pressure to perform, informal, technologically enabled participation can increase people's confidence and desire to play sports (Mowlaie et al., 2011). By lowering anxiety linked to traditional sport environments, digital tools that promote social connection can also help with emotional control and confidence (Mowlaie et al., 2011). As they promote self-efficacy, autonomy, and social engagement, app-based solutions—like the suggested SPOrTAMATE platform—align with the behaviour theory in this context (Weinberg and Gould, 2019). According to Mowlaie et al. (2011), SPOrTAMATE specifically addresses psychological and social factors that have been recognised as essential to continued sport participation by providing adaptable, peer-supported participation opportunities. 
App-based technologies have frequently been identified as effective tools for promoting sport participation by addressing psychological, social, and contextual barriers to participation (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). Digital platforms provide flexible and accessible participation opportunities that can reduce dependency on traditional sport structures, which have been shown to exclude some individuals (Zhang and Chang, 2022). The ability to engage in sport on a personal basis has been linked to increased motivation and regular participation (Weinberg and Gould, 2019). Socially driven app-based interventions are especially relevant in tackling social exclusion and lack of peer support, which have been identified as key barriers to sport participation (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). Research suggests that digital environments which promote peer interaction can improve social support and encourage regular engagement in physical activity (Zhang and Chang, 2022). Peer-based digital support has been proven to positively influence motivation, enjoyment, and adherence, particularly when participation is informal and relaxed (Li, Huang and Sun, 2025). Behaviour change theories provide further explanation for the use of app-based platforms in sport participation programmes (Weinberg and Gould, 2019). Self-Determination Theory points out the importance of independence, competence, and relatedness in maintaining motivation, all of which can be supported through app-based participation models (Deci and Ryan, 2000, cited in Braga-Pereira et al., 2025). Digital platforms that allow users to select activities, engage with others, and participate at suitable levels can enhance intrinsic motivation and perseverance (Zhang and Chang, 2022). App-based technology has also been shown to support self-efficacy by reducing believed barriers and enabling steady engagement in physical activity (Mowlaie et al., 2011). Increased self-efficacy has been linked with greater confidence and desire to maintain sport participation despite challenges (Mowlaie et al., 2011). By lowering entry requirements and providing supportive peer environments, digital platforms can contribute to continual participation behaviours (Scarapicchia et al., 2017). As a result, the SPOrTAMATE application aligns closely with existing literature by including social support, peer connection, and flexibility within a digital participation model (Carron and Chelladurai, 1981; Zhang and Chang, 2022). By allowing individuals to connect with suitable partners or groups for informal sport participation, SPOrTAMATE directly addresses social and motivational factors identified as essential to long-term engagement (Li, Huang and Sun, 2025). Therefore, socially driven app-based programmes represent a theoretically rooted and evidence-based approach to increasing sport participation (Scarapicchia et al., 2017).  
This review of the literature shows that playing sports has big benefits for your body, mind, and social life. This makes it even more important as a public health and social priority (Malm, Jakobsson and Isaksson, 2019; Tanır and Özmaden, 2018). Even with these benefits, participation rates are still not consistent. This is because research keeps finding barriers that keep people from participating from different groups (Sport England, 2004; Brand, 2022). Social factors interact with structural obstacles, psychological barriers, and organisational restrictions to create environments that make people less likely to carry on with sports and physical activities (Brand, 2022; Zanin et al., 2021). A primary theme emerging from the literature is the vital role of social support and peer connections in shaping sport participation behaviour (Scarapicchia et al., 2017; Sheridan, Coffee, and Lavallee, 2014). The shortage of connection and meaningful peer relationships has been recognised as a key factor contributing to disengagement and abandonment, particularly within informal and leisurely sport contexts (Sport England, 2004; Johansson et al., 2019). On the other hand, individuals who experience social support, teamwork, and peer encouragement are more likely to start and maintain participation over time (Carron and Chelladurai, 1981; Li, Huang and Sun, 2025). Motivation and behaviour change theories also support the importance of social environments in sustaining sport participation (Braga-Pereira et al., 2025; Zhang and Chang, 2022). Self-Determination Theory highlights the importance of autonomy, competence and relatedness, with relatedness identified as particularly significant in encouraging intrinsic motivation and long-term commitment (Deci and Ryan, 2000, cited in Braga-Pereira et al., 2025). App-based technologies have been shown to support these psychological needs by providing flexible, group-based participation opportunities that reduce reliance on traditional sport structures (Zhang and Chang, 2022; Weinberg and Gould, 2019). Together, the literature points to a clear gap in participation provision, particularly for individuals looking for casual, socially supported and immediate sport opportunities (Sport England, 2004; Scarapicchia et al., 2017). This gap provides a strong argument for the development of creative, digitally delivered solutions that emphasise peer connection and accessibility (Zhang and Chang, 2022; Mowlaie et al., 2011). Therefore, the proposed SPOrTAMATE platform is theoretically solid and evidence-based, directly solving the social and motivational barriers identified in the literature and providing a clear justification for progressing to Element 3, which will focus on the conceptual design and evaluation of the platform (Carron and Chelladurai, 1981; Li, Huang and Sun, 2025). 
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