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Is it possible to determine people's place in society by the sports they choose to play and watch? Or are we becoming increasingly classless when it comes to competitive sport, exercise and cultural pursuits? The answer according to new research is complex, with sporting and cultural preferences partly dependent on class but also age and gender. Pamela Readhead explains:

The games people play - football, darts, polo or golf - have traditionally been seen as a clue to much more than their level of physical fitness or courage. Some sports, like rowing, horse riding and lacrosse are immediately associated with privilege. Others, like bowls or greyhound racing, are not.

The pressure group Street Games, which was set up in 2006 to widen participation in sport in the run up to the London Olympics in 2012, is adamant that access to sport in England is determined by social class rather than personal preferences and ability. The claims are based on evidence from the 1997 General Household Survey which found that only two per cent of elite rugby union players were from the working class and that only ten per cent of top athletes and two per cent of top swimmers were from lower socio-economic groups.

A project on Cultural Capital and Social Exclusion conducted by researchers at the ESRC Centre on Socio-Cultural Change suggests that the picture is more complicated. A map of the cultural landscape of Britain produced by a team of researchers at the Open University and the University of Manchester shows that a large section of the population not only dislikes sport, but almost every other form of cultural activity.

The sports we choose to take part in still say something about a person's identity

The researchers found that taking physical exercise, including formal participation in sports, was more closely linked to age, education and gender than social class. "The sports we choose to take part in still say something about a person's identity. Some sports like golf and squash and games like bridge do have class connotations, our results show that social class is directly related to whether or not people exercise or take part in cultural activities, as much as to their specific preferences," says Professor Alan Warde, of the University of Manchester. "Education and gender were both very significant indicators. We found someone with a degree was four times more likely to take physical exercise - whether walking the dog, playing tennis or going to aerobics classes - than someone with no qualifications. And women in all socioeconomic and ethnic groups were more likely to exercise expressly in order to relax or hone their appearance."

The inquiry Cultural Capital and Social Exclusion: A Critical Investigation was based on a mix of quantitative and qualitative research methods including a statistically representative survey of the UK, focus groups, a qualitative sample of households, a small sample of people who had prominent positions in business, politics, or other professions and respondents from the Indian, Pakistani and Afro-Caribbean communities.

The questions asked in the 1,781 interviews and 25 focus groups were designed to see if there were any links between people's cultural tastes, the activities they participated in, and their knowledge of areas such as films and music, with factors such as gender, occupation, class position, ethnicity, income and educational background.

The data on preferences were represented graphically in work by Professor Mike Savage and Dr Modesto Gayo-Cal from the University of Manchester. The graph gives (using the technique of multiple correspondence analysis) four quadrants showing the clustering of likes and dislikes which reveal a very powerful divide between the engaged and the disengaged. In one quadrant there were preferences for opera, modern literature, French restaurants and collecting books. Another was made up almost exclusively of dislikes and avoidances voiced by people who owned no books, never attended a museum, disliked French and vegetarian restaurants, modern popular music and football and avoided going to the cinema and playing sport. The only positive preferences in this quadrant were for soap operas and horror films.

When these data were overlaid with socio-economic information it became clear that clusters of taste appear to be associated with social position as well as education, age and gender. At the Open University Dr David Wright's research showed that the culturally disengaged group typically included young, poorly educated males who particularly disliked owning books while classical music and current affairs broadcasts which were enjoyed by the established and older middle-class. According to Dr Elizabeth Silva, also at the Open University, tastes are most sharply divided in relation to the visual arts, with only the upper sections of the middle classes having any developed interest in high art forms like Renaissance art and impressionism.

Elderly, poorly qualified people who had had working class employment, on the other hand, expressed a dislike for science fiction and contemporary music, which were preferred by the young middle class.

These more general aspects of the findings show, when class is considered in its complex relations to education and gender, that social class is still connected to power cultural divisions in contemporary Britain. "By linking data about people's cultural preferences to their social background, our study provides the first new database about class in Britain since the 1980s," says Professor Tony Bennett of the Open University, who coordinated the three-year project. "The findings show that the cultural markers of class have changed but are still consequential."

A well-honed, exercised body remains a component of social classification, a reason for its current importance as a source of personal and social identity

The data on sport and other physical exercise fitted in with the patterns found in the other cultural sub-groups. Sex, age and educational level turned out to be highly significant markers. Men were more engaged, both as participants and spectators, in sport than women. Younger people participated more than older people. And the higher the educational qualification, the more likely people were to play a game or take exercise. "The educated middle class feel they have a duty to look after their body. It is part of looking good and giving the right impression," says Alan Warde. "Overall, we have strong evidence of the growing development and legitimacy of a body maintenance culture in Britain."

The survey revealed the wide range of sporting activities followed by people in Britain today. It included snowboarding, carriage driving, abseiling, coarse fishing, paint-balling and deer-stalking as well as snooker, darts and football. But one of the most striking findings was that nearly half of the respondents - 44 per cent - did not take part in any sport or other forms of physical exercise.

The research results show that women take a lot of exercise, but across a narrower range than men. They are particularly keen on swimming, keep fit, and walking, for example, and less so on team sports. Younger middle-class women seem to prefer 'ascetic' forms of exercise such as yoga and dancing, he says. Women are also more interested in bodily maintenance, such as attending the gym, and have a very matter of fact attitude to exercise.

The map of Britain's cultural landscape also highlights some distinctive preferences among the ethnic minority groups. Compared to Indian and Afro-Caribbean men, Pakistanis are the most likely to engage in sport and particularly like playing cricket. Indian women take part in more sport than Indian men and are keen on badminton and keep-fit. Indian men expressed a liking for yoga.

The researchers also found a significant interaction between gender and class, both for participation in a sport, and especially for routine exercise. For example, women who are in paid employment are more likely to do exercise than those who are not. Those in white-collar occupations, particularly women in higher professional occupations, are significantly more frequent in their attendance at the gym or doing daily exercises than are workingclass women. Sixty-nine per cent of women in routine occupations never do exercise. "Our results show that a wellhoned, exercised body remains a component of social classification, a reason for its current importance as a source of personal and social identity" says Alan Warde.

The project findings also have significant policy implications. "There is a tendency," Professor Bennett said, "to think that addressing social exclusion in the arts and cultural sectors concerns only those sections of the population on the margins of the mainstream. What our study shows is that tackling social exclusion must take account of the many complex ways in which cultural and social divisions interact within the mainstream too."

