Inspired by the 2012 Games; 
Just how can the Olympics widen participation in sport and help boost the health of the nation?
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WHEN London pitched for the 2012 Olympics Game s , t h e b i d emphasised how a London event would inspire future generations of athletes not only in the UK but in countries all over the world. But trying to inspire wider participation in physical exercise requires a much more sophisticated approach than simply staging an elite games and London's universities, teaching hospitals and local authorities are working up plans to ensure this is part of the Games' legacy.

According to John Lock, a development director at the University of East London (UEL), there is no evidence to suggest that past Games have delivered any long-term identifiable public health gain in the host city or the host nation at large.

He says: "While there is potential to use the Games as a means of inspiration and motivation, in reality the Olympics is something that happens to them when they are sitting down watching on TV. It's getting the Olympics to be a catalyst to engage them in physical activity which is the real challenge." Lock compares the Olympics with the London Marathon which has had great success in widening participation.

"The great thing about the Marathon is that it has two distinct sides," he says. "Yes, there are people like Paula Radcliffe who run extremely fast, but there also 10,000 "ordinary" people who participate and have fun doing it.

And those people don't just turn up and run 26 mile and 385 yards: they spend months out and about training for the race." Working with partners in local authorities, especially in the five Olympic boroughs, UEL is supporting community sports development through provision of sports science, sports psychology and nutrition expertise

to organisations including Newham Sports Academy, which has been set up by Tessa Sanderson to provide coaching for local young people.

It also supports the London Youth Games and the establishment of disability sports clubs with local schools.

"What the London bid demonstrated was the UK's success not in participation but in how it was a world-beater in the creative industries being able to put together an emotive video, having Seb Coe talking about watching the Olympics as a child at home in Sheffield, and brilliantly bringing along young people, rather than Jacques Chirac, to present our case," he says.

"The Games are a great chance to stimulate learning at all levels. However, this will only operate successfully at community and individual level. In a lot of cases, people don't have the basic confidence to take part in physical activity." Local strategic partnerships and local area agreement structures provide a means for creating new collaborative models aimed at generating public health impacts with the addition of expertise in higher education.

University College London, Loughborough University and UEL have submitted a joint bid to the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) to be a national public health centre of excellence.

The aim of these centres is to build academic capacity, boost infrastructure and encourage multi-disciplinary working in public health research in the UK.

The centres will bring together leading experts from a range of disciplines working in partnership with practitioners, policy makers and wider stakeholders in order to tackle complex public health issues that will potentially have a significant impact on the health of the nation.

New forms of communication will also make a difference to engagement.

Speaking at the Sport Accord conference in Beijing, Sebastian Coe emphasised the need to use online communities and new media to get young people interested in sport and activity, particularly at a time when 22 million children under the age of five and one in 10 school children worldwide is overweight, with physical activity and physical education declining in schools.

Coe said: "Our challenge is to build a relationship with millions of young people over the next five years, not just in the summer of sport in 2012, and connect them with the meaning of sport and the Games like never before.

"In Western countries, our children have unlimited access to an unprecedented range of entertainment, including a virtual world where they can assume new identities and communicate with their friends and well beyond 24 hours a day. Let's use these channels of communication to our advantage and engage young people with our world of sport." . www.uel.ac.uk
