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Abstract: Healthy lifestyle is given ever increasing attention these days around the 
world, in the framework of which special attention is devoted to increasing the length of 
time spent with sports and physical exercise. In the light of the above, it is not surprising 
that various documents accepted by the European Union (e.g. the White Paper of Sport - 
2008) also emphasize the outstanding significance of such activities. The topic has also 
caught the attention of researchers, and in the past few years several surveys have been 
carried out analysing the different characteristics of sports and physical activities. 
A common feature of these studies, however, was that little attention was given to 
exploring the geographical differences that can be observed in the customs of the 
population concerning sports. In the spirit of the above, the purpose of the present study 
is to analyse the population of Hajdú-Bihar county located in the Eastern part of 
Hungary, from this point of view. In the course of the research project, emphasis was put 
on examining the frequency and the location of engaging in sports, the reasons behind, 
as well as the factors posing obstacles to regular sporting activity, and on the evaluation 
of the local characteristics and the activities of the local authorities. Special attention is 
devoted in the analysis to identifying differences between settlements of different size. 
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* * * * * * * 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Today, there is more and more emphasis placed worldwide on healthy lifestyle, in the 
framework of which special attention is paid to increasing the amount of time spent with 
sport and physical activities. In the framework of the above, it is not surprising that the 
various documents of the European Union (e.g. the White Paper on Sport, 2007) also 
emphasized the importance of the above, and the various concepts/strategies adopted by 
national governments adopted a similar position as well. This issue has also raised the 
interest of researchers in the field of sports science, and in recent years, several studies have 
been conducted that analysed the various characteristics of participating in sports and other 
physical activities. At the same time, in a substantial proportion of the analyses so far, the 
tendency could be observed that the differences were primarily examined from the 
perspective of the different socio-economic factors and less attention was devoted to 
exploring the characteristics associated with regions and settlements.  

In accordance with the results (Aibar et al., 2013; Downward et al., 2014a; Gál, 2008; 
Gáldi, 2002; Perényi, 2010; Slater – Tiggemann, 2011; van Tuyckom – Scheerder, 2010), 
significant differences can be observed according to gender and age groups: men in general 
show a much higher inclination for sports participation than women, while the frequency of 
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occasions decreases with age (however, to a lesser extent in case of women – Downward et 
al., 2014a), with a slight increase again after retirement.  

The third important variable is education, in terms of which there is a higher 
propensity associated with higher educational attainment. According to researchers, this is 
primarily due to the fact that the layers of society concerned are more aware of the 
advantages of sports and its importance in a healthy lifestyle. In recent decades, increasing 
attention has been devoted to analyses (e.g. Dawson et al., 2005; Higgins – Dale, 2013) that 
examine the inclination for sports participation and ethnic background, and a lower level of 
inclination among certain ethnic groups was identified (e.g. in England, those of South East 
Asian and Black African origin, while in Sweden, immigrants from South-Eastern Europe and 
other countries), also highlighting the role of the difference between genders. 

 
A prioritized area of research is the examination of youth, in the course of which partly 

the abovementioned findings were confirmed, for example, in terms of the influence of 
gender and age (Aibar et al., 2013; Perényi, 2010; Slater – Tiggemann, 2011), and partly some 
new variables were also identified. Firstly, studies carried out among university students 
(Keresztes – Pikó, 2008; Keresztes et al., 2014) have shown a correlation between the 
frequency of physical activity and social network of students (e.g. more frequent and regular 
sporting activity correlated with a higher number of male friends, the proportion of those 
making friends easily was the highest among persons participating in sports more 
frequently), and it was also shown that the dietary habits of persons more frequently 
participate in sports is healthier and they also pay conscious attention to nutrition.  

Secondly, the studies have revealed that sports being pursued by parents in their 
youth has a positive influence on such activities of their children, and this effect in 
particularly strong between fathers and their male children (Downward et al., 2014b). 
Thirdly, in the course of the analysis of social values, it was found that the most positive 
influence on participating in sports was preference for “open values” (e.g. changing life, 
creativity, friendship), while preference for materialistic values (e.g. power, wealth, beauty) 
has a negative correlation with sporting activities (Perényi, 2010).  
 

The results of studies also involving spatial analysis (e.g. Gál, 2008; Hoekman, 2013; 
Kozma et al., 2015; Perényi, 2010) have revealed that the inclination of the people living on 
larger settlements is higher, and that differences can also be observed between the 
settlements in terms of the reasons for participating in and refraining from sports. In case of 
these analyses, however, the question could be asked how far these differences can be 
regarded as an effect of the geographical location or, by contrast, to what extent they can be 
attributed to the socio-economic characteristics of the various types of settlements (e.g. a 
higher proportion of younger, more educated and more affluent people having a higher 
inclination to sports living in larger settlements).  

In the light of the above, the most important objective of this paper is to eliminate the 
effects of the social and economic factors from the study as far as possible and to attempt to 
examine to a decisive extent the results as the influence of the geographical location. 
 
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
The basis of the research was a questionnaire-based survey conducted among the population 
of Hajdú-Bihar county, located in Eastern Hungary (Figure 1), aged 15 and older, in the 
course of which we asked 250 persons concerning their opinions on sporting activities. In the 
course of the survey, the settlements of the county were divided into three groups (the county 
seat Debrecen, other cities, and villages), and we strove to establish a similar composition of 
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respondents in all three categories in terms of genders (Table 1), age groups (Table 2) and 
education (Table 3). 
 

 
 

Figure 1 Location of Hajdú-Bihar county 
 
 
Table 1 The distribution of the respondents according to gender by type of settlements (%) 

 Debrecen other cities villages Hajdú-Bihar county 
male 47.0 46.5 49.0 47.2 
female 53.0 53.5 51.0 52.8 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: own research 
 
Table 2 The distribution of the respondents according to age by type of settlements (%) 

 Debrecen other cities villages Hajdú-Bihar county 
15-24 22.0 20.2 15.7 20.0 
25-39 36.0 37.4 39.2 37.2 
40-54 32.0 32.3 35.3 32.8 
55- 10.0 10.1 9.8 10.0 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: own research 
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Table 3 The distribution of the respondents according to educational attainment by type of 
settlements (%) 

 Debrecen other cities villages Hajdú-Bihar county 
elementary school or less 6.1 3.4 11.1 6.1 
vocational school 17.1 19.5 24.4 19.6 
high school 37.8 36.8 31.1 36.0 
higher education 39.0 40.2 33.3 38.3 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: own research 
 

The questionnaire employed in the Eurobarometer survey in 2013 was used in the 
survey. The data received was analysed with the use of the SPSS 18 statistical software, in the 
course of which we prepared cross-tables to show correlations and also calculated the 
Pearson correlation coefficients. 
 
 
THE RESULTS 
 
The analysis of the inclination for sports participation (Table 4) shows major differences 
between the types of settlements: the frequency of participating in sports among people living 
in larger settlements significantly exceeds the proportion found in case of smaller towns and 
villages. 
 
Table 4 The frequency of sports participation in Hajdú-Bihar County by type of settlements 
(n=250, %) 

 Debrecen other cities villages Hajdú-Bihar county 
3 time a week or more 36.0 32.3 23.5 32.0 
1 to 2 time a week 17.0 16.2 9.8 15.2 
1 to 3 time a month 8.0 6.1 3.9 6.4 
less often 17.0 19.2 29.4 20.4 
never 22.0 26.2 33.4 26.0 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: own research 
 

In terms of the location of the sporting activity (Table 5), similarly to the European 
trends (Kozma et al., 2015), the most important role is played by spaces that were not 
specifically created for the purposes of sports: three of the first four types of location (in the 
park and outdoors, at home, at school/university) belong in this category. 

Examining the three groups of settlements with respect to each of the location types, 
however, significant differences can be observed: in case of the responses “at health and 
fitness centre”, “at swimming pool” and “at school/university”, it is Debrecen, while in case of 
the responses “on the way between home and school or work” it is the group of villages that 
has much higher values. In the first case, it is the outstanding role of Debrecen in terms of the 
geographical location of such facilities that determines the result (these facilities are 
concentrated on the county seat), while in case of the second location type, the role of 
Debrecen as an educational centre (and specifically, the presence of the university) is the 
main factor. Besides it has to be mentioned that respondents using health or fitness centre 
and swimming pool and belonging to other cities category live especially in settlements in 
which these facilities are available (eg. Hajdúszoboszló, Hajdúnánás) or in the case of villages 
in settlements situated close to county seat (e.g. Bocskaikert).  



Geographical aspects of sports participation: a Hungarian case study 
 

11 

Table 5 The venues of sports activity in Hajdú-Bihar county by type of settlements (multiple 
answer-options, n= 250, %) 

 A B C D 
at a health or fitness centre 22.2 15.5 8.2 16.7 
at a sports club 8.1 6.2 6.1 6.9 
at a swimming pool 25.3 14.4 6.1 17.1 
at a sports centre 5.1 5.2 0.0 4.1 
at school/university 20.2 10.3 2.0 12.1 
at work 2.0 2.1 4.1 2.4 
at home 25.3 20.6 18.4 22.0 
on the way between home and school or work 5.1 4.1 14.3 6.5 
in a park, outdoors 24.2 26.8 22.4 24.9 
elsewhere (spontaneous) 9.1 3.1 4.1 5.7 

A – Debrecen, B – other cities, C – villages, D – Hajdú-Bihar county 
Source: own research 
 

Among the chief reasons for sport activity, similar results were found on all three 
types of settlements of the county (Table 6): the most frequent responses were improving 
health, improving physical appearance, relaxation and having fun. With respect to the 
individual factors, a similar sequence was found in most cases, with Debrecen occupying the 
first, other cities the second place, and villages having the lowest values. As a result of 
comparing the results of the settlements to the county average, there is also an opportunity to 
underline the special importance of individual factors: in case of Debrecen these were mainly 
counteracting the effects of ageing and having fun; in case of other cities, it was improving 
physical appearance, while in case of villages improving fitness and controlling weight were 
the factors that could be primarily mentioned. 
 
Table 6 The reason for sport activity in Hajdú-Bihar county by type of settlements (multiple 
answer-options, n=250, %) 

 A B C D 
to improve health 44.2 38.9 28.8 38.8 
to improve physical appearance 37.9 40.0 16.0 34.2 
to counteract the effects of ageing 11.6 7.4 2.0 7.9 
to have fun 25.3 17.9 10.0 19.2 
to relax 31.6 26.3 16.0 26.3 
to be with friends 13.7 12.6 4.0 11.3 
to make new acquaintances 1.1 2.1 2.0 1.7 
to meet people from other culture 1.1 2.1 0.0 1.3 
to improve physical performance 18.9 15.8 10.0 15.8 
to improve fitness 30.5 24.2 20.0 15.8 
to control weight 18.9 13.7 12.0 15.4 
to improve self-esteem 6.3 5.3 2.0 5.0 
to develop new skills 3.2 1.1 0.0 1.7 
for the spirit of competition 4.2 2.1 2.0 2.9 
to better integrate into society 1.1 1.1 0.0 0.8 
other 14.7 12.6 16.0 14.2 

A – Debrecen, B – other cities, C – villages, D – Hajdú-Bihar county 
Source: own research 
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As far as the factors that are obstacles of more frequent sports participation are 
concerned, in line with the international results, lack of time played the most important role 
in case of all three settlement types (Table 7). In addition, in case of villages, important 
obstructing factors also included the lack of suitable infrastructure and the lack of 
motivation.  
 
Table 7 Obstacles of more frequent sports participation in Hajdú-Bihar county by type of 
settlements* (multiple answer-options, n=250, %) 

 A B C D 
I do not have the time 42.4 41.5 41.0 41.8 
it is too expensive 10.6 10.8 10.3 10.6 
I have a disability or illness 13.6 10.8 15.4 12.9 
there is no suitable or accessible sport 
infrastructure close to where I live 0.0 6.2 15.4 5.9 
I lack motivation or I am not interested 12.1 7.7 17.9 11.8 
I am afraid of the risk of injuries 6.1 3.1 7.7 5.3 
others 7.6 16.9 12.8 12.4 

*Only those factors are mentioned in the table that were mentioned in case of a settlement type by at 
least 5% of the respondents. 
A – Debrecen, B – other cities, C – villages, D – Hajdú-Bihar county 
Source: own research 
 

According to the findings of international research, membership in organisations 
concerning sports activities has a positive influence on sports participation, and the results of 
the survey conducted in Hajdú-Bihar County also showed this (Table 8): those who are 
members of such organizations engaged in sports-related activities much more frequently, 
while among those who are not members, the proportion of persons not participating in 
sports was above average. 
 
Table 8 The relationship between membership in sports-related organisations and the 
inclination to participate in sports in Hajdú-Bihar county (n=250, %) 

 member non-member total 
3 time a week or more 69.5 18.5 32.0 
1 to 2 time a week 22.0 11.8 15.2 
1 to 3 time a month 6.8 5.7 6.4 
less often 1.7 23.7 20.4 
never 0.0 40.3 26.4 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: own research 
 

At the same time, such membership is not very frequent: less than 25% of all 
respondents indicated that they were members of an organisation concerning sports activities 
(Table 9). In terms of the types of the organisations and their frequency at the various types 
of settlements, an important conclusion that can be drawn is that the most important role is 
played by health or fitness centres and sports clubs, while the role of socio-cultural clubs also 
concerning sports activities can be regarded as negligible. The distribution of such 
organisations shows that membership in health or fitness centres and socio-cultural clubs is 
overrepresented at the county seat, while it is hardly observable in case of villages, while 
sports clubs show a slightly more even distribution.  
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Table 9 Membership in organisations concerning sports activities in Hajdú-Bihar county 
(multiple answer-options, n=250, %) 

 A B C D 
health or fitness centre 16.0 9.2 0.0 10.0 
sport club 12.0 8.2 3.9 8.8 
socio-cultural club that includes sports in its 
activity 7.0 1.0 0.0 3.2 
other 2.0 2.0 3.9 2.4 
not a member of any club 63.0 80.6 92.2 75.9 

A – Debrecen, B – other cities, C – villages, D – Hajdú-Bihar county 
Source: own research 
 

According to the results of international research, the inclination of the population to 
participate in sports is significantly influenced by the level of development of the local sports 
infrastructure (Hallmann et al., 2012; O'Reilly, 2015; Wicker et al., 2013), as well as the 
activity of the local authority related to sports. In the framework of the present survey it was 
not possible to carry out an objective analysis of these two variables, and we were only able to 
explore the opinions of the respondents on these issues. According to the data in Table 10 and 
Table 11, local sporting opportunities and the sport-related work of local authorities both 
influence the population’s inclination to participate in sports: among the more satisfied, the 
proportion of those frequently participating in sports is higher (the value of the Pearson 
correlation coefficient is 0.354 in the first case and 0.242 in the second case, and the 
correlation is significant at a level of 0.01). 
 
Table 10 The relationship between opinion of respondents about local sporting 
opportunities and the frequency of their sports participation in Hajdú-Bihar county (“The 
settlements where I live offers me many opportunities for sports”, n=250, %) 

 A B C D E F 
totally agree 40.0 18.4 6.3 25.5 4.6 22.4 
tend to agree 36.3 50.0 68.7 27.4 26.1 36.0 
tend to disagree 13.7 23.7 25.0 35.3 46.2 28.8 
totally disagree 10.0 7.9 0.0 11.8 23.1 12.8 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

A – 3 time a week or more, B – 1 to 2 time a week, C – 1 to 3 time a month, D – less often, E – never, F – 
Hajdú-Bihar county 
Source: own research 
 
Table 11 The relationship between opinion of respondents about the sport-related work of 
local authorities and the frequency of their sports participation in Hajdú-Bihar county (“My 
local authority does enough for its citizens in relation to sports”, n=250, %) 

 A B C D E F 
totally agree 30.0 15.8 6.7 25.5 6.2 19.3 
tend to agree 25.0 50.0 66.6 31.4 27.7 33.3 
tend to disagree 30.0 21.1 20,0 29.4 44.6 31.7 
totally disagree 15.0 13.1 6.7 13.7 21.5 15.7 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

A – 3 time a week or more, B – 1 to 2 time a week, C – 1 to 3 time a month, D – less often, E – never, F – 
Hajdú-Bihar county 
Source: own research 
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In terms of satisfaction with local sporting opportunities, major differences can be 
observed between the various types of settlements (Table 12): residents of Debrecen were the 
most satisfied and those living in villages voiced most criticism. Behind these opinions, in all 
likelihood, is the fact that Debrecen, being the county seat, can offer much more to its 
residents both in terms of the absolute number and the diversity of opportunities than 
villages can. 
 
Table 12 The opinion of respondents about the local sporting opportunities by type of 
settlements in Hajdú-Bihar county (“The settlements where I live offers me many 
opportunities for sports”, n=250, %) 

 Debrecen other cities villages Hajdú-Bihar county 
totally agree 30.0 18.2 15.7 22.4 
tend to agree 35.0 41.4 27.5 36.0 
tend to disagree 25.0 28.3 37.3 28.8 
totally disagree 10.0 12.1 19.6 12.8 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: own research 
 

If we examine the sport-related work of local authorities (Table 13), we can see a much 
more balanced picture: in case of all three types of settlements, approximately 50-56% of the 
respondents had positive opinions. As far as the more extreme answers are concerned, 
however, some differences can be observed: such activities of local authorities in villages 
actually received a somewhat lower evaluation. In my opinion, this may primarily be traced 
back to the fact that local authorities of smaller settlements do not have enough financial 
resources or do not have human resources to do good work in this field.  
 
Table 13 Opinion of respondents about the sport-related work of local authorities by type of 
settlements in Hajdú-Bihar county (“My local authority does enough for its citizens in 
relation to sports”, n=250, %) 

 Debrecen other cities villages Hajdú-Bihar county 
totally agree 22.3 19.2 17.6 20.1 
tend to agree 34.3 34.3 33.3 34.1 
tend to disagree 30.3 34.3 31.4 32.1 
totally disagree 13.1 12.2 17.6 13.7 
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: own research 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
The most important findings of the study could be summarised as follows: 
- Significant differences can be observed between settlements in terms of the inclination of 
their population to participate in sports: this inclination is much higher among residents of 
larger settlements, while those living in villages engage in sporting activities less frequently. 
- The motivations and the obstacles of sports participation are the same in case of all three 
types of settlements, but there are important differences in terms of the relative importance 
of these factors. 
- Membership in organisations concerning sports activities has positive influence on sports 
participation, especially in case of residents of the county seat. 
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- The respondents’ opinion on local sporting opportunities and the sport-related work of local 
authorities show a correlation with the inclination to participate in sports, but the influence 
of the first factor can be considered to be bigger. The residents of Debrecen are generally 
satisfied with the local sporting opportunities, but the same is less characteristic among 
residents of villages. Considering the work of local authorities, little difference can be 
observed between the various settlement types, but the opinion of residents of villages is 
slightly more negative. 
The results of the research, however, have also shown that the differences between the 
settlement types can be traced back not only to the socio-economic structure of the 
population living there, but the geographical location and the local characteristics also have a 
significant influence.  
 
Acknowledgements 
The publication was supported by the SROP-4.1.2.E-15/1/KONV-2015-0001 (TÁMOP-
4.1.2.E-15/1/KONV-2015-0001) project. The project has been supported by the European 
Union, co-financed by the European Social Fund. 
 
 
 

REFERENCES 
 
Aibar, A. – Bois, J. E. – Generelo, E. – Casterad, J. Z. – Paillard, T. (2013) A cross-cultural 

study of adolescents' physical activity levels in France and Spain. European Journal of 
Sport Science, 13(5), 551-558.  

Dawson, A.J. – Sundquist, J. – Johansson, S-E. (2005) The influence of ethnicity and lenght 
of time since immigration on physical activity. Ethnicity and Health, 10(4), 293-309. 

Downward P. – Lera-Lopez, F. – Rasciute, S. (2014a) The correlates of sports participation in 
Europe. European Journal of Sport Science, 14(6), 592-602. 

Downward, P. – Hallmann, K. – Pawlowski T. (2014b) Assessing parental impact of the 
sports participation of children: A socio-economic analysis of the UK. European 
Journal of Sport Science, 14(1), 84-90. 

Gál, A. (2008) A magyar lakosság egészségtudatossága és szabadidő-sportolási szokásai. In. 
(szerk. Mónus A.) Társadalmi riport a sportról, Önkormányzati Minisztérium – 
Magyar Sporttudományi Társaság, Budapest, 9-40. 

Gáldi, G. (2002) Fizikai aktivitás Magyarországon az ezredfordulón. Magyar 
Sporttudományi Szemle, 3(3-4), 16-18. 

Hallmann, K. – Wicker, P. – Breuer, C. – Schönherr, L. (2012) Understanding the 
importance of sport infrastructure for participation in different sports – findings from 
multi-level modelling. European Sport Management Quarterly, 12(5), 525-544.  

Higgins, V. – Dale, A. (2013) Ethnic differences in sports participation in England. European 
Journal for Sport and Society, 10(3), 215-239. 

Hoekman, R. (2013). Sport participation and the role of sport facilities in the Netherlands. 
Play the Game conference, Aarhus, Denmark. 

Keresztes, N. – Pikó, B. (2008) Fiatalok sportolási és táplálkozási szokásainak összefüggése 
Donovan koherencia-elmélet tükrében. Magyar Sporttudományi Szemle, 9(1), 14-19. 

Keresztes, N. – Szilágyi, N. – Horváth, G. (2014) Egyetemisták sportolási gyakorsiágának és 
kapcsolati hálójának összefüggései. Magyar Sporttudományi Szemle, 15(4), 8-13.  

Kozma, G. – Bács, Z. – Perényi, Sz. (2015) Differences and similarities in sports participation: 
analysis considering regions and settlements in case of Hungary and European Union. 
Journal of Physical Education and Sport, 15(3), 551-560.  



Gábor Kozma 
 

16 

O'Reilly, N. – Berger, I.E. – Hernandez, T. Parent, M.M. – Séguin, B. (2015) Urban 
sportscapes: An environmental deterministic perspective on the management of youth 
sport participation. Sport Management Review, 18(2), 291-307. 

Perényi, Sz. (2010) The relation between sport participation and the value preferences of 
Hungarian youth. Sport in Society, 13(6), 984-1000. 

Slater, A. – Tiggemann, M. (2011) Gender differences in adolescent sport participation, 
teasing, self-objectification and body image concerns. Journal of adolescence, 34(3), 
455-463. 

van Tuyckom, C. – Scheerder, J. (2010) A multilevel analysis of social stratification patterns 
of leisure-time physical activity among Europeans. Science and Sport, 25, 304-311. 

Wicker, P. – Hallmann, K. – Breuer, C. (2013) Analysing the impact of sport infrastructure 
on sport participation using geo-coded date: Evidence from multi-level models. Sport 
Management Review, 16(1), 54-67.  

 
 


