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Purpose 

"Together, we
will place Bowls
at the heart of

every
community as
an accessible
sport for all"

The Bowls Development Alliance (BDA) is a partnership
organisation with a core purpose to; ‘sustain, grow and develop
the sport in partnership with the Bowls family’. 

Nationally, the BDA has six Community Club Hubs, based within
different communities across the country. These six Community
Club Hubs are the first of sixteen a year, targeting fourty-eight
over the next three years. Embedding in this way aims to connect
Hubs with communities. In addition, the Community Club Hubs
seek to provide a base of nearby feeder clubs to access support.
Each Hub houses a BDA Development Officer.  

The aim of this research was to explore the mental health and
wellbeing impacts of Bowls and the impacts of COVID-19 on Bowls
participation. The research, led by Leeds Beckett University,
explores perceptions and experiences of participating in Bowls.
The findings from this project offer insights to assist the BDA in
achieving its vision - "Together, we will place Bowls at the heart of
every community as an accessible sport for all."

Findings will also highlight strengths and potential improvements
to the current BDA impacts in aligning to Sport England's new 10-
year vision of Uniting the Movement strategy.
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Headlines
Five key themes emerged on the impact of Bowls
and COVID-19, with existing Bowl members:
Welcome and Belonging, Inclusive of All,
Connection and Community, Routine and
Purpose, and COVID-19 Challenges. 

Playing Bowls regularly impacts individual
wellbeing, self-satisfaction and mental health as
reported by positive scores for all The Five Ways
to Wellbeing domains. 

Bowls Clubs provide a unique opportunity (and
venue) for generating psychological rich
moments for participants. Club members create
a network for activating social connection. 

Bowls clubs provide a way to create purpose and
pursue positive day-to-day routines that are the
basis of improved quality of life.

WELCOME AND BELONGING
Both welcome and belonging contribute to a
psychologically safe environment.

INCLUSIVE OF ALL
Regardless of age, background, ability or capability, Bowls
can be played by all.

CONNECTION AND COMMUNITY
Bowls Clubs catalyse and nurture social connectedness
and relationships between individuals. 

ROUTINE AND PURPOSE
Bowls provide a regular opportunity to provide purpose to
free time.

COVID-19 CHALLENGES
COVID-19 has caused an array of implications on people’s
health – physically, socially and mentally. 



Methods
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Methods

7 Focus Groups
29 Participants

Online Survey
235 Respondents 

A mixed-method approach was adopted including both quantitative and qualitative data collection. Mixed methods
allows for exploration of perspectives and uncovering relationships between the layers within participants' Bowls
experience. Data collection was undertaken between the dates of March to June 2022.  

Analysis

Inductive thematic analysis to generate
prominent themes emerging from
discussions.

Statistical analysis of demographics,
psychological richness and wellbeing
scores, supported by comments. 

*4/6 Community Club Hubs Participated in Focus Groups and 5/6 Community Club Hubs Participated in the Online Survey.
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The Five Ways to Wellbeing
Wellbeing put simply, is about ‘how we are doing' as individuals,
communities and as a nation and how sustainable this is for the future
(What Works Wellbeing, 2021). Subjective wellbeing describes personal
wellbeing in terms of the feelings, experiences and sentiments arising
from what people do and how they think.

The Five Ways to Wellbeing model underpinning the survey draws upon
evidence-based research assessing five crucial aspects that are most
beneficial to individual wellbeing: connect, be active, take notice, keep
learning and give. The model indicates that adhering to the five aspects
increases personal wellbeing, self-satisfaction and mental health. In
addition, these positive interactions often play a pivotal role in improving
relationships, autonomy, competence and security.

Connect - Talk, listen and feel connected. 
Be Active - Enjoy moving your body in your own way. 
Take Notice - Be present, grateful and acknowledge the small things. 
Keep Learning - Experience new things and take opportunities. 
Give - Whether that's time, words, actions or presence.  
. 

Reference: New Economics Foundation (2008)

Connect

Be
 Active
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Give
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Psychological Richness
"Interesting

experiences in
which profound

changes in
perspective 
accompany

novelty and/or
complexity”

What do we mean by psychological richness? 
Living with ‘psychological rich moments’ (PRMs) is a newly recognised
way of experiencing the ‘good life’. It supplements Happiness and a
Sense of Meaning. Characteristically, variety, novelty and interest build
these PRMs into life, through specific events and experiences.

A non-Bowls example includes international travellers' experiences.
International travellers often experience PRM as they learn more about
other cultures; the powerful emotional signals associated with PRMs can
encourage individuals to revaluate the social norms of their own cultures.

So, how could PRMs be related to Bowls? 
Just as subjective wellbeing and social connectedness are important
factors in determining a range of positive health and daily functioning
indicators, so are PRMs. Empirical studies confirm that the presence of
PRMs signal happiness and meaning, suggesting that pursuing richness,
and providing opportunities that generate a sense of richness, is a
valuable community asset. Bowls has considerable potential to generate
PRMs. 

Reference: Oishi and Westgate (2021)



Findings
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Demographics

Living with a Health Condition 

Age
69 ± 11 Years

Gender 
Female - 28.31%
Male - 70.32%
Non-Binary - 0.46%
Prefer not to say - 0.91%

4.7 days
In the past week, members were
active for at least 30 minutes or more
on 4.7 days. 

Ethnic Identity
0.45% Asian/Asian British Indian
0.45% Mixed - White and any
Other Mixed Background
0.45% Mixed - Any Other Mixed
Background
0.9% White - Other Background 
95.91% White British 
0.45% Other Ethnic Group 
1.36% I Wish Not to Disclose 
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League/Competitive 
45.8%

Roll Up/Casual Play
43%

Other
8.3%

Bowls Health Programme
2.9%

Number of Days Playing Bowls Weekly

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

1 

2 
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Type of Bowls Participation Frequency of Playing Bowls

Percentage of Bowls Members



10 Connect Be Active Take Notice Keep Learning Give

3.70 ± 0.58 3.58 ± 0.71 3.54 ± 0.69 3.21  ± 0.96 3.08  ± 1.01

The Five Ways to Wellbeing
Below, highlights the Five Ways to Wellbeing domains. Bowls members scored a
statement related to each domain on a Likert Scale from 0 (Not at all) to 4 (A lot). The
values indicate the mean (average) and standard deviation (the spread of data from
the mean) of domain scores. A higher standard deviation indicates greater variability.
Positive findings were sought for all domains, with the Connect Domain scoring the
highest, followed by the Active Domain. 
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Bowls connects members socially. On average, members reported
having 5 social connections weekly. Social connections arose from
playing games against others, training at the club, meeting for food and
drink (either before or after playing), events, meetings and catching up
on people's plans, like holidays. 

Bowls provides an opportunity to be regularly active. Bowls members are
active for at least 30 minutes, on 4.7 days/week. Playing Bowls
contributes to achieving the physical activity guidelines of at least 150
minutes of moderate-intensity, each week. Additionally, playing Bowls
minimises sedentary behaviour, improves balance and builds strength.
Typically, older adults (aged 55+) become less active as they age, but
Bowls provides a solution to reduce the steepening of the curve.

Being mindful is the ability to be present, aware of our surroundings and
focused on what we are doing now. Bowls members reported they take
notice and are mindful while playing. Mindfulness has both physical and
mental health benefits, so being mindful regularly is a mechanism that
supports these positive health impacts of Bowls. 

There is a 'give-take' relationship between members. While members
referenced that they keep learning something - whether that's Bowls
skills or from other people's experiences - members also mentioned
being able to give back to others through teaching, coaching or sharing
life experiences. 

"Although I've been playing for
28 years I find I'm still able to

learn and thoroughly enjoy
teaching others. It's lovely to

see others learn to play the
game well and get so much

enjoyment from it. It is such a
shame it's seen as an old
person's game and that

funding is so scarce. When
playing all your worries are

forgotten, it is surprising how
much I lost my fitness during
the lockdown, it took a whole
season to get it back again.

Apart from that, it's probably
the only game of sport where

people of all ages and genders
can play on an equal footing"






12

Variety Interesting Perspective

3.41 ± 0.77 3.29 ± 0.91  2.18 ± 1.29

Psychological Richness

"Psychologically rich lives are best characterised by
a variety of interesting and perspective-changing
experiences"

Psychologically rich moments (PRMs) are subjective
and unique to individuals, Bowls members expressed
numerous ways in which they feel Bowls supports
living a psychologically rich life.

Variety and interesting experiences scored most
highly for Bowls members. Comments mainly referred
to people and places; having the opportunity to meet
new people, learn new things from others, explore new
places and provide variety in their routine. 

Members did not feel their perspective was impacted
as strongly. Yet, comments did support perspective
change relating to awareness and changes to health
behaviours outside of Bowls, and being exposed to
new challenges in roles, other than just playing. This
may be an area for Community Club Hubs to build on. 
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The many different people
you meet enhance your

experience with the
knowledge they bring to the
game and sharing their life

experiences.

You meet lots of new people
who also do different things
then you can join another

activity which is brilliant for
anyone who wants company.

As my wife's carer my
daughter says we have to

care for the carers and
Bowls meets this

requirement perfectly.

Joining the league team
has added another

dimension to my life.
Different from anything

else that I do.

It encourages me
to exercise outside

of Bowl's.

i enjoy playing at other indoor
venues as a new challenge. You
tend to try to keep healthy in all

aspects in order to be strong
enough to keep playing as you

get into 70s and 80s.

I enjoy various activities with my partner, but
Bowls are certainly near the top of the list. Over

the years I have played, Bowls it helped me to be
more patient I think in general, as patience can
be an important asset when playing the game.
Visiting other clubs and meeting other teams

players is one of the great things about playing
team Bowls.

I am an active bowler. I travel quite a lot -
away games, county games, committee

meetings, in my role as competitive team
manager.

Playing competitively
has made me more

aware of how important
diet and hydration can

be if you wish to
compete successfully.

I have quite happily changed my
weekly routine in order to practice
and play competitively and I am
seeing parts of the where I live, I

never knew existed.

I am already an outgoing
person, but because of
covid I rely on the Bowls
tour now for my holiday
experience. I am more
unsure about travelling
now than I used to be.

Every game, match,
practice can be so

different. 
One game can leave

you feeling so better in
many ways.

I score high from my
involvement beyond just

playing. As a captain of a
number of teams and organiser
of internal competitions, I have
found my range of experiences
and skill sets ever expanding.
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Interestingly, some comments alluded to the age
differences and perceived experiences of younger
players, relating to PRMs. 

Speaking on behalf of younger players, some Bowls
members reported that, for them, Bowls could be more
psychologically rich. 

The generation gap between some members can be both
a positive and a negative experience. For example, a
positive experience emerges from the intergenerational
mix, exchanging skills and knowledge. A negative
experience highlighted when a conflict of interest arises
around keeping the 'traditions' of the sport vs. reframing it
to appeal to new, next-generation players.

There was no representation of younger players that
commented. Ensuring Bowls have variety, interesting
experiences and perspective-changing elements, will
likely keep young players engaged. Yet, this research does
not provide sufficient detail for the younger age group and
PRMs. 

Bowls being a predominantly older
persons sport (it doesn't have to be but

the reality is that bowlers tend to be
older individuals) also means that
peoples ways are more fixed that a

younger person.

Bowling is a useful pastime that will increase
mobility through exercise, especially for the elderly.
Which is why it is played predominantly by Senior
citizens. But it's a "target" sport and can be very
competitive which I have found appeals to the

young.

Bowls is a very positive and
enjoyable sport. Limited

improvements could be made to
make the sport more attractive to

younger players may meet resistance
for the older club members who can

be very reluctant to change.

Meeting and talking with
different generations in

new places is nice. It is a
shame that younger

players miss out on having
their voice heard.



15

Welcome and Belonging

‘If I get to be me, I belong. If I have to be like you, I fit in.’

Members expressed a strong sense of welcome and
belonging within their Bowls Club. Welcoming refers to the
immediate feeling after entering the Bowls Club
environment with unfamiliar faces. Comments revolved
around existing members being friendly, learning first
names, and making an effort to accommodate new
members. 

Belonging refers to the acceptance of individuals'
uniqueness existing among others' uniqueness. Within the
Bowls Clubs, there is an element of choice and freedom to
decide on what and how you will be a part of the Bowls
community. Flexibility is key to allowing people to interact
with the social and environmental layers, as they please.
Some comments did however, allude to Bowls needing to
be 'moving more with the times'.

Collectively, welcome and belonging contribute powerfully
to creating a psychologically safe environment, where
individuals feel included and where it is safe to learn, safe to
contribute, and safe to challenge the status quo. 

"I immediately felt at home here, everyone was just
so friendly and wanted to get to know me"

You don’t need to worry about who’s going to be
here. I can turn up alone and know that I can go
and sit down at any table with whoever is there"

"You pick things up from each other on how to play,
tactics and techniques. I learned a lot from

different people. Generally, someone is always
willing to help"

"There’s no pressure. You can do what you feel
comfortable doing. So if you want to be on the
committee, a coach, a captain, or volunteer to
upkeep the pitch and Club, then you can, but

equally, just turn up and play"

"The image of Bowls is beginning to change slowly
and it needs to! We don’t want to be old-fashioned

in our ways because it doesn’t excite people, but
you have to balance between those who want to
push the sport forwards and those who enjoy the

more ‘traditional’ parts if you like!"
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Exclusion

Inclusion 
Safety

Learner
Safety

Contributor 
Safety

Challenger 
Safety

Psychological Safety and Bowls 

It is evident psychological safety is experienced
by Bowls members at different levels. For
example, some members may not, yet, feel
Challenger safety but may feel Contributor
safety. The research identifies elements of each
of these stages: 

Inclusion Safety
Be accepted into the Bowls Community no
matter who you are, your ability or your skill
level.

Learner Safety 
Learn the Bowls rules, develop skills and learn
from others in a safe environment.

Contributor Safety 
Feel confident in the options of being a part of a
team, playing competitively, coaching or
volunteering to upkeep the Club. 

Challenger Safety
Showing innovation and challenging the status
quo, for example, reframing the sport with new
modern kits, marketing of the Club and equality
of gender roles.

Reference: Clark (2020) The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety: Defining the Path to Inclusion and Innovation
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Inclusive of All

"It’s a great sport. You can have a 96-year-old
playing with a Junior. Tell me another sport where

that happens?"

"We have people with visual impairments. There
are really clever ways to support them to play like

with using string, having a buddy to guide, and
using touch"

"Whether you want to play more casually or
competitively, or both, the option is yours. You

don’t have to sign up to leagues and teams, you
can just turn up with a group and roll some Bowls" 

"A lot of us have different health conditions which
can make certain movements hard or our energy
is not great, but we still play, and play very well!"

"It doesn’t matter your ability. When you play it’s
fair game. You can have a complete newbie beat

an experienced player"

"There are specific events for things like Disability
Bowls but you can have people with disabilities

playing against people without disabilities too. It’s so
inclusive"

Bowls is highly adaptable. 

Regardless of age, background, ability or capability, Bowls
can be played by all. Both strengths and differences are
respected, and great pride emerges from supporting
everyone to play. Stereotypically, Bowls is often viewed as
an “old persons game”. Yet, there is a deep awareness of,
and effort to engage with, children and young people. 

Members have the choice of what they play and how they
play. Causal and recreational play is promoted alongside
competitive play or league sign-ups. 

Individuals with a disability or limiting health condition, are
supported to play and the equipment needed to ensure
inclusion is readily available at Community Club Hubs. In
most cases, everyone can play anyone. 

Despite the inclusivity of Bowls, as identified above, an
observation from undertaking the research is the limited
ethnic diversity in Community Club Hubs. Whether this is
due to factors such as geographical location, cultural
differences, marketing strategies, socio-economic status
or language barriers, it appears Bowls could improve
reaching these individuals in the surrounding community
of the Community Club Hubs.



Bowls is a powerfully social activity. There are multiple
opportunities for both structured and spontaneous
interactions between members. The environment of the
Club creates a safe place to meet, chat and play with
others. 

Bowls Clubs catalyse and nurture social connectedness
and relationships between individuals, often beyond the
confines of the Club. Members commented on the new
friendships formed and continual social life transitioning
from work to retirement, the social support provided by
other members after their spouse had passed away, the
opportunity to keep connected while living alone and the
‘escapism’ of playing Bowls while being a carer. 

Social isolation and loneliness are increasingly a societal
concern. Access to social capital, as experienced at the
Bowls clubs, is particularly important within the older
adult population. 
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Connection and Community

Social Isolation -the separation from social contact,
community involvement or access to services. 

Loneliness - subjective feeling about the gap
between a person’s desired levels of social contact
and their actual level of social contact. 

"I joined after my husband died. I was hesitant at
first because I was joining on my own and it felt

daunting. After a couple of weeks of putting it off, I
got there and I am so glad I did. I was fine, and I
soon realised there were people like me. I have
some wonderful friendships here. My husband

would be very proud, he wouldn’t want me to be
sat at home on my own"

“I look after my wife with dementia. I love coming
here because I can catch up with everyone and
have a laugh. It takes my mind off things, you

know. People here know my situation and I know
there’s, we always look out for each other"

“We were all new to Bowls and we met on a
programme here. We’ve been like a girl group ever

since. We do lots together inside of the Bowls but
also outside like volunteering, walking and day
trips. We are always giggling like school girls!”

“We can be competitive, but it’s friendly
competition. We like to tease one another and joke
around about how we all played. We mostly come

for the chat really!”
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Before the pandemic, in the UK, 1 in 12 people
reported being often lonely, equivalent to around 1.4
million in 2016/2017. The trends in demographics set
loneliness to reach 2 million in 2025/2026, a 49%
increase in 10 years (AgeUK., 2018). Bowls Hubs
sustain connection through three life events that
generate social isolation in older adults; retirement
and losing contact with colleagues, becoming ill and
being less mobile and a spouse dying or going into
care (Public Health England., 2015). It is likely that
loneliness and social isolation will be further
amplified as a result of COVID-19. Despite the
landscape, Bowls Club members who have
(re)engaged feel connected and perceive their
relationships as meaningful with others. 

The social environment appears to be as important
as keeping active. 

1 in 12 older adults 
report being lonely,

in the UK.

“We retired, moved house across the country and
the pandemic had hit. We had a local Bowls club

near us where we used to live so we thought we’d
give this one ago. It’s been excellent. It’s helped us

feel a part of the community by being a part of
this Bowls community"

“My wife passed away about 7 years ago. We used
to come together and I kept coming after. If I am

honest, if I didn’t have Bowls I wouldn’t get out
much. I am here a lot, not always to play, it might
be for lunch, for a drink or to watch what’s going

on. There’s always people about I can join"

“Because we are so inclusive as a sport and Club, it
doesn’t matter if you’re blind, struggling with your

mental health, disabled, living with an illness or
health condition, it doesn’t stop you from coming

down and having a chat and a few games with
people”

“Potters is a fantastic trip for us all! We play Bowls,
cheer each other on and there are other things you
can explore. It’s got so much on, a bit for everyone
and of course, we normally end up at a nice pub at

the end of the day!”
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Routine and Purpose

"When you’re retired you can slip into not doing
anything, you have to plan things into your week to

make sure you are keeping your brain and body
going. Bowls are good because you can come down

for a few hours to play, you have the training,
games within the club and games against other

clubs"

"I trained up as a coach to keep myself busy and I
love it. I come down twice a week to support

sessions with more of the beginners level. It feels
good at my age to be able to be still of use!"

"Sometimes I wake up and I don’t feel like doing
anything but when I’ve got Bowls I don’t want to let

people down"

Bowls provide a regular opportunity to provide purpose to
free time.

Many Bowls members' participation resulted from
retirement lacking structure in their daily life. Typically,
during our working lives, we are time-poor. Retirement is a
significant life event that is both exciting and daunting.
Participating in Bowls can support structuring daily/weekly
routines that members value as they can move forwards
with the purpose of their time. 

Powerful routines and accountability. 

Regular Bowls attendance strengthens positive health
behaviours such as being active, connecting with others,
stimulating the brain and transferring knowledge/skills.
Behaviours repeated over time form routines. For some, this
becomes a habit where the behaviour takes place
independent of receiving a reward (e.g, attending the club,
even though friends won’t be there). 

Members who became qualified coaches or were training
to become qualified, commented on the sense of purpose
the role gave them. Upskilling and having a more visual role
in the club can continually engage individuals regularly.

"Bowls give a structure to my week and days. A lot of us
wrap other things around it like a meal afterwards or

shopping, so they are full on days"

"After working for so many years, you come to a bit
of a cliff – what do I do now? That’s why I took up
Bowls. Like a lot of others say "I wish I started this

sooner!"
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COVID-19 Challenges
COVID-19 has caused an array of implications on
people’s health – physically, socially and mentally. 

Active members appear to still be recovering the
routines of pre-COVID-19 life. Members commented
that some members had not returned due to fear of
COVID-19 transmission. Additionally, many have been
slow to reengage after restrictions were lifted as their
confidence has decreased through lockdowns and
distancing protocols.

For some members, physical deconditioning has been
experienced, causing a barrier to (re)engage.
Regularly being active improves/maintains muscle
strength, balance and fitness. 

Unfortunately, some members are trading off their
Bowls membership to subsidise the increased costs
as a result of inflation. Basic needs of food, warmth
and shelter are prioritised more over their health and
psychological needs. 

While some members attempted to compensate
activity levels with another mode, the social
connection was missed and the familiarity of Bowls. 

COVID-19 impacts continue to recover.

“We’ve lost a lot of members. When I say that, I
mean, they are still members but they are too

scared to come back still because of COVID. It is
strange isn’t it how it has knocked us differently.

Like me, I will come here but I don’t feel safe at the
supermarket so I do online shopping” 

“I think a lot of people experienced it in different
ways. I lost a lot of strength. One of my friends is

too scared to come back because she has lost that
much strength during the past 18 months. She’s not

worried about COVID, but more strength, balance
and can she even walk around like she did"

“I know a couple that as much as they’d love to
come back, they’ve had a real knock to their
confidence from being locked up for so long”

“With COVID impacts of things such as energy prices
going up, fuel going up, expensive food bills and

everything else, some people are deciding to
sacrifice their Bowls membership...so sad"

“I did manage to still keep active during the
lockdowns, mainly through walking, but it's nothing

like being back here. We all couldn't wait"
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Bowls Clubs are assets to tackling the 'Five Big Issues' of Sport England's Uniting the Movement Strategy.
They provide a safe and active environment that brings people together, while developing more positive
opportunities for younger players to join. Additionally, having an array of mental, physical and social health
impacts can promote a healthier lifestyle for existing members and new prospects, following COVID-19.  

The social environment appears to be as important as keeping active. The sense of community and
feeling welcomed and belonging is a powerful lever to sustain memberships and support the development
of growing the Bowls family. 

The impacts of COVID-19 are still recovering. While Bowls impacts health positively, COVID-19 has caused
an array of implications on people’s health – physically, socially and mentally. Some members are lacking
confidence, experiencing social isolation and have experienced physical deconditioning. 

Bowls is inclusive for all. No matter your age, sex, skill level, ethnicity or capability, Bowls can be played by
all. Adaptions can be made for players to support participation and the different levels of participation
enable choice over the level of engagement. 

Bowls provide holistic health impacts. Members scored highly and commented on multiple domains that
support positive health and wellbeing. Social, mental and physical health impacts are widely covered and
experienced by Bowls members. Based on the demographics of this research, Bowls supports managing the
health of older adults and individuals living with a health condition. 

Bowls contribute to members living a psychologically rich life. Members felt that through Bowls
experiences they were exposed to new, varied and interesting experiences that at times changed their
perspective. Although, some members felt the younger members may not feel the same, the research
lacked younger age representation. 
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Recommendations
From this research, current Bowls members place a high value on their Bowls experience. It secures them numerous
health benefits, socially, physically and mentally. In line with the Bowls Development Alliances' strategic priorities and
findings from this, we make three recommendations to support the vision and purpose of the Bowls Development
Alliance. 

Leverage the power of Bowls to reduce social isolation and loneliness.
The relationship between social isolation and health is complex, and joined-up work is required to reduce
these societal issues. Bowls could provide an alternative solution to prevent and manage social isolation
and loneliness by linking in with Public Health workstreams, such as Social Prescribing. This would also
support extending the reach of Bowls in communities and connecting with new partners.

Improve the ethnic diversity of Bowls Clubs. 
While Bowls is highly inclusive for a number of reasons, as highlighted in the research, it appears ethnic
diversity could be improved. In regards to raising the profile of the sport, it is important to create engaging
opportunities for different ethnic groups and communities. 

Provide "Back to Bowls" sessions.
A key sub-theme of COVID-19 challenges is the physical deconditioning, and lack of confidence following
the COVID-19 lockdowns and lack of regular activity. Co-ordinating an opportunity where current members
and new prospects can attend, initially to build confidence, familiarity and strength, will benefit the
transition into the Club.  
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