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Introduction

This article describes an extended typology of 

accessibility to guide the promotion of physical 

activity (PA). Besides the previous literature, 

the article is based on what we have learned 

in our case study on two suburbs in Finland. 

The focus of the project funded by the Finn-

ish Ministry of the Environment has been to 

study equal possibilities to access the facilities 

and environments that support a physically 

active lifestyle, particularly among people with 

risk factors for poor health, 

such as low socio-economic 

status. In the study, sur-

veys and observations on 

the suburban residents’ PA 

behaviours and Geographic 

Information System (GIS) 

data were utilised in a co-de-

velopment process involving 

municipal authorities from 

the target cities. Public sec-

tor sport professionals and 

researchers in the social 

sciences of sport and ge-

ography have worked in a 

dialogue, utilising study re-

Defining the accessibility of 
physical activity
Tracing the social dimension

The promotion of the physical 
activity (PA) of citizens has 
traditionally focused on improving 
spatial accessibility, especially 
in municipal administrations. 
However, research evidence 
indicates that proximity to PA 
environments is not a sufficient 
condition for increased PA. 
This article presents a broader 
model of the dimensions of the 
accessibility of PA, developed in 
cooperation between researchers 
and the authorities of two cities 
in Finland. As a result, ten 
dimensions affecting accessibility 
have been identified: spatial, 
temporal, physical/technological, 
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sults to develop tools for a better understand-

ing of accessibility. This article is motivated by 

a need identified in the co-development pro-

cess to articulate the different aspects of the 

actions needed by different actors to promote 

PA. A broadened view of both the PA and the 

actors centrally frames the task. 

The study of accessibility has traditionally 

been differentiated according to disciplines, 

but there is a need to create a more integrative 

vision to develop a better understanding of the 

human experience of accessibility that would 

lead to action – in this case, PA. What makes 

this task challenging, and where it differs from 

most of the previous ways of conceptualising 

accessibility, is that here the aim is to cover 

the entire field of PA: forms of activity from 

competitive sports to commuting and shop-

ping; and environments from special purpose 

buildings to unbuilt natural environments. The 

widened policy focus, which recognises the 

significance of not only sports and exercise but 

also all health-related PA, in all environments, 

is necessary from the viewpoint of increasing 

populations’ health and well-being in an era of 

increasing physical passivity.

A major challenge to the social scientific con-

ceptualisations of accessibility has been that 

they have not been systematised, pragma-

tised and made available to various actors and 

sectors. There are previous definitions of the 

dimensions of accessibility for PA, but compre-

hensive and conceptually justified typologies 

have hardly been developed. Cooperation be-

tween different public policy sectors, as well as 

with other actors, is deemed particularly nec-

essary when aiming to promote equal accessi-

bility. The ethos in the background of this pro-

ject is that the promotion of PA, especially in 

socially disadvantaged populations, is not an 

activity directed from above by policymakers 

and policy planners. Instead, it is essentially a 

regionally carried out inclusive activity in which 

many local actors are involved. In addition to 

municipal sport authorities, it includes social 

workers, youth workers, teachers, and the 

commercial and third sectors, among others.

In Finland, the Act on the Promotion of Sports 

and Physical Activity (2015/390 2§) places 

informational, economic, legal/
administrative, cultural/attitudinal, 
skills related, mental and social. 
A special focus of attention is on 
the most neglected dimension: the 
social. In addition to the dimensional 
typology, the article presents a view 
of the PA accessibility process in 
which the social dimension plays a 
significant role as a mediating level 
between the enabling factors and the 
decisions made by individuals.
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strong responsibility on the public sector for 

promoting PA. The field that produces places 

and services and other environments related 

to a physically active lifestyle and leisure-time 

PA is, however, wider. Therefore, more coor-

dinated and systematic cooperation and in-

volvement from actors from different fields 

and sectors would be necessary to use the 

existing resources to support PA in the best 

and most efficient way possible. In general, it 

seems that sports policy has been implement-

ed from a rather limited perspective in terms 

of accessibility, although equal opportunities 

for PA have long been a declared goal of ac-

tion, as stated in the Sports Act. The promo-

tion of PA of citizens has traditionally focused 

on improving spatial accessibility to PA envi-

ronments, especially in municipal administra-

tions. Today, extensive research evidence in-

dicates that proximity to PA environments is 

not a sufficient condition for increased activity 

(e.g. Kuvaja-Köllner et al., 2022; McCormack et 

al., 2004; Pot et al., 2021).

As a reference point from earlier literature, 

accessibility of public services has been con-

ceptualised, for example, by Aday and Ander-

sen (1974). They distinguished the social and 

geographical aspects of accessibility of health 

services and also presented social accessibili-

ty – which they also called “non-spatial” – as 
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an important aspect concerning people’s op-

portunities to utilise the services offered in 

their environment. Concerning accessibility 

in PA, different dimensions have often been 

described as perceived accessibility: they are 

rather related to how people perceive their 

opportunities than to places or services for PA 

(e.g. Koppen et al., 2014). However, it is more 

difficult to conceptualise the promotion of the 

whole range of PA than a particular public ser-

vice or specific environment. The conditions 

of human PA consist not only of the services, 

places, facilities and equipment available but 

also of an almost unlimited range of other 

physical and social environmental factors. 

Definitions of accessibility, which would in-

clude the sociological perspective and apply 

to PA in its broad sense, are rare. In the area 

of culture, whose supply is more focused on 

services than places, the dimensions of acces-

sibility have generally been more broadly con-

sidered than in the area of PA (e.g. Smolny & 

Gałecka, 2018). Therefore, here too, the start-

ing point chosen for development work is a 

classification compiled by an association striv-

ing to promote equal accessibility of Finnish 

cultural services1. The dimensions adopted as 

the initial point of this project were attitudes, 

communication, pricing, accessibility of the 

built environment, sensory access, intellectual 

access, social access and policies/action plans. 

Preliminary results of surveys directed devel-

opment towards social issues: the availability 

and usability of environments appeared as 

rarely expressed PA barriers. Also, discussions 

in collaborative groups as well as research liter-

ature directed development to extend thinking 

to dimensions not directly related to environ-

ments but more to what people think of them.

Because the dimensions developed here have 

evolved in the co-development process, the 

starting point is a holistic, real-world phenom-

enon that is viewed in its context. The promo-

tion of PA through the conceptualisation of 

the dimensions of accessibility of places and 

services is approached in a broad sense. The 

dimensions of accessibility can also be seen 

as a more universally applicable classification, 

but through its creation process, the typology 

presented here has been optimised specifi-

cally for the promotion of PA. In the following 

sections, first, the dimensions are presented, 

then a closer look at defining the social dimen-

sion and processual nature of accessibility is 

taken, and finally the significance and implica-

tions of this study are discussed. 

Dimensions

The first version of the typology of dimen-

sion was published in the blog of the research 

project in February 2022. The version had 

eight dimensions: spatial, temporal, physical/

technological, informational, economic, skills 

related, mental and social. Based on the con-

Kontula skatepark in 
Helsinki
Fig. 1 (previous page)
Virmasalo & Hasanen 2020
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versations in training sessions and coopera-

tion with authorities, two more were added: 

legal/administrative and cultural/attitudinal. 

The dimensions may naturally overlap and be 

intersectional with each other. For instance, 

the spatial, temporal and economic dimen-

sions are connected as the geographical lo-

cation of a facility (spatial dimension) usually 

directly affects, for example, travel time (tem-

poral dimension) and travel costs (economic 

dimension). The approach thus has links to 

socio-ecological modelling, but it is less hier-

archical in nature, and the factors may not be 

as clearly located in a single dimension. Spa-

tial accessibility. The dimension of accessibility 

that is most typical, traditional and perhaps 

“easiest” to observe is spatial accessibility 

of services and places. Spatial accessibility is 

moderately easy to verify with modern GIS. 

GIS also tend to support well the design and 

analysis of PA environments and services (e.g. 

Kotavaara and Rusanen, 2016). By combining 

spatial information with the PA environments, 

socio-economic characteristics and demo-

graphic structure of regions, for example, one 

can examine the equality of the provision of 

places and services. Such mappings of social 

factors related to spatial accessibility have of-

ten been conducted in recent years. So-called 

contextual regional effects have also been in-

vestigated – i.e. whether there is something 

in the mobility-related infrastructure or other 

external factors of a certain area that limits or 

prevents individuals’ choices regarding activi-

ty, or whether restrictions are caused by poor 

transport connections or services, isolating an 

area from opportunities offered elsewhere. 

Technically, GIS-based systems already provide 

a quite good platform for analyses, but con-

tent production concerning PA environments 

seems to not be standardised, and resourcing 

on data production varies locally, leaving quali-

ty and coverage still inadequate.

In spatial analyses, it must also be noted from 

a public health point of view that the most 

common PA forms are not associated with en-

vironments defined as places of exercise. The 

most widely practiced forms of PA do not re-

quire specific infrastructure, nor are they ser-

vice-intensive either. According to the survey 

conducted by Statistics Finland, the most pop-

ular forms of PA are walking (practiced by 60% 

of respondents), training at home (29%) and 

cycling (25%). Among the ten most popular 

forms of activity that are more clearly connect-

ed to sports facilities are gym training (23%), 

swimming/aquatic exercise (17%), guided 

exercise/gymnastics (12%), skiing (9%) and 

football as the sole team sport (5%). Conse-

quently, a significant proportion of PA occurs 

outside the scope of built sports environments 

or sports services (Ruuskanen, 2019).

Another downside of basic spatial analyses 

is that studies have found a systematic mis-
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match between objective and perceived dis-

tances and accessibility (Vitman-Schorr et al., 

2019). Research knowledge on individually ex-

perienced accessibility is not comprehensive, 

but it is clear that it is influenced by different 

pre-assumptions equally or even more than by 

actual objective factors (e.g. Zhang and Tan, 

2019). Also, these pre-assumptions are not 

unconnected to the environment: perceived 

accessibility is related to socio-spatial dimen-

sions, such as access to PA environments 

within a residential area, knowledge about the 

territory, social inclusion and perceived securi-

ty (Lättman et al., 2016).

Temporal accessibility. Temporal accessibility is 

an obligatory dimension for the individual to 

the same extent as the spatial dimension; the 

existence of an environment is irrelevant for PA 

if it is inaccessible due to opening hours or oth-

er temporal limitations. Temporal accessibility 

may be limited, on the one hand, by resources, 

laws and rules, and on the other hand, by ge-

ographical and climatic factors (Schripke et al., 

2021). From individuals’ point of view, issues 

such as work or study and family define the 

time frame for PA in multidimensional terms. 

The spatial and temporal dimensions of acces-

sibility are intertwined when examining travel 

times to environments; however, travel times 

are also determined through personal resourc-

Dimensions of 
accessibility of physical 
activity with examples
Fig. 2
Virmasalo & Hasanen 2022
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es. Furthermore, the temporal dimension is a 

matter of equality. For example, shift work-

ers are worse off in the use of many environ-

ments. It is also noteworthy that, intersecting 

the temporal and spatial dimensions (“tempo-

ral distance”) through potential access to ways 

of passage creates inequality (Li et al., 2021).

Physical and technological accessibility. In 

addition to the spatial dimension, physical 

and technological accessibility is typically a 

well-understood and utilised dimension of ac-

cessibility, particularly in the design of sports 

facilities and services and in building or ren-

ovation projects. The definition of physical 

and technological accessibility here is close to 

what is usually meant by “accessibility”: the 

solutions needed to enable PA participation 

in different environments, for example, for 

people in a wheelchair or with a hearing im-

pairment (THL, 2022). Physical accessibility 

also includes physical security, i.e. that the en-

vironment or equipment does not create a risk 

of hurting oneself. Technological accessibility, 

in turn, refers to the point that the equipment 

associated with the use of the environment 

is available for all competencies, and, for ex-

ample, no unnecessarily challenging technical 

competence is required to make a reservation. 

In that, technological accessibility comes close 

to the definition of “usability”2. Physical and 

technological accessibility are clear factors of 

equality in PA as they are often linked to the 

needs of people with a disability.

Informational accessibility. Informational ac-

cessibility means that information about the 

conditions of PA is objectively achievable and 

subjectively intelligible. Based on our surveys3, 

lack of information has been an even more 

common factor in reducing or inhibiting PA 

than the lack of places or their poor condition. 

There are also noteworthy aspects of equality 

in this finding. In particular, non-native speak-

ers of Finnish or Swedish perceived access to 

information more often as a limiting factor. 

Cities are strategically focusing on digital infor-

mation as the primary means of passing infor-

mation, and this might have implications for 

the accessibility of information experienced by 

older people, for example. However, based on 

our survey, it was less common for the elderly 

to feel that a lack of information impeded their 

PA than for younger age groups. The Finnish 

Association for Developmental Disabilities4 

summarises the principles of accessibility to 

information as follows: “Accessibility of infor-

mation and communication is not only about 

technology, but also about the clear content of 

messages so that messages reach all users — 

including people with disabilities, older people 

and, for example, immigrants”.

Economic accessibility. In general, economic 

accessibility is a major factor in the equality 

of PA – the increased costs put families with 

children in an unequal position. For example, 
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half of the young people who participated in 

the latest Finnish LIITU study (Kokko et al., 

2021, p. 52) replied that the costliness of the 

hobby was an obstacle to PA. Although PA 

can be maintained, if desired, with very mod-

est financial resources, it is also a question of 

lifestyle choices regarding health behaviour 

(Hakamäki et al., 2014, p. 5). Public adminis-

tration efforts have been aimed particularly 

at those with low incomes by allocating finan-

cial resources. In Finland, municipalities have 

developed grant practices and defined exer-

cise site-specific price categories for different 

user groups, such as children, students, un-

employed people and pensioners (Jyväskylän 

kaupungin liikuntapalvelut, 2022, p. 3). Local 

government cooperation within the frame-

work of our project has shown that those de-

ciding on subventions and grants have had to 

make difficult delineations. In a wider welfare 

society context, support measures targeted at 

PA can be seen as a reactive damage repair of 

economic inequality. A better direction in this 

regard would involve reducing inequality so 

that more people would have the financial re-

sources to make independent decisions about 

their desired forms of PA.

Legal/administrative accessibility. Legal/ad-

ministrative accessibility does not often ap-

pear in the literature, at least as defined in 

more detail. Nevertheless, it is included in 

this typology to describe the different levels 

of rules and regulations that restrict the use 

of PA environments and services (Ebru, 2015; 

Koppen et al., 2014; Sievänen et al., 2008). 

Laws, regulations and other administrative 

decisions can impose a wide range of barriers 

to PA in a given location: ice rinks and grass 

fields, for example, are often mostly occupied 

by clubs and their organised activities. The use 

of natural habitats is also governed by differ-

ent status definitions: in national parks and 

other nature reserves, activities are restricted 

in many ways, while in nature parks, public 

movement is completely prohibited. In open 

urban spaces, a range of physical activities are 

engaged in places that are not designed or “in-

tended” for the kind of use (Bach, 1993), and 

this may also produce disturbance or safety 

concerns. For example, skateboarding, scoot-

ing and even cycling are often perceived as 

disturbances from the point of view of other 

users of the space, and there are rules and pro-

hibitions to limit them (Rannikko et al., 2016). 

Legal/administrative accessibility is therefore 

generally based on a need to “protect” the en-

vironment and people in one way or another or 

on directing the use of resources.

The accessibility dimensions outlined above 

are easy for research and governance in the 

sense that they are easily verifiable, measur-

able and clear from the point of view of the 

orientation of interventions. More challenging 

are the dimensions related to personal charac-
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teristics and social interactions, for example, 

cultural traits or identities.

Cultural/attitudinal accessibility. There is am-

ple research on how different ethnic groups 

– usually minorities – perceive and use differ-

ent PA environments (Rishbeth, 2001; Morris, 

2003; Lisberg et al., 2008; Gentin, 2011; Byrne 

2012). More broadly, this dimension can be un-

derstood as relating to all equality in the sense 

of taking into account diversity; for example, 

religion, bodily composition, sexual orientation 

or gender should not affect the use of PA en-

vironments. This is most clearly linked to cus-

tomer service, the non-discrimination of which 

is a fundamental prerequisite for equality. 

This dimension also has its spatial couplings 

(geographical location may limit the possibil-

ities of some groups), and it intersects with 

administrative accessibility (e.g. the activity of 

an ethnic group may be supported by decisions 

related to resource allocation). Cultural (in)ac-

cessibility can also refer to the fact that cer-

tain groups do not “see” certain forms of PA or 

places as possible for them. Despite increased 

awareness, this dimension has not yet been 

canonised in established operating models, at 

least in Finland. 

Skill-related accessibility. Skills-related acces-

sibility is a rarely used term. It is practically 

not thematised as regards PA environments. 

In digital environments, the corresponding di-

mension is often described by the term cogni-

tive accessibility, but in PA environments, skills 

are easier to understand and more descriptive 

as a term. The skills dimension indicates that 

services should be achievable regardless of the 

client’s physical or cognitive abilities (Kulut-

tajaliitto, 2022), and as such, it also includes 

health issues. This dimension is therefore pri-

marily linked to individual characteristics, and 

the associated limitations cannot be detected 

immediately from environments. Accessibil-

ity in this dimension can be promoted both 

through interventions targeting individuals 

(advice, teaching, guidance) and through con-

crete technical solutions (here, we come close 

to the dimension of physical and technological 

accessibility). 

Mental accessibility. Whereas the skills-relat-

ed dimension can be seen as a manifestation 

of observable individual qualities, the mental 

dimension relates to the functioning of the 

psyche. It is about experiences and the likeli-

hood of PA. In practice, it is close to psycho-

logical definitions of mental activation and 

motivation (Eitam & Higgins, 2010, p. 951). The 

relationship between PA and personality struc-

tures, such as experiences of ability, perceived 

barriers and benefits, enjoyment of exercise 

and social support, has been scientifically veri-

fied (Sallis & Owen, 1999). Motivation, with its 

different definitions, is often at the centre of 
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models explaining the realisation of PA, repre-

senting the large residual that falls outside the 

explanatory power of concrete circumstances. 

However, with mental accessibility, the indi-

vidual manifestation of other dimensions as 

motivation is referred – a sense of prowess 

and an absence of fear. An absence of fear, or 

security, can be seen both as a property of a 

physical place and an attribute arising from the 

interpretation of the individual. In all, mental 

accessibility is the final layer in the deci-

sion-making process, where observations and 

representations of the environment eventually 

become structured into potentially activating 

decisions. The process of bringing about and 

managing change in this dimension is under-

standably tricky. While psychological research 

has attempted to determine how our thoughts 

and behaviours potentially change through ex-

posure to stimuli, there is still a lack of a clearly 

verified frame of reference for explaining the 

changes (Eitam & Higgins, 2010, p. 252). 

Redefining the social dimension of accessi-

bility

The ultimate purpose of this review is to de-

velop the idea of the social dimension of ac-

cessibility. The concept frequently appears in 

literature, but its meanings vary. Quite often, 

the “social” is loaded, in the same way as the 

mental dimension, as a miscellaneous catego-

ry of anything that is difficult to measure or 

present on a map. Also, the approach referred 

to above as the “cultural and attitudinal dimen-

sion” is sometimes called the social dimension. 

Even though there are analyses in research lit-

erature suggesting that spatial and the other 

“concrete” dimensions are not sufficient or the 

most important conditions for the realisation 

of PA (e.g. Smith et al., 2016), there have been 

few viable openings to explain what happens 

between the existence of concrete conditions 

and making a personal decision.

The “social” in this context also often refers 

to societal determinants of spatial accessibil-

ity (e.g., Vallée et al., 2020). However, from a 

sociological point of view, it is not about the 

social in the true sense of the term, i.e. as a 

dimension related to the interaction between 

individuals and groups, but about societal 

background factors that are connected to the 

spatial dimension. In general, the definitions 

of social accessibility in research reports are 

quite superficial. Most often, wide residual 

unexplained variation in the realisation of PA 

that remains beyond the reach of material 

factors is conceptualised as a problem of indi-

vidual motivation. This view fails to consider 

the fundamental nature of the construction 

of social reality as an interactive and histori-

cal process. Two theoretical perspectives that 

demonstrate the need for a broader definition 

of the social dimension are briefly outlined be-

low.
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First, the capability approach (CA), created 

by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, has 

emerged over the last decades as a credible al-

ternative to traditional economic frameworks 

for conceptualising well-being. The theoretical 

base of the CA was introduced by Sen in 1979. 

In essence, their perspective is that there is a 

layer beyond material conditions that deter-

mines how we can contribute to our well-be-

ing. The most important contribution is that it 

prompts us to ask questions about conditions 

more profoundly and therefore to focus on al-

ternative dimensions (Sen, 1979). In addition, 

the CA leads us to define “What are people re-

ally able to do and what kind of person are they 

able to be?” (Roybens, 2017, p. 9). Transferred 

to the realm of PA, no matter how good and 

extensive the material opportunities for activ-

ity are, it is up to the individual’s ability and 

desire to utilise them. As Sen’s perspective on 

capabilities is primarily the individual and the 

role of the social is thus marginal, the CA is 

not an actual analytical theoretical background 

for defining the social dimension but rather a 

normative argument for why this dimension 

needs to be developed.

The second theoretical perspective is social 

constructionism. The comprehensive typology 

of the dimensions of accessibility must take 

into account the truly social factors (i.e. the 

interactive factors). A spatially close-by and 

open space may be experienced as inaccessible 

for reasons of interaction. In practice, it may be 

difficult to determine whether the essence of 

inaccessibility is genuinely social (interactive) 

or societal (structural, attached to group sta-

tus). In the spirit of social constructionism, it 

is essential to transcend purely individualistic 

explanations. It is primarily through face-to-

face interactions that people ascribe meanings 

to places and situations, build their self-es-

teem, a vision of their competencies and abil-

ity to cooperate, and orient their behaviours, 

expectations and beliefs (Simmons-Mackie & 

Damico, 2007, p. 83; Berger & Luckmann, 1967). 

This implies that there are no absolute truths 

but constructed modes of explanations and 

narratives; thus, several different versions of 

reality can be constructed, deriving from the 

same objective reality. Or, as Karl Mannheim 

([1936] 1976, p. 184) stated, people do not re-

ally think fundamentally for themselves but 

The 
accessibility 
of physical 
activity as a 
process
Fig. 3
Virmasalo & Hasanen 
2022
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participate in a generational chain of thinking. 

This is also a proper starting point for under-

standing different groups’ interpretations of 

the accessibility of a given PA environment. 

History is made at every moment; it is not only 

the past that guides our thinking, but it is a 

continuous process of interaction between in-

dividuals and groups.

The loose framework of social construction-

ism is fruitful in terms of social accessibility 

because it can be used to conceptualise the 

identities of and power relations between 

different groups. It is not necessary to adopt 

strict constructionism as a starting point, as it 

tends to wipe out material conditions so that 

all that remains are different discourses. The 

objective is, therefore, to conceptualise the 

“cause” (perceived inaccessibility and conse-

quent passivity include a philosophically real-

istic assumption) of the “problem” (the defini-

tions of the environment and the environment 

arising from the interaction), which can poten-

tially be influenced by interventions. However, 

it should be kept in mind that, as Hackning 

and Hackning (1999) suggest, there is a rath-

er steep line between the social sciences and 

the natural sciences based on the fact that 

the classifications of the social sciences have a 

fundamental impact on the subjects of classi-

fication: only people are aware of their classifi-

cations and adapt their behaviour to this con-

sciousness. Social science, therefore, is already 

constructing reality itself socially. However, 

while avoiding a strict social constructivist per-

spective, it is thought that there is something 

profoundly social in the process of forming 

people’s PA habits. For example, strong nor-

mativity is characteristic of the Finnish sports 

culture, and it may be difficult for the “sport 

insiders” to see the prevailing cultural practic-

es and their privileged social space (Kauravaara 

& Rönkkö, 2020, p. 238).

Accessibility of physical activity – the pro-

cess

In our view, the realisation of PA is a process in 

which the social dimension is a lens-like me-

diator between enabling factors and individual 

decision-making (Fig. 1). This means that who 

people perceive themselves to be, how they re-

act to situations, and what they perceive their 

action possibilities to be are based on their 

previous and current social interactions. There 

are theoretical constructions underlining the 

meaning of “inborn” motivation, but in this 

vision, the social has more power in explaining 

activity than the mental. To be exact, what is 

usually considered mental is considered social-

ly determined. Defined in this way, the social 

dimension is the factor usually appearing as 

a residual when examining the more easi-

ly measured dimensions – a “black box”. To 

maximise achievements in promoting PA, the 

importance of social interaction must also be 
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taken into account, and interventions need to 

be targeted to this dimension as well. 

There are also situations where the realisation 

of PA is not socially determined. If some of the 

relevant enabling factors do not materialise 

from an individual’s point of view, interpreta-

tion naturally has no meaning in the process. 

For example, an inaccessible location or a total 

lack of financial resources prevents PA without 

a socially determined individual interpretation 

(top arrow in Fig. 2). That is, if the process dia-

gram (Fig. 2) is considered an equation (which 

it is not – it is a heuristic model), all the ena-

bling factors relevant to the form of PA under 

consideration must be greater than zero. Fur-

thermore, for all forms of PA, not all enabling 

factors are relevant every time. For example, 

for low-threshold PA, such as walking, there 

are not many potential limiting factors. The 

more the activity is reliant on specific require-

ments concerning the physical environment, 

equipment and possibly the participation of 

other people, the more there are possible re-

strictions related to the enabling conditions.

Not only is the social determination of PA 

connected to places and services, but the re-

alisation of PA is also influenced by a wide 

range of cultural background factors, norms, 

assumptions, attitudes and prejudices related 

to socio-economic status, gender, habitus, dis-

ability, etc., which are difficult to influence by 

means of traditional PA policy. Thus, the con-

cept of social in this context would need to be 

extended to include various manifestations of 

human and intergroup interactivity and possi-

ble influences on them. Although these kinds 

of extensions of PA accessibility can be found 

in the literature, they are most often associat-

ed with defined environments, such as parks 

or green spaces. For example, Macfarlane et 

al. (2009) incorporated subjective aspects into 

their definition of accessibility and empha-

sised social dimensions of the concept, such as 

possible linguistic and cultural barriers, gender 

ideologies and other socio-economic barriers. 

Here, however, a tool to understand PA imple-

mentation more broadly is developed – across 

different environments and from different in-

dividual starting points. 

Discussion

This version of the dimensions of accessibility 

was created as a result of the co-development 

process with the authorities of our target cit-

ies and other parties working in the target 

suburbs. It is therefore not purely academic 

or theoretical but derived from practice – and 

still in progress. The objective was to present 

an extended typology to guide the promotion 

of PA from a social science perspective, recog-

nising the significance of all health-related PA 

in all environments and cooperation between 

various policy sectors and other actors when 

promoting equal accessibility to PA. The im-
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portance of considering the social dimension 

to better understand accessibility, which leads 

to PA, was demonstrated.

It is essential from the public health perspec-

tive that as many citizens as possible are phys-

ically active in their everyday lives, and socie-

ty’s role is to promote this objective through 

all available means. It has been found that 

lower levels of PA are associated with lower 

socio-economic status, and despite all aware-

ness and policy efforts, the situation has not 

improved (THL, 2022; Borodulin et al., 2016). It 

would seem that other kinds of interventions, 

instead of the traditional individualistic educa-

tion line and project-based development, are 

needed to break the polarisation development. 

Here, there is a particular desire to emphasise 

the complexity and significance of the social-

ly and mentally defined set of accessibility. In 

public policy, decisions to seek wider acces-

sibility for all or more equal accessibility for 

a certain population group, and the possible 

implications of this, are of course also politi-

cal issues. For instance, extended accessibility 

may reduce the desirability or perceived acces-

sibility of the environment among its previous 

users. The Scandinavian outdoor tradition, for 

example, is often accompanied by an exclu-

sive idea of the more difficult accessibility of 

the environment and the tranquillity that can 

be achieved with it (Koppen et al., 2014). This 

issue is not only relevant to sports or health 

policy but also intertwined, for example, with 

environmental policy: whether we want addi-

tional use and the associated increased traf-

fic that may cause ecological or other types of 

damage in certain environments.

Because of its practical nature, this typology 

has some marginal assumptions. For example, 

it is assumed that the surrounding society is 

in a state where the promotion of equal PA is 

a relevant task. The primary purpose is to be a 

tool for achieving the widest possible under-

standing of the factors that affect people’s 

PA. One difficulty has been that the aim is to 

create a complete typology that covers the en-

tire field of PA – it would be easier if the task 

concerned a single predefined environment or 

a specific form of PA like cycling (Sherriff et al., 

2022, p. 2). The primary target audience for 

this model is PA facilitators in a broad sense, 

including sport services and urban planners, as 

well as all other public, commercial and third 

sector actors who are dealing with people in 

a manner that allows some kind of impact on 

PA. The aim of the model is to be a popular, 

tool-like presentation of a fundamentally very 

complex process.

The presented view of accessibility or its dif-

ferent dimensions offer little that is complete-

ly new – the same factors have been discussed 

before in this context. However, our coopera-

tion with relevant actors in this context is re-

flected in the fact that this design has found 
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