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“CONCEPTUALISING COMMUNITY LEISURE 
 

- UNRAVELLING THE RATIONALE” 
 

BY MICK. TOTTEN 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Prior to post-grad academia and lecturing I had spent my working life in Community 

Sports and Community Arts. It seemed quite natural and compatible to me to be doing 

both. Occasionally someone might comment that to be doing both judo and drama 

seemed a bit strange. I would dismiss this not just because I fancied myself as a bit of a 

renaissance man but because I felt and knew my aims were consistently very similar. Later, 

a fellow academic made the same observation and suggested it would be interesting if a  

bit of comparative research were carried out between community sports and arts to 

pursue this enquiry. I agreed and exploited this idea as the aim of my Masters dissertation 

research. 

 

I decided to focus on working practice and in particular the “layering of perspectives” of 

workers in different positions of authority in organisations. I would dwell upon the “crucial 

nexus” or “interpretative area” wherein individuals acted out their own perception of 

policy aims. As such I hoped to uncover the “rationale behind the rhetoric” promoted 

through literature. To do so I had to take on board concepts of “structure” and “agency” in 

organisations and their collaborative effect on outcomes. Finally I hoped to deliver an 

“umbrella concept” of  “Community Leisure”. No hypothesis was promoted at the offset. I 

hoped that the findings would be “emergent” and that they would be rigourised 

throughout in a “cycle of analysis”. 
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Traditionally sports and arts are distinctly different leisure forms which are regarded as 

mainstream leisure activities. They are generally provided for , and administered 

separately. Other than by the fact that they are both loosely leisure, they are largely 

pursued as separate disciplines, offering different experiences, with specific requirements of 

their own. 

 

In addition to mainstream sports and arts provision, community sport an community art 

are also provided for (once again as separate activities). But are they rally so distinctly 

different? They have separate origins, histories and funding, and are generally practised in 

isolation, but they do have something in common. They are both doing “something” with, 

or in, the community. Quite how similar or different this “something” is that they are both 

doing is not common knowledge. To what extent the focus on “community” binds them 

together has hardly been researched. It was the aim of my study to investigate precisely  

that and to determine how closely they are related. 

 

The study compared community sport and community art and determined to what extent 

they shared common rationales and engaged in the same socio-cultural process. It 

considered; are they pursuing the same aims? Can they both be accommodated under an 

umbrella concept of community leisure? And, if so, would their joint provision be desirable? 

 

This study attempted to develop a concept of community leisure. It emerged from the 

research findings and would be tested against issues evidenced in general practice. It was 

examined in relation to dominant models of provision in community sport and community 

arts. It was also examined in relation to concepts of participation and human needs which 

form much of the backdrop to community provision. 
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If community sport and community arts could be seen to share common rationales whilst 

engaging in the same socio-cultural process, there are implications for future community 

leisure provision. Initiatives aimed at joint provision rather than separate provision my 

emerge as attractive propositions. They may address community leisure needs from a 

broader perspective and offer a wider range of means and opportunities through which to 

pursue those needs. 

 

CHOOSING AND USING METHODS 

I decided it would prove more profitable to research in-depth on a microscopic level than 

to generalise on a macroscopic level. This approach risks non-replication but gains in 

achieving a more intimate understanding of the operations of projects  beyond the rhetoric 

espoused in policy documents. It was of particular concern that research did not prove to 

be purely an exercise for the respondents in the recital of their  documented policy aims, 

but that they were encouraged to think laterally about what they were doing and the 

rational behind it. 

 

To pursue my objective, I chose to compare two local community projects, one sports and 

one arts. I would also draw general comparisons between community sport and 

community art. The two projects were to be studied in depth and compared in the light of 

general trends and salient issues. The two organisations I chose were “Action Sport”, based 

in Chapeltown  and Harehills in Leeds, and “South Leeds Arts Base” (SLAB), based in 

Hunslet and Beeston also in Leeds. 

 

They were chosen as they share certain elements of context and frame which allow broad 

comparisons to be drawn.  Both projects are based in inner city areas with their share of 

social problems. Both practice outreach work, offer a multiactivity approach and have 



This article first appeared in Long J (1995) “Nightmares and Successes; Doing Small Scale Research in Leisure”. 

 

A:\ResearchingCommunitySport+Art 

similar organisational structure. In this respect they offered a potential for some fairly direct 

comparison. 

 

The organisational research was carried out in such a way as to identify parallels between 

the two organisations. This research took the form of multiple qualitative research 

methods. In all, four research methods were employed. These were; two sets of semi-

structured in-depth interviews which differed slightly in purpose and therefore in format, 

observations of sessional work, a semi-structured group discussion and post-draft feedback. 

 

Findings from the “Leisure and the quality of life” experiments (D.O.E. 1977b) confirm that 

there are some difficulties in the replication of small-scale findings. However they also 

conclude that observations can be made on subjects which are of macroscopic interest and 

careful generalisations can be made. The literature review certainly enabled a comparison 

with macroscopic trends and acted as a safeguard against non-typical findings as well. 

Quantitative research methods were unlikely to be able to gather or unravel the 

philosophical nature of the data which was sought. The approach of classical “scientific” 

research methods would have been too constricting and so qualitative research methods 

were chosen. 

 

The “leisure and  the quality of life” experiments (D.O.E. 1977b) used multiple research 

methods including meetings with organisers, observation of action and survey. The most 

commonly used method was meetings with organisers. Similarly, this research also used 

multiple research methods and relied heavily on information gathered from co-ordinators 

for the bulk of its data. The use of multiple research method was designed to aid the 

process of corroborating findings. Research findings were triangulated with different 

methods. This enhanced the viability of the findings which were generated. Burgess (1984) 
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used similar multi-reserch methods in his “Bishop MacGregor” school study. In this case they 

were not only to guard against misrepresentation by individuals, but also to enable input 

from differing levels and perspectives form within the organisation. These levels can be 

differentiated as those of the co-ordinators planning and administering fieldwork, the 

supervisors managing the co-ordinators and overseeing the projects, the workers practising 

in the field and the participants taking part in activity sessions. This “layering” of 

perspectives is common to most organisations but is particularly significant to those carrying 

out any form of “community work”. This is because these organisations are by nature 

expected to be flexible and receptive to the needs and demands of their client group. They 

are juxtaposed in their planning between being organisationally directive and client 

centred. It was imperative that the research method could take this complexity on board, 

and accommodate any differentiation between perceptions of what was really going on. 

 

The literature review permitted comparisons to be made with other organisational 

initiatives in the field. In an emergent style the literature review served to refine the 

relevance and urgency of issues explored on the agendas of the in-depth interviews and 

discussion. It offered a macroscopic arena within which to assess the typicality and 

likelihood of replication of the interview findings. It was necessary to establish a theoretical 

framework within which to conduct the study. The literature review was principally 

responsible for this  theoretical frame work adopted for analysis and forming conclusions. 

 

An “umbrella concept” of community leisure must comprise constituent elements of leisure, 

community, community sports and community arts. Leisure relations needed to be seen in 

the context of both structure and agency. Structure and agency work with and against one 

another to influence outcomes. Community leisure is a form of provision which is influenced 

structurally by the providing organisations and by wider social reality. It is also flexible to 
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adapt and respond to human agency determined from the community. It is both “top-

down” and “bottom-up”. 

 

The concept of hegemony (Gramsci 1971, Williams 1977) was used to identify, illuminate and 

address issues concerning community leisure. As such, it provided the theoretical back-bone 

to the rest of this study. The concept of hegemony was central to theorising around 

community leisure because it spans economic, political and cultural processes (Hargreaves 

1982). It accounts for the inherent duality of structure and agency implicit in the “sphere of 

exchange” between provider and community (Bennett 1981a), amongst leisure providers, 

and within the community itself. It describes a dialogue, “top-down” and “bottom up”, 

“constitutive and constituting” (Williams 1977). 

 

The review of literature began before any of the other research methods. It was expected 

that the literature would unearth issues to be raised throughout the research and help to 

define the conceptual and theoretical framework. The review of literature therefore 

continued throughout the research up to the point of the write up of the report. In this 

manner the literature review was designed to be able to contribute to an emergent style of 

research. It was to inform the theoretical context and subject area of each stage of the 

research which in turn was to reciprocate by directing the next line of literary enquiry 

through each stage of findings. In this manner the literature review was designed to be 

able to contribute to an emergent style of research. It was to inform the theoretical context 

and subject area of each stage of the research which in turn was to reciprocate by directing 

the next line of literary enquiry through each stage of findings. In this manner issues raised 

from the literature were set against findings from the interviews and vice versa. The 

literature review covered leisure theory, community leisure, community sport, community 
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art, related research and literature from the two projects themselves. The literature review 

took place between August 1991 and April 1992. 

 

In-depth interviews were chosen as they offer a facility for the researcher to explore issues 

and rationales behind practice and as an efficient means of gaining incisive access to the 

pressures and motivations affecting the formulation of working practices. In this respect 

they allowed the analysis to dwell upon the crucial nexus, or interpretative area, between 

policy and practice. The distinction between the two sets of interviews is important in terms 

of the sorts of data  generated. There were very definite and deliberate overlaps but there 

were also very distinct differences. The first set of interviews, with co-ordinators, focused 

most deliberately upon the interpretation of policy into practice because their positions in 

the organisations make them particularly active in this area. These interviews were 

therefore greater in number and in length. The other set of interviews could be described as 

being closer to policy and the workers being closer to practice. These interviews were 

accordingly not quite as lengthy. 

 

The first set of semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with “key respondents” 

who were identified by their position as co-ordinators of the two organisations. These 

interviews were longer and more in-depth than others and carried out on more than one 

occasion. In total they consisted of six interviews, about ninety minutes in length. Two of the 

interviews were conducted with the “SLAB” co-ordinator and two each with the two “joint” 

Action Sport co-ordinators. This imbalance in input, four to two, was compensated for by 

additional interview of an arts worker in the next set of interviews. The project co-

ordinators were chosen as the principle respondents as they offer a unique key link 

between policy rationale and practical work. IN this respect they could be questioned 

significantly on the accuracy of the translation of policy rationale into working practice. To 
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this end the respondents were questioned in depth on a philosophical level and challenged 

to elaborate on common-sense or organisational “assumptions”, to expose “rationales” and 

guard against “rationalisations”. During the course of  the interviews policy, practice and 

rationale were set against one another as a picture was built of how and why each project 

functions. The first set of in-depth interviews took place between November 1991 and 

February 1992. 

 

The second set of in-depth interviews were with field workers in positions of less authority 

within the organisations and with line managers supervisory to the organisations. These 

were one-off interviews and less lengthy in duration. In total there were seven interviews, 

each about sixty minutes in length. Two of the interviews were with Action Sport workers, 

three were with SLAB workers, one was with the Sport Development Officer responsible for 

supervising Action Sport and one was with the Area Continuing Education Officer 

responsible for supervising SLAB. The interviews with the project field workers were not as 

probing as those with the co-ordinators in the sense that they were more confined to areas 

relevant to their job specifications. The interviews with the supervisors were equally as 

probing as those with the co-ordinators but were not a prolonged, partly due to the 

refinement of the research subject area which had taken place at this time and partly as 

their involvement with the day to day running of the projects was necessarily one step 

detached. This set of interviews took place in February 1992. 

 

The observations were important in realising the context within which the interviews were 

passing commentary and analysis. It is important to stress that there was no desire to 

evaluate the project’s working method through observation, but merely to confirm 

interview findings. Without the observations the interviews could have passed as abstract 
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analysis baring no resemblance to actual practice. As it was, the observations were able to 

substantiate conclusions drawn from the interviews. 

 

The observations were of sessional activity work carried out practically by the two 

organisations. There were four observations, tow separate ones with each organisation, 

each lasted about ninety minutes. 

 

The semi-structured in-depth discussion permitted the respondents to confirm or invalidate 

comparisons being drawn by the researcher between the two projects. In particular, the 

discussion proved invigorating in terms of exploring and forming conclusions to be drawn 

from the research as a whole. It took place at a stage when most of the research findings 

had been shaped, and dwelt upon the conclusions at a penultimate stage to definitive 

formation. The discussion also provided a less structured forum in which the respondents 

could be more directive in defining the research agenda and focusing the nature of the 

analysis. 

 

The semi-structured group discussion was conducted with representatives of both 

organisations, after completion of the individual interviews. The discussion was designed to 

take place between the three project co-ordinators and one other arts worker, and be 

chaired by the researcher. Unfortunately, and without notice, an emergency meant that 

one of the Action Sport co-ordinators was unable to attend. Though methodologically 

desirable, it was not practically possible to reschedule the discussion at another date. The 

discussion nevertheless took place, seemingly without hindrance, and was about two hours 

in length. The agenda for the discussion arose form conclusions based upon the research 

findings already gathered and from the literature review. These were mainly of theoretical 

models which could be applied to either Community Sport or Community Art, or both. This 
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was the only opportunity for research upon both projects, which previously had been 

consulted in isolation, to converge. The discussion enabled a dialogue between the project 

workers to compare an contrast their particular projects and community leisure in general. 

The discussion took place in April 1992. 

 

The post-draft consultations further enabled the respondents to contribute to the research 

conclusions  and to validate findings in a similar way to research by Whyte (1955), Shipman 

(1974), and Hyatt (1986). It was certainly not designed that this research should have been 

a piece of “action research”, but that is not to say that it could not contribute to working 

practice. During the interview phase the respondents frequently commented upon how 

useful the interviews had been to clarify their own ideas, to “get them thinking”, and asked 

whether and when they could see the final results. The post-draft consultations were 

important not just as a validatory exercise but as an opportunity for the respondents to 

utilise the findings for their own benefit if they so desired. 

 

The post-draft feedback was the last research conducted and took place with the two 

organisations prior to the final report being submitted, and separately with each. The post-

draft feedback allowed the organisations to view the drafted report in its entirety and to 

comment upon, or request amendment to, research findings before the final submission. In 

this manner the post-draft feedback allowed the interview subjects the facility to comment 

upon or criticise the way their views were represented and reported. The post-draft 

feedback took place in May 1992. 

 

Data analysis was performed throughout the research process in a “cycle of analysis” as 

described by Wimbush (1986) and by Miles and Huberman; 
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“(Analysis can be a healthy corrective for built-in blind spots; and it makes analysis 
an ongoing lively enterprise that is linked to the energising effects of  fieldwork” 
(Miles and Huberman 1984 :p49). 
 

Analysis focused on the interpretation of research findings in the light of hegemonic theory. 

In this sense it was a reflective phase of the research process. That is to say it did not occur 

intuitively at the time of,  for example, the interviews. The questioning of respondents was 

carried out rigorously, but not judgementally. Each respondents version of their real life 

experiences was accepted unconditionally. They were each a part of the jigsaw which 

made up the “truth”. Hegemony was the analytical tool which glued these “half-truths” 

together. The “truth” was a living, complex, contradictory dynamic. Hegemony provided a 

macrosphere within which these contradictory realities could co-exist as live tensions and as 

legitimate components of the full picture. 

 

This research took place over nine months from the beginning of the literature review to 

the final report. It did not set out with a hypothesis, nor was it impatient to form any. In 

many respects it was emergent in nature and so hopefully was openly sensitive to an 

accurate representation of issues, rationales and models upon which a concept of 

community leisure can be understood. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

In general terms this research was successful in achieving its’ objectives. The use of 

hegemonic theory to uncover the layering of perspectives and experiences in Community 

Leisure was essential. It was able to plot the contrary influences of structure and agency 

upon outcomes. Qualitative research methods permitted the research to trawl a rich vein 

of lived experiences of what was “really gong on”.  The use of multiple research methods 

was invaluable both in corroborating research findings and in adopting a broad range of 

tools to unearth findings in the first instance.  The denial of a pre-emptive hypothesis and 
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the emergent approach to forming conclusions, or cyclical nature of analysis, allowed an 

open minded approach to research. This further allowed the respondents themselves to be 

more influential in determining outcomes. Finally, the study  was successful in 

conceptualising Community Sport and Arts, exploring their rationale and then forming a 

strong concept of Community Leisure. 

 

In offering advice to anyone else pursuing a similar vein of research, I must confess to 

finding this difficult in terms of  identifying pit falls. I pinch myself now as I state that, “I 

didn’t really have any problems”, or at least I was unaware of them! So what did I do to 

ensure a smooth transition? Was it easy? Certainly not! 

 

The saying, “You’ll reap what you sow” springs to mind. Work hard, very hard, on the 

planning first and then  throughout, making sure you have the time to do so. That is my 

top tip and obvious. Next, make sure that your area of study is something that you are 

really interested in and which will sustain you motivation even in bleak periods. It is also 

preferential that it is something you know a bit about already and especially if you can 

draw from your own background. This will save time and firm up the frame of your 

enquiry. Make sure you establish a sound theoretical base and are prepared to refine it in 

a cycle of analysis. If you are interviewing, be open minded, flexible and non-judgmental. 

Allow the conclusions to emerge in their own right. Multiple research methods are very 

strong in gaining fresh insights and in corroborating old ones. When it comes to writing up, 

start early, seek criticism and don’t be shy of re-drafting again and again. Finally, good 

luck doesn’t go amiss either! 
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