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Foreword

Sport in the Netherlands takes on many different guises. A 
wonderfully relaxing cycle ride in the spring, fanatical partici-
pation in a competition or working up a sweat in the gym…. 
there is something for everyone. 

This joint publication by the Netherlands Institute for Social 
Research | scp and the W.J.H. Mulier Institute describes the 
various aspects of sport and exercise in the Netherlands in 
figures. It contains information on things such as how many 
people in the Netherlands take part in sport, which sports are 
popular and where they are practised. The report also looks in 
some depth at the organisation of sport in the Netherlands. 
The many sports clubs, commercial providers and sports halls 
offer sporting facilities organised by both professionals and 
volunteers. National, provincial and local governments work 
alongside sports organisations to develop policy and imple-
ment projects designed to lead to further optimisation.

Elite Dutch sportsmen and women can also boast many splen-
did achievements. This helped the Netherlands achieve 11th 
place in the medal rankings at the Beijing Olympics in 2008. 
Many Dutch people derive pleasure from watching sport, both 
live in a stadium or on the touchline, and on the television. 

This publication offers a brief introduction to statistics on 
sport in the Netherlands. I hope it will inspire you to learn 
more about the world of Dutch sport.

Prof.dr. Paul Schnabel 
Director, Netherlands Institute for Social Research   |  scp
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Participation in sport
Over the past decades, being active in sports has become an 
increasingly popular pastime among the Dutch. At present, 
65% of the population take part in sport at least once a month; 
37% do so at least once a week. Women took part in sport just 
as often as men in 2007. Sport is very popular among young 
people in the Netherlands, with more than 90% participating. 
The percentages are lower in the older age groups, but have 
increased markedly since 1979. The increase in participation 

in sport has been particularly notable among the over-50s (see 
figure 1). 
Members of non-Western ethnic minorities participate in sport 
less than the indigenous Dutch population. 41% of Turks and 
43% of Moroccans take part in sport; among Surinamese and 
Antilleans the figure is 55%. Members of the second genera-
tion (who were born in the Netherlands) participate in sport 
much more often than those in the first generation.

1  Being active: participation in sport and exercise

Source: SCP (AVO’79-‘07)
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Figure 1 Participation in sport (at least once a year), population aged 6-79 years, 1979-2007 (in percent) 
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Branch of sport
As in most Western countries, solo sports (sports such as run-
ning which – at least when practised for recreation – do not 
require a direct opponent) are the most frequently practised 
sports in the Netherlands. 70% of the Dutch population take 
part in a solo sport, compared with 21% who take part in a 
‘duo-sport’ (sports which formally require at least one direct 
opponent, such as tennis) and 22% who take part in team 
sports (sports which are practised as a minimum with two 
others). The popularity of solo sport is increasing strongly; 
the share of people taking part in both duo-sports and team 
sports has remained virtually constant over time. 

The list of the top 10 most popular sports is consequently 
headed by solo sports: swimming, cycling and fitness (table 
1). 36% of the Dutch population take part in swimming. This 
number has been growing since 1979, when it was already the 
most widely practised sport. Fitness/aerobics is growing rap-
idly in popularity (22%) and now almost matches that of lei-
sure cycling and cycle racing (23%). Running has become more 
popular, especially in recent years, with 18% of Dutch citizens 
taking part in this sport in 2007. The most popular team sport 
achieves sixth place in the top 10: field football (14%).

Table 1  Top ten branches of sport practised, population aged 6-79 years, 1979, 1999, 2007 (in percentages) 

  1979 1999 2007

1 Swimming 32 33 36
2 Leisure cycling/cycle racing - 15 23
3 Fitness/aerobics - 13 22
4 Running/jogging 8 8 18
5 Walking/ Nordic walking - 11 15
6 Field football 12 10 14
7 Tennis 8 9 10
8 In-line/roller skating - 11 7
9 Sailing/rowing/canoeing/surfi ng 6 6 7

10 Skating 15 6 6

Source: SCP (AVO’79, ’99, ‘07)
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Sports clubs
In the Netherlands, non-commercial sports clubs are the most 
important framework for organised sport activities – more 
than schools, municipal organisations or commercial provid-
ers. There are around 27,000 sports clubs in the Netherlands, 
ranging from small clubs with only 10 to 20 members to large 
not-for-profit organizations offering services to 1.000 mem-
bers or more (see also chapter 4). Originally these clubs were 
organised primarily along religious lines, with separate Prot-
estant, Catholic and socialist sports clubs operating alongside 
general sports clubs. This mirrored the situation in education 
and culture generally. This ‘pillarisation’ is less evident today. 
Associational and club life are under pressure in the Nether-
lands, as they are elsewhere. Fewer people are joining clubs 
and associations, and the proportion of sport organised via 
sports clubs has also come under pressure in recent years. 

The percentage of the Dutch population who are members of 
a sports club has not increased as strongly as the percentage 
of Dutch people who take part in sport (see figure 2). In the 
period 1983-2007 the number of Dutch people joining a sports 
club increased by one percentage point, whereas the number 
taking part in sport in general in that period rose by 12 per-
centage points. Club membership among those who take 
part in sport has in fact actually fallen. This applies for both 
men and women, though more men (51%) are still members 
of a sports club than women (44%). 66% of primary school 
pupils who take part in sport are members, while for second-
ary school students the figure is 61%. Adults who take part in 
sport are more frequently opting for a different form of par-
ticipation, for example by joining a fitness centre or practising 
their sport on their own. 

Figure 2  Trend in participation in sport, club membership and participation in training and competition compared with the population 
 trend, Dutch population aged 6-79 years, 1983-2007, absolute figures (in millions) 
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Sports clubs are generally affiliated to the national sports fed-
eration for their branch of sport. Football is far and away the 
most widely practised club-based sport: more than one million 
people are affiliated to a football club, making the national 
football association the most powerful player in the national 
sports policy. Tennis is the second sport in the Netherlands 
in terms of participation through an organised club, followed 
by golf. Tennis and golf have grown strongly in popularity in 
recent decades, but sports such as athletics, equestrian sports  

and hockey, have also attracted new members. Gymnastics 
and swimming, by contrast, have lost ground as an organised 
form of sport. Taken together, sports federations and the af-
filiated sports clubs number more than 5 million members. 
Ignoring duplications (people who are a member of two clubs), 
this would mean that one in three Dutch people is a member 
of a sports club. That makes sport the biggest leisure sector in 
terms of the number of clubs and members.

Table 2  Popularity of organised sports, top 10 membership list NOC*NSF, 1983 and 2007, numbers of members (x 1000) and 
             converted to percentages of the Dutch population aged 6-79 years

 1983 2007 2007 (%)

Royal Dutch Football Association (KNVB) 1,059 1,130 7.6
Royal Dutch Lawn Tennis Federation (KNLTB) 556 691 4.7
Dutch Golf Federation (NGF) 15 291 2.0
Royal Dutch Gymnastics Union (KNGU) 378 280 1.9
Royal Dutch Hockey Federation (KNHB) 117 197 1.3
Royal Dutch Equestrian Sports Federation (KNHS) 52 196 1.3
Royal Dutch Ice Skating Federation (KNSB) 133 150 1.0
Royal Dutch Swimming Federation (KNZB) 158 146 1.0
Dutch Volleyball Federation (NeVoBo) 160 127 0.9
Athletics Federation (Atletiekunie) 39 126 0.9

total NOC*NSF 3,880 5,106 34.5

Source: NOC*NSF
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In swimming, as in some other sports, there is a wide differ-
ence between the popularity of the sport in general (36% of 
the population, table 1) and swimming as a club sport (1%, 
table 2). Many people engage in swimming as a recreational 
sport by swimming lengths in a municipal or other swimming 
pool. Fitness and aerobics are largely practised in commercial 
fitness centres in the Netherlands. These organisations are 
not affiliated to the traditional organised sports structure and 
therefore do not appear in the top 10 of organised sports.

Football, golf and tennis, by contrast, have a relatively high 
degree of organisation. For football (and other team sports) 
this can be explained by the fact that the national federation 
organises the competition and therefore has many members. 
Sports such as golf and tennis are played at sports facilities 
which are generally managed by a sports club. In order to be 
able to play, and certainly in order to be able to take part in 
matches and competitions, players therefore have to join a 
club.

Competitive sport
The manner in which the Dutch practice sport has changed in 
recent decades. The popularity of practising sport as a train-
ing or competitive exercise has fallen; whereas in 1983 more 
than half of those who were active in sport did so in a training 
or competitive setting; in 2007 this had fallen to 41%, after 
reaching a low point of 38% in 1999. Men take part in com-
petitive sport more often than women (48% and 34%, respec-
tively, of those taking part in sport). In addition, competitive 
sport is still mainly popular among the young.
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Costs of participating in sport
In 2006 the Dutch spent a total of €209 billion. Of that to-
tal, €3.5 billion was spent on sport. Converted into per capita 
expenditure, this means that the average Dutch person spent 
€216 on sport per year. Spending on sport (+233%) has in-
creased more rapidly since 1990 than total spending (+197%). 
By far the largest amount is spent on tuition and member-
ship fees (€99). In relative terms, spending on footwear has 
increased the most. This is probably due partly to the fact that 
sports shoes are increasingly worn for daily use (see table 3).

Table 3 Consumer spending on sport per person, 1990, 2006 (in euros)

 1990 2006

spending on sport per person 101 216
   sports and camping clothing 18 23
   footwear 4 19
   sports facility rental 19 29
   sports articles and games 11 30
   tuition and membership fees 45 99
   other sports-related spending 5 17

Source: CBS (BO’90, ’06) 
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Exercise
As more people began participating in sports, so did the per-
centage of Dutch that are physically active rise over the past 
decades. This increase can be derived from the ‘combinorm’, 
which is presented as the norm amount of exercise that is re-
quired to maintain good health. For adults, the combinorm 
means exercising intensively for 20 minutes three times a 
week and/or exercising moderately for half an hour five days 
a week. The number of adult Dutch inhabitants who meet the 

combinorm has increased from 52% in 2000/01 to 66% in 
2006/07. There are no significant differences between men 
and women, though men are more often involved in intensive 
exercise than women. On average, Dutch adults are physical-
ly active for 184 minutes per day. The biggest share of this is 
taken up by physical activity at work or school (see figure 3). 
Housework and cycling and walking follow as the next most 
important sources of activity.

Source: TNO (OBiN 2006/’07)
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(14%)

Figure 3 Share of different forms of physical activity in total daily activity pattern of the Dutch, population aged 18 years and older,
 by type of activity, 2006/07 (in percentages) 



14 Being active: participation in sports and exercise

A different definition of the combinorm applies for young 
people aged between 12 and 17 years. To meet the combinorm 
they have to exercise intensively for 20 minutes three times a 
week and/or exercise moderately for one hour every day of the 
week. Only 38% of young people meet this norm. 

Walking and cycling are both a mode of transport and a source 
of leisure activity (see figure 4). 64% of the population walk 
and 60% cycle at least once a week in order to get somewhere. 

For young people it serves mainly as a mode of transport, for 
example going to school. Older people, in particular, walk 
and cycle as a leisure activity. Half of those who walk or cycle 
as a leisure activity do so for more than an hour each time.

Source: SCP (AVO’07)

Figure 4 Proportion of Dutch people who walk or cycle at least once a week, Dutch population aged 6 years and older 2007 (in percentages) 
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2 An active country

Introduction
Participation in sport, but also the sports infrastructure, for 
example, is determined in part by social developments in 
the Netherlands. In this second chapter we present a picture 
of the Netherlands based on the demographic profile of the 
population, the geographical division of the country, socio-
economic developments, the way in which the Dutch spend 
their time, and finally the health of the Dutch population.

Demography
Since 1980 the Dutch population has grown from 14.1 million 
to its present total of 16.4 million in 2008 (see figure 5). Fore-
casts suggest that the Dutch population will peak at 17.0 mil-
lion inhabitants in 2035, before starting to shrink. In relative 
terms, the older age group is the fastest growing; whereas the 
over-50s made up 26% of the population in 1980, in 2008 this 
proportion had risen to 34%. 

Source: CBS Statline

Figure 5 Trend in age groups, population, 1950-2008 (in millions) 
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The composition of Dutch households has changed in recent 
decades due to an increase in the number of single-person 
households (36% of all households). This trend is forecast 
to continue in the coming years, leading to a substantial in-
crease in the total number of households in the Netherlands 
(from 7.2 million in 2008 to 8.1 million in 2030). 

The Netherlands have traditionally been a country where many 
cultures met and felt at ease. At present, 11% of the population 
are of non-Western ethnic origin; by 2050 this proportion is 
projected to have increased to 16%. For historical reasons, the 
Netherlands has a particularly sizeable community of (mainly 
Dutch-speaking) people from Surinam and the Netherlands 
Antilles. In the 1960s and 70s there was a significant influx 
of ‘guest workers’ into the Netherlands, especially from the 
countries around the Mediterranean Sea (Italy, Spain). In re-
cent decades it has been mainly Turkish and Moroccan im-
migrants who have sought and found work in the Nether-
lands. The majority of members of ethnic minorities live in 
the west of the Netherlands; a quarter of the inhabitants of 
the four largest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague 
and Utrecht) are of non-Western origin. 

Geographical pressure
With 486 inhabitants per square kilometre, the Netherlands is 
a densely populated country. In a ranking of population densi-
ty, the Netherlands is in the top 30 of all countries worldwide. 
Good planning is therefore essential in how the scarce land re-
sources are used. Including its inland waters, the Netherlands 
has a total surface area of 4.1 million hectares (3.4 million 
hectares excluding the water). Of this total, 94,000 hectares 
are available for recreation (2%), of which 32,000 hectares are 
in use for sports grounds (0,8%). The sport that uses up most 
land is football; more than 7,000 ha are devoted to football 
fields. Golf courses also occupy a lot of space (6,300 ha). 

People living in inner cities have relatively little access to in-
door and outdoor sports facilities, and this situation has de-
teriorated in recent decades as high land prices have pushed 
sports facilities towards the peripheries of towns and cities. 
One of the solutions to this problem has been the introduc-
tion of artificial grass for sports fields. This enables sports 
fields to be used more intensively and for several sports and 
therefore reduces the amount of space needed. Yet despite 
these issues, people in the Netherlands are never very far from 
their favourite sports facility; a large majority (60%) live with-
in 5 kilometres. Although the Netherlands is a nation of avid 
cyclists, people use the car (45%) just as often as the bicycle 
(43%) to travel to their sports club. 
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Socio-economic developments
The Netherlands is a prosperous country; gross domestic prod-
uct stands at €567 billion, putting the Netherlands in the top 
20 of the International Monetary Fund rankings. 4% of the la-
bour force is unemployed, although this is expected to rise due 
to the recession. Among non-Western ethnic minorities the 
figure is 9%. One in 10 households have a low income; among 
non-Western ethnic minorities, this figure rises to 28%.

Education standards in the Netherlands are high; 28% of the 
Dutch population aged between 15 and 64 years are educated 
to bachelor level of higher. At the present time, young women 
in the Netherlands are generally more highly educated than 
younger men. Measured by ethnicity, there are still wide dif-
ferences in education level. Turks and Moroccans, in particu-
lar, including those in the younger age groups, have a lower 
level of education than young people from Surinam or the 
Netherlands Antilles. 

With high incomes and equally high educational levels, it 
should not come as a surprise that the Dutch are generally con-
tented with their personal lives. 81% say they are happy, and 
19% of these report that they are very happy. Although many 
citizens are concerned about the economic crisis, at the end of 
2008 this had not yet affected their degree of satisfaction with 
and expectations of Dutch society. Social trust is high in the 
Netherlands: 58% of the population believe that most people 
can generally be trusted. The Netherlands scores highly com-
pared with other European countries in this regard, with only 
Scandinavia and Finland scoring higher. 

Pressure on time
The lives of the Dutch have become busier in recent years. 
Whereas in 1975 the Dutch spent an average of 43.4 hours per 
week on tasks connected with paid work, education and house-
hold/care, in 2005 this had risen to 48.6 hours per week (for 
20-64 year-olds). The fact that the lives of the Dutch have be-
come so much more hectic in recent years is mainly the result 
of the increase in the number of working women; the female 
employment rate rose from 18% in 1975 to 57% in 2007. How-
ever, 70% of women working 12 hours or more per week work 
part-time. On average women work for 24.8 hours a week. For 
a long time it was thought that part-time working correlated 
with the desire to look after young children at home. However, 
it is not only mothers of young children who work part-time 
(88%); women without (young) children (38%) or husbands 
(15%) also do so. 41% of all women working part-time have a 
youngest child aged between 0 and 11 years; among men the 
figure is 27%.

Leisure time in the Netherlands is concentrated in the eve-
nings and at weekends. 69% of the sports participation takes 
place in the evenings and at weekends, while 31% participate 
during the daytime in the week. When it comes to attending 
matches as a spectator, the figures are even higher, with 94% 
of attendance taking place in the evenings and at weekends. 
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Health
Participation in sport and exercise is closely related to the 
theme of (preventive) health care. As in other countries, over-
weight and obesity are current issues in Dutch society. 47% 
of the population aged 20 years and older are overweight and 
11% are clinically obese. Men more often suffer from slight 
overweight, while women suffer more from obesity. Despite 
a good deal of attention from policymakers and others, these 
percentage are still not falling. By contrast, the percentages 
of smokers and drinkers have fallen in recent years; in 2008, 
10% of the population aged 12 year and older were classed as 
heavy drinkers (2001: 13.6%), while 6.8% smoked 20 or more 
cigarettes per day (2001: 9.8%). 
A lifestyle which contains insufficient physical activity has 
an impact on health care costs. The health-related costs at-
tributable to insufficient activity levels rose from €744 million 
in 2004 to €907 million in 2007. A key explanation for this 
increase is the increased fees in the health care sector. The 
annual medical costs directly attributable to sports injuries in 
the Netherlands are estimated at €230 million. If the costs of 
health care caused by insufficient physical activity (€907 mil-
lion) are set against the cost savings due to absence of sports 
injuries (€230 million), this results in a total of €677 million 
per year. Investing in exercise policy thus not only involves 
costs, but also generates significant revenues.
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3 Sports policy 

At central government level, responsibility for sports policy 
lies with the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport (vws) and 
with the State Secretary for Health, Welfare and Sport (in 
2009, Dr Jet Bussemaker). The Sports Department within the 
Ministry is relatively small, with a workforce of 30 fte. The 
role of central government in sports policy is primarily one of 
coordination and encouragement.

The most recent policy memorandum, Tijd voor Sport (‘Time 
for Sport’), was published in 2005. In 2007 the policy letter 
Kracht van Sport (‘Power of Sport’) built on that memoran-
dum and set a number of new goals. It states that ‘sport is very 
important to society, and, more especially, has intrinsic value. 
The Government supports sport primarily because it promotes 
social values. Because of its social function, sport is a highly 
desirable and effective way of achieving key government ob-
jectives in the fields of prevention and health, youth policy, 
education, values and standards, integration, communities, 
safety and international policy’ (see www.minvws.nl).

The main objectives of the sports policy are:
•	 10% of sports clubs to be strong enough to take on social 

tasks;
•	 20% more talents and athletes to have prospects of top-

class success;
•	 more disabled talents and athletes to be involved in sport 

and physical activity;
•	 more Dutch people doing the recommended amount of ex-

ercise: 70% of adults, 50% of young people.

Some larger policy programmes include the program Na-
tional Action Plan for Sport and Exercise (nasb) to prevent 
physical inactivity; the instalment of 2,500 staff to integrate 
work in the fields of schools, sport clubs and cultural organi-
zations; the Meedoen programme that helps 500 sports clubs 
in nine different sports federations to reach out to minority 
groups; installing Centres for Top-class Sport and Education; 
and developing and appointing special talent coach develop-
ment programmes. 
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Government budgets for sports policy have grown substan-
tially in recent decades (see figure 6), and are expected to grow 
further in the years ahead. By way of comparison: government, 
public and industry spend a total of €9.4 billion each year on 
sport, which means that sport accounts for 0.85% of gdp.

In addition to sports policy as formulated within the Ministry 
of vws the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (ocw) 
is responsible for physical education at schools. 

The implementation of sports policy in practice is primarily 
in the hands of the 443 municipalities, among other things 
through the (financial) management of the innumerable 
sports facilities. Local authorities account for 90% of public 
spending on sport. In most municipalities, local sports pol-
icy falls within the welfare department, and within that in a 
special sports and recreation section. Larger municipalities 
sometimes also have a leisure economy department focusing 
primarily on elite sport. In addition, the 12 provincial authori-
ties play a limited (coordinating) part in relation to sports 
policy.

Figure 6 Net public spending on sport, 1998-2006 (x € million)
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In addition to local authorities, it is the 72 sports federations 
in the Netherlands which give practical form to the sports 
policy. The federations have joined forces in the umbrella or-
ganisation National Olympic Committee * Netherlands Sports 
Federation (noc*nsf). This organisation is funded partly by 
the government; partly by funding from the Lotto national 
lottery, and partly from own funding, for example through 
sponsorship. As an independent legal entity it pursues its own 
policy. noc*nsf is responsible for sending sportsmen and 
women to represent the Netherlands at the Olympic and Para-
lympic Games, and also acts as a sparring partner for the gov-
ernment in relation to sport. It sometimes also implements 
central government sports policy, for example as regards the 
distribution of central government grants for elite sportsmen 
and women.
 

As well as the bodies listed above, there are a number of or-
ganisations which play a key role in shaping Dutch sports 
policy. The most important include Netherlands Institute 
for Sport and Physical Activity (nisb), a national exper-
tise and advice centre funded in part by the Dutch govern-
ment specialising in interventions for enlarging participa-
tion in sport and exercise (www.nisb.nl); vsg, which repre-
sents the interests of local sport and recreation departments  
(www.sportengemeenten.nl); kvlo, the umbrella organi-  
sation for physical education teachers (www.kvlo.nl); 
nl Coach, the umbrella organisation for sports coaches  
(www.nlcoach.nl); Gehandicaptensport Nederland, the  
organisation for sportsmen and women with a disability  
(www.gehandicaptensportnederland.nl); and Dopingautori-  
teit, the Dutch counterpart of the World Anti-Doping Agency 
(wada) (www.dopingautoriteit.nl).
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4  Sports infrastructure: facilities, clubs, volunteers and workers

Introduction
Opportunities for participating in sport as a leisure activity 
in the Netherlands are provided mainly by sports clubs and 
commercial providers such as swimming pools, riding sta-
bles and fitness centres, which to some extent make use of 
(municipal) sports facilities. This chapter sheds more light on 
sport organisations, but also looks at the turnover and staff-
ing in these sectors. In terms of employment, sport provides 
a total of 82,000 fte. That figure excludes volunteers, who ac-
count for a further 52,000 fte. For schoolchildren, the school 
is also an important provider of sporting activities. 

Education
Primary school children (aged 4-12 years) receive two 45-minute 
PE lessons per week. At 43% of schools, these lessons are 
(partly) given by a physical education teacher and at the other 
schools a regular teacher gives physical education. Children 
in secondary schools (12 years and older) receive physical edu-
cation lessons on average for more than two hours per week, 
usually taught by a physical education teacher. Many second-
ary schools also hire in commercial sports providers or sports 
clubs to acquaint children with the various branches of sport 
whilst still at school. The government’s policy is aimed at en-
couraging schools and sports clubs to collaborate more, in 
order to create more opportunities for children to take part in 
sport on a daily basis in and around the school. 

Playgrounds and skate parks
Most towns and villages have locations where young people 
can take part in sport (football, skating, skateboarding, etc.). 
The number of playing fields/playgrounds and skate parks 
is not known, though it is known that the number of Cruijf 
Courts (85) and Krajicek Playgrounds (48) is increasing stead-
ily. These facilities form an alternative to neighbourhood rec-
reation areas. Depending on the location, organised activities 
may be offered.

Sports clubs
There are around 27,000 sports clubs in the Netherlands. One 
third (35%) have fewer than 50 members, 38% have 51-200 
members and just over a quarter (26%) have more than 200 
members (9% have 500 members or more). Golf clubs have the 
highest number of members per club on average (683), while 
small indoor sports such as billiards, mental sports or bowl-
ing have an average of 82 members per club. Over the years the 
number of sports clubs has fallen, while the average number 
of members per club has increased.

Sports clubs depend for their income largely on membership 
fees (49% of income) and canteen sales (25%). The main costs 
relate to accommodation (22%), canteen purchase costs (13%) 
and wages and social insurance charges (12%). The income 
and expenditure of outdoor sports clubs are often higher than 
those of indoor sports clubs, usually because of management  
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or ownership costs; indoor sports clubs generally rent their ac-
commodation from the local authority, while outdoor sports 
clubs more often own their own facility. The average income 
of sports clubs is €40,000 per annum. However, this average 

masks a spread from €9,000 for an average angling club to 
€432,000 for an average golf club.

Table 4 Sports clubs, number of members, average income and contribution by volunteers and paid staff, 2006 (in absolute numbers, euros, percentages and 
            employment volume)

volunteers paid staff

 
number of 

sports clubs

average 
number of 
members

total income 
(x € million)

number of 
clubs (%)

total number 
of hours 
worked

per week 
(x 1000)

number of 
clubs (%)

number of 
persons 

employment 
volumec

indoor sports
-  power and combat sports 1,190 92 19 78 32 15 400 70
-  individual sports 2,940 139 60 89 98 19 2,120 300
-  team sports 2,880 107 57 85 145 5 420 130
-  swimming and diving 1,170 176 37 95 85 2 50 10
-  other indoor sportsa 4,880 82 49 76 94 3 440 80

outdoor sports
-  athletics 220 436 16 96 34 13 90 30
-  golf 280 683 121 81 34 45 890 660
-  angling 1,080 393 10 74 25 0 10 10
-  equestrian sports 1,710 74 38 86 58 9 440 100
-  tennis 1,840 402 156 96 148 23 970 450
-  fi eld sports (excl. football) 1,530 227 104 96 269 14 870 270
-  fi eld football (amateurs) 2,750 383 342 98 898 72 5,740 1,450
-  cycling 740 92 7 75 17 - - -
-  other outdoor sportsb 4,380 175 90 70 162 3 510 160

total sports clubs 27.590 190 1106 84 2.098 15 12.970 3.710

a Intellectual sports, bowling, billiards, shooting, darts, fencing, squash, kolf, etc.
b Winter sports, motor and motorcycle sport, mountaineering, archery, curling, fl ying, jeu de boules, handball, tug-o’-war, triathlon, walking, etc.
c Employment volume: hours worked in reference week converted to full-time equivalents of 40 hours.

Source: CBS (SO’06)
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Outdoor sports clubs also much more often employ paid staff 
than indoor sports clubs. 23% of outdoor sports clubs have 
paid employees, compared with 9% of indoor sports clubs. 
Sports such as amateur football (72% of the amateur football 
clubs), tennis (23%) and golf (45%) have large numbers of paid 
staff. A total of 12,790 persons are employed at sports clubs,  
though when converted to full-time equivalents this number 
shrinks to 3,710. Part-time work is thus common. Most paid 
staff provide training, instruction or care services (62%). A 
quarter (26%) perform maintenance and cleaning activities.

84% of sports clubs use volunteers. A total of 2 million hours 
per week are worked by volunteers for sports clubs, the equiv-
alent of 52,000 full-time jobs. A quarter of the Dutch popula-
tion aged 16 years and older perform voluntary work in gen-
eral. One in 10 is active as a volunteer in sport, performing 
activities as trainers, helping with maintenance or helping 
out in the canteen bar. For many clubs, recruiting and holding 
onto volunteers is a major concern. There is a growing trend 
for clubs to begin using professional (paid) staff.

Men perform voluntary work more often than women, includ-
ing in sport (13% and 8%, respectively). In particular, men are 
more often involved in club management than women. The 
indigenous Dutch are more often active as volunteers in sport 
(11%) than members of non-Western ethnic minorities (6%). 
16% of young people aged 16-19 years are volunteers in sport. 
A relatively high proportion of 35-49 year-olds (13%) are also 
active as volunteers in sport. Thereafter, the performance of 
voluntary work in sport decreases with age; only 5% of people 
aged over 65 are still active as volunteers in sports clubs.
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Commercial providers
As well as more than 27,000 sports clubs, there are over 7,200 
commercial sports providers in the Netherlands, such as rid-
ing stables, sports academies, sailing and surfing schools and 
fitness centres. Together, these commercial players generate 
total income of €1253 million. This means that the average 
income per organisation (€174,000) is more than four times 
as high as an average sports club (€40,000). As with sports 
clubs, tuition fees generate a high proportion of the income. 
However, in contrast to sports clubs, a substantial proportion 
of the costs consist of wages and social insurance charges. 

The number of fitness centres in the Netherlands has been 
growing particularly strongly in recent years. The popular-
ity of keep-fit and aerobics has increased sharply, especially 
among women aged between 19 and 44 years. Health and fit-
ness play a bigger role among those who take part in these 
activities than among those who practise other sports, for 
whom the pleasure they derive is just as important as improv-
ing their fitness.

Table 5  Income and staff of commercial providers, 2006, 2008 (in euros and employment volume)

number of 
organisations

average 
number of 

clients 
income 

(x € million)
employment 

volumea 

riding stables 1,460 160 165 2,570
sports academiesb 3,660 241 230 3,920
sailing and surfi ng schools 140 257 18 340
fi tness centresc 1,619 955 840 11,600

a Employment volume: hours worked in reference week converted to full-time equivalents of 40 hours.
b including sports instructors (self-employed people without employees)
c Lucassen et al 2008
Source: CBS (SO’06; SW’06), Lucassen et al 2008
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Sports facilities
Sports providers such as sports clubs and commercial provid-
ers use sports facilities (halls, grounds, etc.). Many of these 
facilities are owned by the local authority or a commercial or-
ganisation. Following a period of steady growth since the end 
of the 1980s, the number of sports facilities in the Netherlands 
appears to be falling (see figure 7). In 2006 there were 725 
swimming pools, 2,135 indoor sports facilities, 3,730 open-
air facilities and 800 yachting marinas. One form of sports 
facility which occurs on a large scale only in the Netherlands 
are artificial ice rinks. There are a total of 23 indoor and out-
door rinks, 12 of which have a 400 metre track available; there 
are also 21 ice-hockey pitches. The longest artificial ice track  

is 5 kilometres long. In the winter it is used for skating, while 
in the summer it can be used for activities such as in-line skat-
ing or landsailing (one-person sailing boat on wheels).

The management of swimming pools and indoor sports fa-
cilities has increasingly shifted from local authorities to the 
private sector in recent years. In 1988 64% of swimming pools 
were managed by local authorities, compared with 37% in 
2006. More and more local authorities are outsourcing the 
day-to-day work involved in running a swimming pool to a 
commercial organisation or foundation. A similar develop- 
ment has occurred with indoor sports facilities: in 1988 38% 

Source: CBS (SZS’06, SW’06) 

Figure 7 Trend in number of sports facilities, 1988-2006 
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were in private hands, a figure which had risen to 53% by 2006. 
This applies to a much lesser extent for outdoor sports facili-
ties (which are generally barely economically viable); more of 
these are still run by local authorities: this applied for 79% of 
these facilities in 2006.

Together, private sports facilities generate income of €1123 
million. This converts to average income of €152,000 per fa-
cility. Sports facilities employ a total of more than 17,590 staff 
in 8,720 full-time equivalent jobs. Sports facilities also employ 
a large number of people who are not on the payroll, such as 
the owners; these fulfil the equivalent of 1,850 full-time jobs. 
The employment volume at all types of sports facilities has in-
creased markedly since 1988, from 4,130 full-time equivalents 
in paid staff and 680 full-time equivalents for staff not on 
the payroll. The large-scale privatisation of swimming pools 
increased the employment volume of staff not on the payroll 
from 50 to 450 full-time equivalents in the period 1988-2006.
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The Dutch are proud of the sporting achievements of their 
top sportsmen and women. Sporting achievements achieve a 
higher score (83%) in terms of national pride than achieve-
ments in the fields of science and technology (82%) or arts 
and culture (72%). 

In 1928, the Netherlands organised the ninth Olympic Games 
in Amsterdam. The games produced six gold medals, nine  
silver and four bronze for the national Olympic team. Since 
then sporting success has been achieved in many Olympics. 

The Netherlands has won 251 Olympic medals since 1948. The 
number of sports in which these medals were won is limited: 
30% of the medals were won for skating, 17% for swimming 
and 10% for cycling. Since these are individual sports, there are 
more medals to be won; team sports often result in only one 
medal per event. The mens and ladies hockey teams have also 
brought home a lot of medals for the Netherlands, however. 

The achievements of Dutch sportsmen and women at the top 
level have been improving since the 1980s, with the 25 medals 

5 Elite sport: achievements and the media

Source: www.sport.nl 

Figure 8 Dutch Olympic medals, 1988-2008

1988
Seoul

1992
Barcelona

1996
Atlanta

2000
Sydney

2004
Athens

2008
Beijing

1988
Calgary

1992
Albertville

1994
Lille-

hammer

1998
Nagano

2002
Salt

Lake City

2006
Torino

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

bronze

Olympic summer games Olympic winter games

silver gold



36 Elite sport: achievements and the media36 Elite sport: achievements and the media

A selection of notable achievements from the Dutch sporting past
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and 8th place in the medal rankings at the Sydney Olympics in 
2000 as the high point to date (see figure 8). The best perform-
ance was recorded in the swimming events by Pieter van den 
Hoogenband (two gold and two bronze medals) and Inge de 
Bruijn (three gold and one silver). Leontien van Moorsel was a 
success in both road and track cycling, winning silver and tri-
ple gold. In Beijing the Netherlands ended in 11th place, with 
16 medals. 

Spending on elite sports
Public spending on elite sport has increased since 1998 (€21 
million) to €42 million per year (see figure 9). The share taken 
by the Ministry of vws, in particular, has increased greatly. 
In addition to these public funds, money has also flowed into 
elite sport from sponsorship, the sale of television rights and 
federation membership fees from affiliated clubs. Altogether, 
therefore, a total of around €98.9 million per year goes into 
funding elite sport in the Netherlands.

Source: Figures from Ministry of VWS, NOC*NSF and Netherlands Court of Audit 2008

Figure 9 Public spending on elite sport, 1998-2008 (in millions of euros)
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Media attention
Sporting events receive wide attention from the Dutch me-
dia. Major sporting events, such as the European Champi-
onships (football) and the Olympic Games are a permanent 
fixture in the lists of the most watched programmes on tel-
evision. In 2007 Dutch television broadcasters devoted a total 
of 2,876 hours to sport, 3.7% of total tv broadcasting time 
(see figure 10). The Dutch spent an average of 1,133 hours per 
year watching television, of which 87 hours (or 1.7 hours per 
week) were spent watching sport. In percentage terms, sport 
accounts for 7.7% of total viewing time – double the percent-
age of total broadcasting time devoted to sport, and an indica- 

tion that sports programmes attract more viewers than other 
programmes. This applies in particular for the main media 
sports in the Netherlands, football and speedskating. 

Yet not everyone watches sport on television. 41% of the popu-
lation aged between 6 and 79 years follow sport weekly via ra-
dio or television. This percentage fell for the first time in 2007, 
even though the number of people participating in sport in the 
Netherlands has increased. Men follow sport more frequently 
via radio and television than women (56% and 27%, respec-
tively). This ratio has undergone little change over time.

Source: KLO (2007)

Figure 10  Share taken by various sports in total television broadcasting and viewing time, 2007 (in percentages)
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Spectators
Roughly one in three Dutch people attend one or more sport-
ing contests during the course of the year. Here again, this 
applies more for men than for women (41% versus 29%). 
Women relatively more often attend matches in which family 
members (husband, children) are involved. Professional foot-
ball attracted 7.2 million spectators in 2007/08. One in eight 
Dutch people go to a stadium to watch a professional football 
match. This figure reflects a slight increase, strikingly enough 
mainly among women (from 3% in 1983 to 6% in 2007, com-
pared with 17% and 20%, respectively, for men). 
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6 Conclusion 

In this publication the Netherlands Institute for Social Re-
search/scp and the W.J.H. Mulier Institute have sought to 
present a brief picture of sport in the Netherlands. Sport is a 
source of active or passive entertainment for many Dutch peo-
ple; active in the sense of taking part: 10 million Dutch people 
are actively involved in sport; passive in the sense of following 
the achievements of elite sportsmen and women via the me-
dia or by attending matches. The Netherlands is proud of the 
achievements of its elite sportsmen and women. 

We are also proud of the data collection on participation in 
sport that was used for this publication. This information is 
also used to compile the Report on Sport (Rapportage sport), 
a biennial publication which provides interested readers with-
in and outside the world of sport with information on trends 
and developments in sport. The most recent Report on Sport 
appeared in 2008 and can be downloaded from www.scp.nl, 
though is unfortunately only available in Dutch. The next Re-
port on Sport is scheduled for publication at the end of 2010. 

The information contained in this publication was supplied 
by various organisations. More information can be found on 
the websites listed below. 
•	 Netherlands Institute for Social Research/scp 
 (scp; www.scp.nl) 
•	 W.J.H. Mulier Institute (www.mulierinstituut.nl);
•	 Statistics Netherlands (cbs; www.cbs.nl);
•	 tno (www.tno.nl);
•	 National Olympic Committee*Netherlands Sports 

Federation (noc*nsf; www.sport.nl).
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