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Focus Group Results

Girls and women are less involved in sports than their male counterparts in Romania. Especially when they
start puberty, the sport activities in the education system are not that attractive for girls and many of them
skip PE classes. This can also be explained by the fact that in Romania there is a certain standard regarding
how a woman’s body needs to look like, and it is not necessarily an athletic one. Another reason is that there
isn’t a consensus or debates on the importance of sport for physical and mental health in Romania.

Lack of local resources or scientific resources in Romanian for the professionals to use in their training or
documentation.

Parenting and parents’ mentalities and reluctance to sport activities, compared for example with other
academic disciplines like Mathematics or Foreign languages. Some parents tend to be overprotective, and
this can lead to children being reluctant to physical activities. There is also reluctance for parents to take part
in activities alongside their children or the larger community, for example, during events like Rural Survivor
or family games.

Low resilience, especially among children and teenagers to overcome hardship and discipline, they tend to
give up once they encounter difficulties in their training. They have low tolerance towards stress and
frustration.

Many participants, especially children, have emotional problems, for example low self-esteem or difficult
interactions with others.

Difficulties in integrating children with special educational needs in group activities.

It is difficult to engage vulnerable groups (Roma, people at risk of poverty etc) in sport events, probably due
to lack of education or the fact that they are dealing with more urgent problems.

Gender stereotypes regarding certain sports that are considered for girls/women or boys/men only.

Lack of material and poor infrastructure even in public schools. Some schools lack a gym for the winter
period, and they must do their activities in the classrooms. Even the urban infrastructure does not offer
opportunities for sport activities. The participants gave an example where there were improvements made in
the sport and leisure infrastructure (bike lanes, running tracks etc) that led to a significant increase of
activities for all people in the neighbourhood.

The participants confirmed that the main topics resulting from the survey would also interest them.
Other key topics: conflict management, emotional intelligence, training about the body and what is
happening in the body when you do certain activities, what are their effect on the mental and physical health,
integrated approach on the mind and body processes, basic medical training regarding injuries and what to
do in case of injuries, information about various international activities and practices, training on working
with children and adults with ADHD, autism etc., more research or pilot projects on different methods or
models, better collaboration between professmnals and institutions, training about fundings and
fundraising, networking.

Other comments:

- The training responsibility lies too much on the individuals, on the sport professionals themselves, there
is no systemic oversight of the training of the trainers/coaches/PE teachers etc. There needs to be a rather
centralized approach to education and training.

- Many trainers involved in education or training do not use SEL or are not educated in the topic.
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Better awareness campaigns that not only send the message that people need to do sport, but to present the
variety of sport activities available for all types of personalities and needs, and that sport can be a pleasant
activity. There also need to be role models in mass-media to promote various sports, not only football for
example.

Material support or public/state funded programs for people with low income or for expensive sports, e.g.
tennis.

Lack of sport infrastructure for amateurs. Even the school yards are closed off during vacation and are not
accessible to children or adults who would like to play sports.

Except for the person working actively in the nongovernmental sector, the rest of participants didn’t
know many good practices. This result is in line with that of the survey.

Girl up: promotes sport and physical activities among youth.

Kayak Smile and Ski Smile for people with disabilities. They are helped by NGOs to take part in activities
by using special equipment.

Canoeing and kayaking in Park IOR - that offers access to people with disabilities, for example people in
wheelchairs.

CV: Before we start with the questions, I’d like to ask you first if you have any questions about
the purpose of this meeting. Actually, I think I forgot to mention what will happen next. We
already have the questionnaires done and the quantitative data analysis.

We will also have, both in Romania and in the other countries, these focus groups conducted,
which we will also analyze, and based on all of this data, plus the documentation of good
practices and other good practices from Europe, we will create course content for training
specialists specifically on this issue of using socio-emotional learning through sports activities.
Once this training is finalized, next year there will also be a training-of-trainers session for
specialists, and if you agree, I can keep you updated. That training will be organized by the
partners in Italy and will take place in the first half of 2026. Any questions before we start? No?
No. Okay, perfect. Then, let’s start directly with the questions so I don’t keep you longer than
necessary.

The first question is an introductory one: I’d like you to tell us your name, age, and occupation,
and very briefly, your experience with sports activities. And perhaps, since it’s a focus of the
project, if in your work you have worked with vulnerable people. These vulnerabilities can be of
all kinds—from elderly people, since I know we also have that case here, to children from
disadvantaged backgrounds, people with disabilities, people with mental health problems, and,
well, the range of vulnerabilities is very broad. So, let’s introduce ourselves: name, age,
occupation, and if in your professional career you have provided services to these vulnerable
groups.

OT: My name is OT, I’'m from the “Rasaritul de Argent” Association, I’'m 47 years old, and we
work with seniors, since that came up. In 2020, my friend’s mother had severe neck pain, and I
searched online for stretching exercises, but everything I found was in English. I wanted to learn
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them for her, so she could later do them on her own. When someone turns on the laptop or tablet
for her, she can follow what we left there and do the exercises. I found nothing good in
Romanian, and nothing adapted for seniors. That’s how we started in 2020 with yoga for seniors.
I’m not sure if yoga is considered a sport. Since it’s not competitive, it probably doesn’t fall into
that category, but it’s phenomenal movement for the elderly.

Before 2020, gyms were built endlessly and remained empty after the project ended. That’s not
okay, and there was no yoga being done. I’m very happy that nowadays, most senior day centers
in large cities now implement yoga activities for the elderly. And it really helps them. Later, we
also started tai chi and preventive physiotherapy, because we want to focus more on prevention
rather than the medical side. It’s important that exercises be adapted and that instructors are
really in tune with the subject—not just teaching what they usually teach, but adapting
everything to the vulnerability of age. Was there another question I didn’t answer?

CV: No, for now that’s fine as an introduction. Thank you very much, and we’ll come back to
some of the points you raised later anyway. Thank you. Who would like to continue?

DI: I’ll continue. Hi, I’'m DI, I’'m 34 years old. I’'m an architect by profession and I work as an
interior designer, but today I’m speaking from the perspective that I’ve been doing sports all my
life—I did competitive sports for about 10 years. Somehow, because of that, I have back
problems, which eventually led me to also do kickboxing among other sports, and this gave me
the context to hold some courses about sports and the body in schools, as well as separately, like
a summer school, with children and teenagers, mostly girls but it was also open to boys. It was a
very interesting experience.

Children in Romania have no discussions about sports—what relevance sport has in their lives,
both intellectually and physically, in my opinion. So, that’s my experience; it’s more personal,
not so much academic in this sense.

CV: Great, thank you!
M: Can I continue?
CV: Of course, please!

M: My name is Mihai, I’ll be 58 next month, and I’ve been practicing karate for 41 years. I’ve
achieved the 5th Dan black belt. I’'m part of the leadership of an international federation and I’ve
been teaching karate for about 20 years. Vulnerable ones are the little ones. I’ve worked with
children starting from 5 years old up to adults. Nowadays, children drop out in the 7th grade.
They are brought—actually pushed—by parents from about 5—6 years old until 13—14, and then,
unfortunately in my opinion, this excessive freedom and focus on personal development doesn’t
lead to good outcomes. At 13—14, they already do whatever they want and no longer listen to
their parents. Exactly at the age when they become very vulnerable—the transition from
childhood to puberty to adolescence. It’s a critical age.

They give up very easily when things get tough, and I believe it’s the parents’ fault, because they
give them absolutely everything they want so easily, they appreciate nothing—absolutely
nothing. When it gets hard? They just stop coming, stop doing it. It’s not a good direction the
young generations are heading in, but that’s the reality. Whether we like it or not, we have to
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accept it. [ see it on the street—most young people are obese, they don’t know how to walk, they
don’t know how to run. In a stressful situation, they don’t know how to behave. In a crisis, they
become hysterical. That’s how they are.

CV: Thank you. And we’ll get into these aspects a bit later—we actually have some questions
related to the challenges you’ve faced on this dimension. Good, thank you.

MM: Hello, my name is MM. I’m a physical education teacher at Vladesti School. It’s a rural
school. Over time, alongside the regular activities that students do, I’ve tried different projects.
I’ve tried a “Rural Survivor,” fun games, spoon races, sack races. I’ve had some small games
where I tried to include other people from the community. I should mention that there are many
Roma people, disadvantaged individuals—at a severe level of poverty. That’s how I found out
where they live and what their conditions are—really tragic stories.

I tried to include other members of the community, but without any results, and I didn’t insist too
much. Even though I made specific lists for parents and children, no parent wanted to try. Not
even to support their own child. At these activities, generally, they don’t come to support their
kids. More often, it’s those with a higher level of development who come to such activities. It’s a
bit more difficult with the others—they’re not very positive about such activities. Usually, they
respond when it’s about something material, something that benefits them directly.

As the gentleman before me said—1I’m sorry, I didn’t catch his name—I also notice this both in
classes and activities in general: until around 12 years old, they can’t wait for P.E. class, they ask
me every day what we’re doing tomorrow. When they start to mature, it’s already: “Miss, can we
just stay in our seats tomorrow?”’ or “Don’t you want to let us sit this one out, we’re not feeling
well today?” or “What if we do something else?”” or “It might rain tomorrow, can we stay
inside?” They find all sorts of excuses not to do the movement during class.

Don’t think it’s an unpleasant class—I don’t do anything very complicated. I generally do things
they enjoy so that the physical activity is fun for them. But I notice a lot of reluctance, especially
among girls. With boys, football lasts until the end—they stick with it for a long time. But
unfortunately, I lose the girls early on. Sometimes I manage to keep them with a bit of volleyball
or badminton.

CV: Good, thank you. Thank you. And we’ll move on to Elena.

E: Good evening, everyone! I’'m happy to meet you and happy to be here. ’'m E., I’ve been a
yoga instructor for a short time. I’'m glad to see there’s interest here in yoga for seniors. Even for
me, it’s a topic I’m passionate about and interested in. As a background, I was the kid who had a
medical exemption from sports classes all through school and high school—because I was afraid
of balls, because I wasn’t drawn to ball games or very active sports, and because we had to sweat
and then go back to class sweaty without a place to change. So, I had a sports exemption
throughout school.

Later, as I grew up, I discovered yoga—because back in my day, the internet was different from
now. I discovered yoga as a type of movement that appealed to me much more because it suited
my personality, the way [ was, and my needs. | practiced for a short while, but then, getting
caught in the whirlwind of jobs and all sorts of activities, I somehow lost track and quit. Then, a
few years ago, I took it up again, due to emotional and spiritual needs, let’s say. I decided to
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return to what had once been a passion for me and, in my personal practice, I tested its effects
and benefits on myself.

I’ve noticed some resistance toward the yoga activities I try to offer. I started working with
children thanks to a good friend who has an educational center. Even though I often approached
parents with this option, they were very reluctant and didn’t come. I tried yoga sessions just for
kids, family-and-kids yoga sessions for quality time together—still, there was reluctance. I don’t
know if it’s because of the word yoga, which in Romania may still carry certain associations
with past events, but I’d really like this practice to be more easily accessible to people, especially
since it’s quite adaptable and flexible. As OT said, it can be easily tailored for all ages and
abilities.

As for vulnerable groups, I haven’t worked much—only with people from the LGBT community
and with neurodivergent children (ADHD, autism, learning difficulties). Through this
neurodivergence area, I came to something called reflex integration and discovered that these
learning difficulties in children—the inability to sit still in class, lack of focus—may also be due
to unintegrated reflexes. When we’re born, even from the womb and in the first months of life,
we have these reflexes called primary reflexes. They’re not complete movements, just
tendencies: to stretch the hand, lift the head, turn the head—movements that gradually evolve
into more complex motions as we grow, allowing us to stand, walk, grasp, make gestures.

But if these primary reflexes aren’t integrated early—because children are kept in chairs, not
allowed to walk, roll, climb trees, do various activities—they never fully develop these
movements, and they carry unintegrated reflexes into adulthood. I realized from reading a certain
book that I still have some myself—since I get motion sickness, dizziness when spinning, and so
on. There are clues and tests for this.

Unintegrated reflexes can cause difficulties in emotional processing, logical learning, spatial
orientation, coordination, and more. I’d like to combine these two disciplines—yoga and
movement in general—to help integrate these reflexes, restore harmony to our bodies and brains,
and give us tools to better process the world around us. That’s about it from me.

OT: Which branch of yoga?
E: Hatha, for now. I’'m just starting out. I’m also interested in restorative yoga.
OT: How did you learn yoga?

E: Initially, on my own. I just learned from YouTube videos when I was in high school,
practicing by myself. Later, when I trained as an instructor, I did it through a yoga school.

Thank you, and I’m glad we’re getting to know each other better. Some of what you mentioned
will come up again, or we’ll detail further through our questions. So I'll start with the first
question: what challenges have you faced in trying to integrate social-emotional learning into the
training you do or have done? What challenges or difficulties have you encountered, and more
specifically, have you had emotionally charged moments in group dynamics or situations where
participants struggled to manage their emotions?
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DI: I’ll start—I have more personal experience here. It may be specific to Romania. I’ll start
with something specific to women. A big problem: women definitely do much less sport in
Romania than men. One reason is that men have football—for some reason, I don’t know why
football isn’t “for women.” But moving past that—the first issue I’ve always encountered when
discussing sports or in the courses I’ve taught is the obsession that a woman’s body must look a
certain way, and a man’s body another way. In Romania, a more muscular, athletic body is
considered “not feminine.” From my experience, this isn’t something kids start life believing—
it’s something they’re told along the way. I think this is a key reason why girls quit sports more
than boys.

The second big issue is that there are no societal discussions about the importance of sport in
daily life—intellectually and physically. Sport isn’t just to perform in football, tennis, basketball.
You do sport to feel good, to look good at 20, 30, 40, 58. If you feel good physically, you can
perform better at work, you have a better mood, you’re more rested, you can focus better. Body
and mind are connected—but no one discusses this with kids or teenagers. It would be great with
adults too, but we should start with kids so we can raise a generation leaning toward sports.
That’s all I have to say.

CV: Since I’ve got you here—have you ever had situations in your courses where participants
had trouble managing emotions, or emotionally charged moments that you had to resolve?

DI: Not really. I haven’t personally experienced negative emotions—in fact, the opposite. In my
courses, which combined discussion and physical activity, if there was any stress at the start, by
discussing and exercising, everyone relaxed. By the end, they were asking questions they’d
never have dared ask before. The effect was the opposite—more relaxation, well-being,
curiosity, and openness.

CV: Okay, good. Thanks. Again, the same two questions: what challenges have you faced
integrating emotional development into your training, and can you recall cases where group
dynamics were emotionally charged and how you resolved them? Shall I continue? Okay.

E: Yes. I want to note what OT or someone said earlier about resources. I never even thought to
look for Romanian-language resources, and unfortunately, for everything I learn or do, I go
straight to English resources. All my books are in English. I’ve never even checked if Romanian
ones exist in this area.

Then, yes—there’s parental reluctance. [ was talking with my friend at the educational center—
we don’t know what else to do to convince parents. “Come for free, stay, try it, just see how you
feel.” I was saying, “If tomorrow we offered an intensive math course, there’d be a line out the
door.” Or English, or anything else. Sadly, I’ve noticed that parents focus heavily on logic, math,
and other things to “develop the brain,” but they don’t realize brain development starts with sport
and movement—that’s the foundation.

Emotional issues—I’ve mostly seen what Mihai mentioned about lack of resilience and
persistence. For example, with a child in yoga—more like playful poses, pretending to be
animals, telling stories—the child says, “No, I can’t do it. I’'m not doing it. I can’t. I don’t want
to.” Immediately they change the subject. You can see it—probably linked to parent—child
dynamics. If a parent isn’t guiding and trying things themselves, maybe the child isn’t eager
either.
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With adults, [ haven’t noticed emotional blockages—quite the opposite: relaxation. At first,
people may be awkward, unsure, or self-conscious about how they look. I had one participant
who didn’t want to take off shoes—just socks and shoes for yoga. I said, “Whatever you’re
comfortable with.” Over time, they removed shoes, then socks—it’s a gradual change and you
see the benefits.

OT: I relate a lot to what E. says. Also, there’s the “Bivolaru” yoga scandal from the past, so
convincing seniors to try yoga in 2020 was a big step. I managed to form a small core group of
seniors—five people. Not many, but enough so that in online classes, newcomers saw “people
like them” and felt safe. I carried that over into offline events too. I’'m an event organizer, so |
always ensure comfort for attendees. I’m also very sociable—so it’s obvious I love being there.

By the way, 98% of our participants are women. It’s very hard to get men into yoga. Like DI
said—I organized a preventive physiotherapy + yoga event last year in Bucharest: 20 sessions,
10 people each. One lady begged me to include her husband. He came—at first, “No! No! No!”
He thought, “That’s not how it’s done.” By the end of 20 sessions, he was the biggest supporter.
He said, “As a military man, | was taught—if it hurts, you’re not a man if you complain; push
harder.” Then the physiotherapist told him, “When it hurts, stop. Just stretch lightly, feel only
slight tension.” At first, he couldn’t understand. After 3—4 sessions, when his neck pain was
gone, he understood.

DI: Sorry to interrupt—maybe I should try seniors, especially women, in kickboxing. Maybe I’d
be surprised.

OT: Kickboxing might be too hard for seniors, I think.
DI: Of course, yes—you can adapt it. Sorry to interrupt.

M: Any sport can be adapted to the age and abilities of each person in the room. You can’t put
everyone in the same category—even if they’re the same age, height, weight. Everyone’s
different. As an instructor, you have to adapt training to what they can do. Sometimes I wanted
to do something else, but maybe that day the kids or adults came tired, sore from a previous
workout, or dealing with home problems—you can’t do the same thing every time.

I’ve had 1.90 m tall, very strong teenagers—yet due to an overprotective mother, a 16-year-old
boy wouldn’t look anyone in the eye. In contact sports, you need courage, but he kept his head
turned and eyes down. It’s hard to build his confidence. When I understood the right approach, I
helped him come out of that state of fear and shame. If you want to raise strong men, let them be
with their peers, be men, and learn. Nowadays, if you let many teenage boys cross the street
alone, they’d cause an accident.

CV: So, at your place, so to speak, among the challenges of integrating this socio-emotional
development through sport, there is also, let’s say, the issue of how they come to you, how they
were raised — that they’re introverted, that they have low self-confidence. But with that boy, the
one who had problems expressing emotions and with self-esteem, how did you approach it? Did
you explain things to him, did you give him special attention?

M: I made him trust himself. I never told him, “What you’re doing is wrong.” Slowly, I helped
him, I often let him take control — even if I could have put him in the hospital in a few seconds
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— I let him gain confidence. And then, little by little, he changed his opinion about himself,
changed his opinion about the group he was part of, and completely turned around, 180 degrees.

DI: Can I add something here? There’s also a particular type of sport in what we do. Even
though they are different, they are all contact sports. Contact sports have something special:
there is a very intimate relationship with your opponent. This means you learn a lot about
yourself, about your body, but also about the other person’s body and experience as you go
through it together. There can be situations where only I am hitting, nobody is actually fighting
back, nobody is provoking anything. But if I train with him, for example, today I might be the
one dominating, attacking, and he’s only defending — learning to defend. In another training,
it’s the opposite. You learn from all sides. When you’re in a difficult situation and you can’t
attack, but you have to defend and still be present — you can’t run away — it teaches you in
many ways how to approach complicated situations. Because it’s actually tough to be in a
situation where you’re getting punched in the head or punching someone in the head. It depends
on you and how you want to handle it. It depends on the coach, on who guides you.

M: Nowadays there are more impostors than black belts, if you know what I mean. There are a
lot of them. Many confuse the level of a black belt with simply having participated in
competitions and being a good fighter. That has no relevance — no connection to what a black
belt means in any karate style. You can be a very good fighter, but that doesn’t mean you’re at
black belt level. We live — in my opinion and from what I see around me in many fields — in a
world of impostors. And from there, children and teenagers take these models, which are not
good ones.

CV: M, for you, the main challenges? You also mentioned a few. Some cases where the group’s
dynamics and emotions were hard to manage — and how did you do it?

M: Yes, there are indeed certain barriers, as was said, also involving parents. I have children
who have told me that today they are not allowed to sweat. I’ve noticed they are very
overprotected — so they won’t sweat. They don’t know how to tie their shoelaces until the 4th
grade — not to mention that I’ve had to tie shoelaces even for 5th or 6th graders. So it’s clear
they don’t dress themselves. Sure, that happens until around 2nd or 3rd grade, but I think by then
they should be able to dress themselves.

There’s also the gender difference: “We don’t play football because we’re not boys.” Or, “We
don’t play volleyball because if we play volleyball, we’re gay.” And all sorts of other sports and
games they think aren’t for them or aren’t appropriate.

I also have classes with children with Special Educational Needs (SEN), who, in my opinion,
can’t always be well integrated into games. For example, if there are two teams, the team they’re
on is clearly at a disadvantage. I think for them, to exercise, they’d need something separate —
but it’s impossible for me to give them something separate and still manage the rest of the class.
If I go back to the group, they’re no longer working or paying attention to me. If I try to work
separately with them, the rest of the class gets distracted and calls me — so I have to integrate
them into the class. And here there are barriers: children saying, “Miss, we don’t want to lose
because of him.”

There’s also the issue with competitions: “Why should we go if we don’t win anything?” or “We
came and the others cheated.” Or, “Miss, why don’t you also say we’re 10 years old when we’re
actually 127 — like other teachers do. I tell them it’s important to participate and that we don’t
necessarily have to win. At least if we go home, we go home knowing we played fair, that we
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played correctly — but we didn’t take part in the under-10 age category when we were actually
12, and so on. Those are some of the barriers we face.

CV: Many indeed. Yes, some are common, but others are more specific. Thank you. Now I’ll
ask you again about sources of information or guidance you’ve used. My question is: what
would you need to be able to use this socio-emotional dimension through sport? What kinds of
tools, support, or guidance would you need? First of all, the idea of resources in Romanian stuck
with me — that would be a starting point.

OT: Well, for my needs, I can’t say it’s a problem anymore — that’s why I launched
SeniorFit.ro in 2023 and put all the recordings there. Anyone over 55 can benefit from it for free.
On the other hand, this platform still needs to reach people — my bubble ran out a long time ago.

E: Well, give it to us at the end, so we can share it. ’'m very curious and I want to see the
gentleman excited after seeing the results.

OT: OK, Ill leave you the link in the chat. On the emotional and mental side, there are some
breathing and meditation sessions. We have facial yoga, diet, and nutrition explained. The idea is
that I’ve created the setting where they can come and stay if they have a bit of motivation in their
life. More people need to be brought in and, as D. said, we need to talk about sport. We’re the
country of sedentarism, where that TV ad that’s been running for 15 years — “For a healthy life,
do at least 30 minutes of physical activity per day” — nobody pays attention to it anymore.
That’s why awareness campaigns started back when people didn’t know. Now people know they
need to exercise — we need pleasant solutions so we can get them to do it.

Because — sorry, going back to what E. said — I’'m the same way: I can’t stand sports, I don’t
like cardio, I don’t like ball games, I don’t like to do anything — not even ping-pong. My mother
tried everything with me. Took me everywhere, but I didn’t like anything, nothing stuck. It’s just
how I was wired. I had a decent build, never needed sports, my mind worked great, my mouth
even better. So I never felt the need — I was pushed, but nothing stuck.

E: Yes, I agree with you, OT. I think personality matters a lot. For some people, it’s better to do
active sports — balls, running, all that. Others might not feel that way but still feel the need for
movement and other resources. The problem is we don’t know how many types of activities
there are. On TV, we only see big matches, that’s it. Lately there’s been a bit about swimming —
with David Popovici — and about tennis. And that’s it. During the Olympics, they used to show
clips of all sorts of sports. There are even Yoga Olympics. There are so many sports we don’t
know about.

M: Because they’re not informed, and because they haven’t been made into Olympic events —
they’re not considered sports.

E: I think we can do whatever we want as long as we don’t hurt anyone and we can turn
anything into anything, as long as we have a good intention. Anyway, I was saying there should
be a greater diversity of sports reaching people, with representatives. For example, now that we
had David Popovici as a model, I think he inspired many people and children to want to swim —
something I’'m not sure happened before. When there was the Simona Halep craze, it was the
same with tennis. So both the promotion of different sports and having a role model matter,
someone people can identify with and be inspired by. And, as OT said, promoting the benefits —
why it’s important, how it helps you. It’s not enough to say “you have to” — you have to inspire
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and motivate people to move.

Unfortunately, in a country like Romania, the economic aspect is also important. If I work 12—-14
hours a day, come home, have 3 kids to raise, need to cook and wash dishes — when do I have
time to exercise? There are exceptions, of course, but for most people, the busy schedule and the
economic factor make it difficult. I don’t know of any free state programs or even subsidized
ones where you pay part and the state pays part.

DI: Yes, I want to add to what you both said — I completely agree. I liked your example that
there needs to be someone to help, to inspire. With Halep, that happened. I played tennis at a
professional level for 10 years — it’s an incredibly expensive sport. I thank my parents, God, for
their patience and for how much they sacrificed. Only they know how they managed. I was glad
when Halep reached the top because I thought, “Wow, OK, this will be an example, it will make
other parents take their children to this sport. Maybe programs will appear to make it more
accessible — maybe the state will give you the first two rackets.” Nothing happened. There was
a small boom at first, excitement that we had someone representing our country in an interesting
sport — one that’s less accessible because it’s expensive and demanding. But it faded quickly
simply because no program appeared to support it — no financial help for families, no free
lessons, nothing. Just thanks to Halep, there was hype for a while, and that was it. The state
didn’t react to build on what Halep had done entirely on her own.

I also agree there should be many more resources and much more accessible information about
sports. I have an experience from when I came back to Romania at about 24 after studying in
England and France. In France, my first day, I searched online and found seven amateur
basketball teams I could join the next day. I didn’t even know the city, but I had instant access —
I called, they said “Come tomorrow, no problem.” When I came back to Romania, I can’t tell
you how much I searched — I had no chance to play basketball except by organizing with
friends in the park. If there was something, you had to go through complicated processes, or have
been a professional athlete. There’s no amateur option. School gyms are closed. In summer, no
access. They’re just sitting there empty. Why not let kids play basketball or football or volleyball
or foot-tennis in schoolyards? In Bucharest, there are maybe three parks for that. In other cities,
it’s a huge problem. I’'m from Giurgiu — in Giurgiu all schoolyards are closed. That’s the only
place to play those sports. No access. Some mayors are starting to understand it’s a problem and
are opening schools on weekends, closing streets to cars, but it depends on each local leader’s
vision.

M: Yes, indeed still financial, I think that’s the most visible. For example, I don’t have a gym, so
clearly, in winter, physical activity is close to zero. I can’t do much in a classroom.

Their classroom, where they also have lessons, has desks, so you just can’t. Regarding materials,
I’ve bought most of them myself, and slowly I’ve managed to get some from the school too, but
it’s difficult, because we all know that if you want to do something, you’d need, for example, a
ball for every child if you wanted to teach dribbling.

Also, as was said earlier, for parents to take their children to sports or physical activity, they
have to pay. Someone once came to our school to do football, so we have a concrete pitch and a
grass pitch that belongs to the village football team, which only plays official matches. This
person tried to run some training sessions there. I think he did two free sessions, but then he
didn’t want to travel for nothing anymore and asked for a fee. From the moment he charged that
fee, the kids stopped coming to football.

Similarly, there’s a sports hall in our community where they do Brazilian jiu-jitsu. They attracted
a lot of kids, but I think they lost some of them once they started charging, although some still
go. We still have quite a few kids attending, but it’s not like it was in the first year. So again, it’s
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probably financial.

And just as the gentleman said, they probably reach adolescence and stop going because their
parents don’t make them anymore, or they don’t think it’s cool. I’ve even heard things like,
“Yeah, I'll look like a square if I keep going.”

E: Good. I just want to add something short, short, short. Related to this idea that boys and girls
do certain types of sports—speaking with a former colleague, she has an 11-year-old boy, and
when I invited her to come, she said, “But anyway, yoga is for girls, not for boys, I can’t bring
him.” So yes, there are barriers coming from gender expectations, which are sometimes
artificially created. It’s like, “I don’t care if my child would be healthier and feel good, but he
might end up doing a ‘girls’ sport.””

CV: I’d like now to move on to another question related to training needs. The survey research
we conducted showed that most professionals who filled it in don’t feel prepared to use SEL
through sport because they lack the necessary knowledge and training. What’s your opinion?
How do you see the training offer? Or how has the training experience been for you? For
example, if you now wanted to develop this skill of using SEL, would you know where to go?

OT: I’'ll say something very short. Our yoga instructor, with whom we started in 2020, didn’t
know there’s a certain emotional calmness you can give people. What E. just talked about—I
don’t think I’ve met that in any instructor I’ve worked with or watched. That’s exactly why I
asked for your contact.

E: That surprises me a lot, because yoga is, first and foremost, a discipline of the soul, the mind,
and the emotions. Through the physical, we reach the soul and the mind. We calm emotions and
connect more with ourselves, with who we are and why we came here to earth, in a way. But
indeed, as I was saying earlier, many have turned yoga into fitness and gymnastics and all sorts
of things. Everyone uses it the way they need.

The way I use, practice, and learned yoga is like this. That’s why I started, and these are the
methods I apply. When I filled out that survey, I found it difficult because my answer was “yes,
yes, yes” to everything—because yoga helps with all of that, and that’s one of its purposes: to
help you connect through your body with your emotions, with what you feel, and how to manage
and understand them better, to understand yourself.

That’s why I’'m amazed to hear this. On the other hand, I think all sports in general do this, even
though I haven’t practiced them all, but from watching and seeing certain people who practice
them, I think this emotional development comes naturally from sports.

As DI and M. were saying, each sport has rules you have to follow, and they slowly teach you to
respect rules, to be punctual, to show up, to treat your teammates or opponents with respect, to
respect the sport itself, the discipline, to respect your coach or teacher. A kind of mentoring
relationship forms.

These things develop naturally, but as M. said earlier, it depends on the teacher, on who your
mentor is, and how you learn. The person teaching you is very important and creates the whole
atmosphere, because only in that kind of environment can learning happen. Otherwise, we’re just
kicking a ball and wondering why we don’t win. Sport often has this image of competitiveness
and winning—doing it only if you win something or to beat others. I don’t know if fair play and
playing just for fun are still practiced much. And look, here I am, having the opportunity to play,
feeling these emotions, going through all these transformations.
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DI: I’'ll add to what you said—I completely agree. Yes, indeed, it comes as a package. It’s
normal that you don’t just learn to kick the ball correctly; it also comes with the educational side
—discipline, emotional management. But there’s also an important point in what you all said,
especially you teachers: how much time people actually spend doing sports. If you only do
basketball for one year, you can’t really touch all the things it can offer.

I’ve been doing sports since I was six, I’'m 34 now, and I can say I understood what sports taught
me only after 20 years—why I react calmly in certain situations, why I’'m not so tense in difficult
situations, because sport put me in those situations and I learned to handle them. It took time.
I’m not saying you need 50 years to get something out of sport, but you do need a bit of patience
and dedication. Even with a routine of once or twice a week, without aiming for performance,
you can still reach something beneficial for your body and relevant to your emotional and
intellectual life.

CV: Thank you. Otherwise, about these training opportunities or the places where you trained—
does anyone else want to add something? Do you think there are enough? Is there too much
responsibility placed on the individual? From what I understand, we’re basically on our own—
each of us trains wherever we can, using whatever resources we find, whether in English,
Romanian, or from an NGO. Is that right?

OT: You know what the problem is? It’s exactly like in education. If there isn’t someone
overseeing the whole thing from above, everyone does what they think is right. I’'m not saying
they’re doing it wrong... but there won’t be systemic change until someone at the top organizes
it properly. This is a big problem we have as a nation. We don’t have a culture of movement, of
sport—not even in families, to spend Sunday playing ball in the park, playing volleyball, doing
something, anything.

E: Same here—when I was a child, my parents didn’t put me in any sport. It was always about
education: go study, get good grades, go to math, English, all that, but not sport or physical
activity. Later, I regretted it and wished I had been that child taken to at least something. I felt
my own need for movement, for using my body, and realized I’m the kind of person who needs
to express emotions through physical activity. But I discovered that myself.

And, as you said, cities aren’t built for the body. I live in Drumul Taberei now—I moved here
five years ago. Back then it was awful, nowhere to move. I came back after five years, and now
we have trees, green spaces, kids playing everywhere, running tracks, bike lanes. People do
sports, go for walks, go to the park—just because these things were built, and it didn’t even cost
much. So it can be done, but again, someone up top needs to have a clear plan and actually
implement it.

CV: Now, thinking about more positive things—in your experience, have you come across good
practices using sport for socio-emotional development, and maybe more specifically for
vulnerable people? Ones you really liked and stuck with you?

DI: I have one—the one I took part in, though I don’t know if it’s aimed specifically at
vulnerable people. It’s targeted at teenagers. It’s run by some very young women, called “Girl
Up,” I think they’re in their early twenties. It’s focused on young people because they believe,
and I agree, that you need to educate kids early about what sport involves and why it’s done.
They integrate sport quite often—not by forcing people to go, but with examples of people who
do sport, why they do it, and discussions about it. It’s not necessarily football or basketball, but
physical activities with conversations around them. They’re doing a great job. That’s all I know.
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OT: Since being in the NGO sector, I’ve come across loads of great initiatives. The one I found
most impressive in 2020 was “Kayak Smile,” which also expanded into “Ski Smile” for people
with locomotor disabilities—those without legs or unable to use them. They use special chairs
that someone guides, and it’s amazing. They also work with children—so many great things.
There are lots of great initiatives, but again, no one up there is making them well known or
scaling them up.

E: I haven’t heard of that many, honestly, so the resources OT mentioned would be useful.
That’s why I was glad to hear OT did this yoga initiative for seniors. What I have seen—since I
live near IOR Park—is a kayak-canoe center. I’'m not sure if it’s an association or private
initiative, but I saw they also cater for people with disabilities, and I read a bit on their website.
They’re open to kids, young people, adults, and people with disabilities, and I’ve even seen
wheelchair users there.

CV: From the survey, we found that the percentage of people who knew of other initiatives
wasn’t very high. So even among specialists, there’s a need for more awareness and for these
good practices to circulate more among us. M, what about you?

M: That’s just it—I don’t know that many initiatives. I’ve heard of some online, but not very
many.

CV: Ok. Now, we’ve actually reached the last question. Based on the results of the questionnaire
we conducted, many professionals prefer training formats such as workshops on topics like
mindfulness, emotional regulation, and goal-setting through sport. I wanted to ask whether these
priorities, which emerged from the survey, also match your own training needs. So—would you
also be interested in participating in training on mindfulness, emotional regulation, or goal-
setting through sport? If yes, great; if not, what other topics would you suggest?

DI: Yes, I also think those are interesting points. In addition, conflict management—especially
in teams. And related to what M. said earlier, about that very introverted boy—maybe also about
emotional intelligence, so that people are aware there are different human types and not everyone
will react in the same way or be the same. To be aware of this when you run your activity and
when you approach people. And maybe have some information about what that means, and that
it’s okay—mnot to force the child.

E: I think that programs like the ones we’re trying to develop or that we’re talking about should
include, alongside everything we’ve discussed—actual physical activity, discussions about
emotional development and intellectual impact—also concrete information. I mean, not just “you
feel better physically after sport if you’ve had a long day,” but explaining why—what’s actually
happening in your body when you do physical activity, what type of activity, the difference
between cardio, weight training, yoga, and what’s happening chemically in your body.

But not only that—also the emotional discussion. I think it’s relevant to include this, because
people react to different things. Some people don’t have a directly spiritual intention—so for
them, it’s more effective to understand that hormones change in a certain way during sport, that
this is why they regulate emotionally, and why they feel better and more in tune with their own
states. Others might respond more to the spiritual side. That’s why I think both should be
integrated—to cater to different minds: people who focus more on the technical, people who
connect more to the emotional, and people in between. It should cover all aspects a bit—not too
deeply, since we’re not doctors—but at least discuss that more concrete, applied side too.
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M: Yes, since we’re talking medical, I think there should also be some training in case someone
gets sick or injured. It hasn’t happened in my class, but it happened to a colleague that a child
fainted on the field, and I realized that if it had happened to me, I wouldn’t have known how to
react or what to do. Same when they trip or hit their knee—I just think, thank God it wasn’t more
serious, because I wouldn’t have known how to step in if it had gone beyond my own abilities. I
think that information would be very welcome for anyone.

E: Yes, in my yoga training—and from reading and listening to various people—in the United
States, at least in yoga and maybe other sports too, you’re required as an instructor to take a first
aid course and to have this—well, I don’t know exactly what it’s called here—but a liability
waiver, something that people have to sign when they come to your class, in case accidents
happen, so you don’t get sued. Well, they’re very litigious there, but I don’t know if such
regulations exist here for other sports.

OT: Yes, and I’d be interested in any kind of activity from outside Romania, because there’s not
much to learn here. We’ve accredited the association for the next three years, so there will be
funds for these things. So anything that could work for seniors—I’1l read about it, spend hours
and days just to find something they need.

CV: Are there other topics—not necessarily training-related or specific approaches—that would
interest you and that maybe you haven’t had the chance to explore yet? Or any other interests in
this area, as a final note?

E: Yes, I’'m more interested in deepening my work in this area because I’ve practiced it a bit, but
I feel I"d need many more tools for the neurodivergent spectrum—everything to do with ADHD,
autism, and similar challenges. I have a few small books at home and I’ve read them, but I'm
still not satisfied when it comes to specific intervention methods—how to handle a child—
because you also need more of the psychological side: how to approach the person. I’m talking
about children because I’ve mostly worked with them so far.

CV: Anyone else? Other interests? Maybe unexplored directions?

Yes, I think there isn’t enough research, as DI said, and maybe not enough pilot projects. Just
today I was saying that I wish I could have—well, I’'m only one person—but I wish I could have
something like a pilot project for yoga, to go into schools for one, two, three months and do this
work, to see the results, what happens, how it impacts children—whether it’s good or not. I told
them that even if during their PE classes, once a month, they replaced it with yoga or something
relaxing—it’s needed. So that they grow into calm, resilient adults. And yes, with methods, it’s
good to integrate that part too—not just agitation, energy, understanding, logic, and reason, but
also “let’s sit still for a bit,” “let’s see what it’s like to do nothing,” “let’s see what it’s like to do
things slowly and gently,” and you grow from that too. I’d love for there to be such projects and
initiatives—because that’s where it starts.

I know your project is for adults, and I keep talking about children, but I think the earlier you
start, the better. But also for teenagers, residential centers, seniors—these activities help so
much, they connect you with yourself and with others. There could be more initiatives like this,
more well-known and public. Also, I was thinking while you were talking—solutions could be
found for existing problems. For example, activities like yoga could be used in winter in schools
like Vladesti, right, M? You don’t necessarily need a yoga mat—you could weave between
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desks, maybe find a middle ground. But again, we have to be informed, creative, and adaptable,
and also collaborate more with each other and share these experiences.

Speaking of which, M., you said you don’t have money for balls—use Start ONG. This is a call
to action. If you want, I can teach you how. I’'m no longer eligible—I’ve used them for five
years. That’s what they’re for—to give people initial support for primary needs. You make a
small project, run activities, and buy everything you need.

M: Understood. I’ll look into it.

OT: They have an open call every month, starting at €1,000. Take advantage of everything you
can. Maybe that’s also a missing resource—not only in this field. We’re the people here
implementing things, coming up with ideas, being creative—maybe in art, sport, other fields. I
feel like I personally lack that “business” person—the one who knows where to get money,
funding, from government or private sources, who can organize it. It’s very hard to do it all
yourself. So maybe there are funds, there are people who want to do things, can do them, can
guide and help you—but how do we find each other, how do we learn about these platforms and
opportunities through which we could even offer free services, so that people start, in small
steps, developing this desire to get closer to sport, arts, and other less-accessed things?

CV: Yes, Start ONG really is a very good recommendation—especially because it’s not a very
bureaucratic application, it’s flexible compared to other projects or funding sources. Good. I’ve
gone through all the questions, so first of all, thank you for staying and sticking with me until the
end of this long day. Everything you said was very interesting—some things matched the survey
results, but other aspects were new and gave me food for thought. If you have anything else to
add now at the end, outside the predefined questions, we can always keep in touch.

Conclusions and recommendations

The research conducted within the Edud4lmpact project in Romania reveals a significant

opportunity to leverage sport as a powerful tool for enhancing social inclusion through the

integration of SEL. While most professionals surveyed recognize the potential of sport and

physical activity in their work with vulnerable adults, a clear gap exists in their knowledge and

application of SEL principles. The findings highlight a strong need for targeted training programs

that equip professionals with the necessary skills and resources to effectively integrate SEL

competencies into sports-based interventions.

The survey results indicate a high level of interest in training activities focused on practical

application, such as workshops on integrating reflection exercises, designing emotionally aware

sports activities, and utilizing awareness and relaxation techniques.

Furthermore, the qualitative data from interviews and focus group emphasizes the importance of

addressing misconceptions about sport, particularly contact sports, and promoting a deeper

understanding of the body and its connection to emotions.

Main takeaways especially from the qualitative research:

® Persistent Financial Barriers: Participants identified the lack of resources as a major obstacle
to implementing and sustaining sports-based SEL activities. These include insufficient sports
facilities, inadequate equipment, and the costs associated with extracurricular sport, which can
limit access for children and families.
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® Infrastructure and Accessibility Gaps: Many rural or under-resourced schools lack gyms or
suitable indoor spaces, making year-round physical activity difficult, particularly in winter.

® Limited Awareness of Good Practices: While some participants knew of impactful
initiatives (e.g., Girl Up, Kayak Smile), overall awareness of existing programs is low, even
among professionals in the field.

® Training Needs in SEL through Sport: Most professionals do not feel adequately prepared

to integrate SEL into sports practice. Specific needs include:

Mindfulness, emotional regulation, and goal-setting techniques through sport.

Conflict management and emotional intelligence training.

Understanding the physical, chemical, and psychological impacts of different types of sport.
First aid training to handle potential injuries or health emergencies.

Strategies for working with neurodivergent children and youth (e.g., ADHD, autism).

Cultural and Systemic Challenges: There is a perceived lack of a "movement culture" in
Romania, with societal and family attitudes often prioritizing academic achievement over
physical activity.

Value of Early Intervention: Participants emphasized the importance of starting SEL and
sport-based programs early in life, but also highlighted potential benefits for adolescents,
seniors, and vulnerable groups.

Potential for Collaboration and Funding: There is a need for better networking between
implementers, funders, and other stakeholders and trainer or exchange of knowledge regarding
funding opportunities.

Based on these findings, several recommendations can be made to advance the integration of SEL
through sport in Romania.

There is a need to develop and implement comprehensive training programs for educators,
trainers, and youth workers that focus on the practical application of SEL competencies in
sports settings. These programs should incorporate interactive and playful approaches,
drawing on elements from various sports and addressing the specific needs and challenges of
working with vulnerable populations.

Efforts should be made to disseminate information and resources on good practices in using
sport for social inclusion and SEL development. This could involve creating online platforms,
organizing workshops and conferences, and promoting success stories from existing
programs.

It is crucial to foster collaboration between public institutions, NGOs, and private sector
organizations to create a supportive ecosystem for promoting SEL through sport. This could
involve establishing partnerships to develop and implement joint projects, sharing resources
and expertise, and advocating for policies that support the integration of SEL into sports
programs.

Address financial barriers by advocating for dedicated funding to equip schools with adequate
sports materials or provide subsidies or partnerships to reduce the cost of extracurricular sports
for families.

Improve infrastructure and accessibility: by supporting creative adaptations (e.g., yoga in
classrooms during winter) where formal facilities are unavailable ir investing in multi-
purpose, community-accessible spaces for physical activity.

Foster a movement culture: Partner with families, schools, and local authorities to encourage
everyday physical activity as part of a healthy lifestyle and develop campaigns that challenge
gender stereotypes in sport participation.

Encourage research, pilot and evaluate programs.
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® Strengthen collaboration and funding Access: facilitate partnerships between implementers
and funders, provide training for practitioners in grant writing and resource mobilisation,
promote awareness of funding opportunities.

By addressing the identified training needs, promoting good practices, and fostering collaboration,

Romania can increase the high potential of sport as a catalyst for social inclusion and the holistic

development of individuals and communities.
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