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The COVID-19 pandemic caused by SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus has impacted people 

across the globe, and research is needed to help better understand how to help promote 

recovery among those at risk of suffering (Harvey, 2020).  As Monbiot (2021) said, “I think 

we have to face a very grim and uncomfortable fact. A lot of people could be permanently 

affected by COVID-19, in terms of both physical and mental health. Given the huge numbers 

infected, lifelong impacts could affect a substantial part of the population. I haven’t seen 

much thinking yet about the implications: the massive amount of support that will be needed, 

and the horrendous loss of wellbeing.” 

Inspired by research demonstrating the benefits of role modelling (e.g., Morgenroth, 

Ryan, & Peters, 2015) and the desire of sports people to participate in generative 

engagements to help benefit others across society (e.g., Henriksen et al., 2020), we developed 

an intervention called SPORT vs COVID.  This project aims to understand if and how the 

sharing of life experiences by a sports person can help promote recovery among people at 

risk of suffering from the impact of COVID-19.  The project rationale is based on previous 

research with sports people who have recovered physically and/or mentally in their sport 

from many of the challenges that some people across society need support for in their 

everyday lives as a result of COVID-19 (e.g., a sports person who had to manage an 

unexpected career transition can share their experience with a person who has been made 

redundant from their job unexpectedly during the pandemic).  Here we report on the results of 

the first phase of the project and its perceived impact on those involved. 

Following university ethical approval, a referral sampling strategy was employed to 

recruit 18 participants.  Nine people (5 women, 4 men) negatively impacted by COVID-19 

were matched with nine people (6 women, 3 men) who had competed in sport to a world-

class standard and had relatable loss experiences (i.e., one who shared their experience of 

how they stayed motivated during long periods of injury rehabilitation, four who dealt with 



uncertainty during their sporting career, one who bounced back after their dreams were 

dashed, and three who navigated unexpected career changes).  The intervention was delivered 

by connecting matched participants through a video call scheduling and recording platform 

(BlinderTM Version 4.2).  Each intervention was delivered in a single, one-on-one video call 

(mean duration = 51 minutes; SD = 8 minutes). Follow up interviews were conducted by the 

first author via Blinder with each participant within one week of the intervention, and also 

with the person impacted by COVID-19 one month and three months after the intervention.   

Based on analyses of the intervention recordings and interview transcripts, the 

perceived impact on those involved was considered. The participants unanimously expressed 

benefits associated with the intervention.  Although none of the sports people involved had 

been directly impacted by COVID-19, they were all able to share relatable experiences that 

the people negatively impacted by the pandemic were able to apply to their own situation.  

For example, one participant was hospitalised in January 2021 with SARS-CoV-2 infection. 

He was struggling to find the motivation given all the uncertainties and frustrated with the 

fallout of having to be off work. One month after the intervention, he stated:  

“Having a one-to-one conversation with someone so credible who could share their 

experiences was perfect timing for me and really beneficial in helping me get back to 

work.” 

The sports person involved in the above intervention also welcomed the opportunity to 

participate:  

“It was really beneficial for myself, too, as it allowed me to share skills and lessons I 

have learned throughout my sporting career that are adaptable throughout other 

parts of life.” 

 Our conclusion of the first phase of the SPORT vs COVID project is that the 

intervention is perceived as valuable in helping promote recovery from a range of different 

loss experiences that came about as a result of the coronavirus pandemic.  Follow-up 

interviews were effective in capturing the project aims.  The communication platform was 



also identified as being highly effective, by the sports people in particular, as video calls were 

organised by a third party (i.e., the first author) without personal contact details being 

exchanged between the participants.  This provided the participants with more confidence to 

be able to share their experiences, and also for richer details to be captured in the follow-up 

interviews. Given the continuing potential for people to be directly impacted by the SARS-

CoV-2 coronavirus in diverse ways, the project aims to progress in further understanding how 

the sharing of life experiences can help promote recovery during the COVID-19 pandemic.   
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