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Physical Activity, Health, 
and Incarceration: 

Complex Meanings of Sport 
and Physical Activity in 

Prisons 
This talk considers the complex relationship 

between sport and physical activity and health 
in prison settings. Globally, there are more than 

10 million incarcerated people living in 
institutions that, often, are unhealthy spaces 
characterized by threats of physical violence, 

risk of communicable disease, poor diet and 
nutrition, and monotonous routines. 

Interestingly, these unhealthy spaces of 
confinement are often home to vibrant physical 

cultures through which prisoners produce a 
myriad of social meanings. While sport and 

physical activity can provide important physical 
and mental health benefits to some prisoners, 

they can also contribute to unhealthy outcomes, 
including physical violence and social exclusion. 

This paper considers these complex meanings, 
and proposes several ways in which sport and 

physical activity might play a role in improving 
prisoners' health. 

Mark Norman is a Postdoctoral Fellow in the 
Department of Health Aging and Society at 

McMaster University. He completed his PhD in 
the Faculty of Kinesiology and Physical Education 

at University of Toronto, where his dissertation 
examined sport and physical culture in Canadian 

federal prisons. Broadly, his research considers 
the social significance of sport, physical culture, 

and recreation in carceral settings, including 
questions of social control, agency, and 

resistance in and through physical activity. He is 
currently leading a SSHRC-funded study on sport 

and recreation in youth custody facilities. In 
2019, Mark was invited by the United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime to participate in a 

global experts meeting on sport and youth crime 
prevention. 
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