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Executive Summary
Recreation centres provide an important venue for children, youth, adults and seniors
to engage in physical activity; however, there is typically little availability of healthy
food choices in the vending machines and snack bars found in these recreation centres.
A survey of KFL&A recreation centre patrons was completed to obtain information
about the food and beverage purchasing behaviours of recreation centre patrons,
patron perceptions of food and beverages available in recreation centres, and patron
acceptability of healthier alternatives that could be sold in recreation centres. As
KFL&A Public Health works to address the availability of healthy food in recreation
centres to fulfill the Ontario Public Health Standards, this information will help
to understand user opinions, anticipate barriers, and identify opportunities.

Summary of results:
Many survey respondents visit recreation centres frequently (three or more times
per week). Most respondents purchase food or beverages from recreation centres
less than once a week or one to two times per week. Respondents reported
purchasing food and beverages from the snack bar/canteen/cafe more often
than vending. Snacks and drinks were purchased most often, rather than meals,
and the snack bar/canteen/cafe is used by more respondents than the vending
machines. Typically respondents purchased food for themselves or their children.
The top three reported reasons for choosing food and beverages in recreation
centres were: convenience, for a special treat, and because there are few
coffee shops or restaurants outside of the recreation centres. The top three
reported reasons for not choosing food and beverages in recreation centres
were: it is unhealthy, there is a limited selection and the cost is high.
Over half of respondents indicated they would buy food more often
if there were healthier choices available. Respondents were interested
in purchasing healthier food items, with highest interest for fresh fruit,
fresh vegetables and dip, chocolate milk and fruit smoothies.
The results of this survey indicate public support for increasing the availability
of healthy food and beverages in public recreation centres and identify several
opportunities to improve the food environment to meet patron demands as
well as the potential to influence the health of recreation centre patrons.

Next steps:
KFL&A Public Health can support recreation centres to improve their food environment
by engaging with key stakeholders, employing a phased approach to increase the
availability of healthy choices when working with recreation centres, addressing
recreation centre patron preferences that were identified in the survey, providing
promotional tools to recreation centres to promote healthy choices, and advocating
for policies that support healthy nutrition environments in recreation centres.
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This report describes the results of a Kingston, Frontenac and Lennox & Addington
(KFL&A) Public Health survey of KFL&A area recreation centre* patrons’ opinions
about the food and beverages available in KFL&A recreation centres.

1.0 Introduction
The mandate of recreation centres is generally to promote well-being, although there
is typically little availability of healthy food choices in vending machines and snack
bars found in sports and recreational centres. 1,2 An assessment of 77 publicly funded
recreation centres in British Columbia found that 88% of centres had no food policy
in place, 68% of vending snacks were chocolate bars and chips, and 57% of beverages
were sugar sweetened.2 Nowak and colleagues3 compared the food and beverages
available in public and private recreation centres to school food criteria and found that
only 13% of vending machine drinks and 24% of snacks would be allowed in schools.
Food services in recreation centres are well used. In a study of recreation centres
in London, Ontario, Thomas and Irwin found that 40.8% of patrons report
purchasing food at the snack bar of the recreation centre, and 30.8% report
purchasing food from vending machines.4 Of these consumers, 80.5% purchased
food or beverages for their children and 44.7% purchased food or beverages for
themselves.4 A survey of parents of children age 5 to 17 in Australia reported the
items most frequently bought at community swimming pools were ice cream
and iced confection (48%), and snack foods, (i.e., chips, cakes & biscuits) (47%).5
In the KFL&A area, an average of 55.2% (54.0% to 56.4%) of adults age 18 and
over used a recreational facility in the previous 12 months6. This high usage
demonstrates the potential for the recreation centre environment to influence the
health behaviours of both adults who use recreation centres and their children.
Within recreation centre environments, the nutritional quality of foods available
has been shown as a concern and area of dissatisfaction among patrons 4
and stakeholders.1 Thomas and Irwin found almost half of recreation centre
patrons were dissatisfied with the food choices available. The top reason for
dissatisfaction being foods available are unhealthy.4 Focus groups on parent
perceptions of foods in sport settings revealed that parents perceived that
unhealthy foods are readily available in sport settings, but had mixed attitudes.
Some were ambivalent due to youth being active, or having healthy foods
at home.8 Some parents saw the opportunity for gradual improvements on
food sold including the promotion of healthier foods at concessions8.

The 2008 Ontario Public Health Standards requires local boards of
health to work with municipalities to support healthy public policies
and the creation or enhancement of supportive environments in
recreational settings and the built environment for healthy eating.9

* Throughout this report, all recreation facilities, arenas and recreation centres are referred to as “recreation centres”.
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Purpose:
The three objectives of this survey were to determine:
1.
2.
3.

food and beverage purchasing behaviours of recreation centre patrons,
patron perceptions on food and beverages
available in recreation centres, and
patron acceptability of healthier alternatives
that could be sold in recreation centres.

This survey will supplement the findings of an environmental scan of food and
beverage availability in KFL&A area recreation centres. The findings will be used to
support municipal recreation departments and food service operators to improve
the availability of healthy food and beverages offered for sale in recreation centres.

2.0 Methods
Participants:
Municipally owned and operated recreation centres in the KFL&A area were invited
to participate as a location for survey data collection. Managers or staff of recreation
centres were contacted through previously existing relationships with KFL&A Public
Health, or contacted by phone or e-mail where an established relationship did not
exist. Recreation centres that participated as a data collection site for the survey
included:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Artillery Park (City of Kingston)
Cataraqui Community Centre (City of Kingston)
INVISTA Centre (City of Kingston)
Frontenac Community Arena (Township of South
Frontenac, Township of Central Frontenac)
Strathcona Paper Centre (Town of Greater Napanee)
W.J. Henderson Recreation Centre (Loyalist Township)

Dates and times of participant recruitment varied to include patrons accessing
the recreation centres at different times of day, days of the week, for regular
programming and special tournaments, and for different sports to obtain a range
of demographics and interests. One or two KFL&A Public Health staff or student
researchers collected data at each of the six participating recreation centres once
or twice, for approximately two to three hours per visit. Nine data collection
periods were held, beginning in February 2015 and ending early May 2015.
All adults and youth aged 15 and older who were present at a recreation centre
in KFL&A when data collection was taking place were eligible to participate. This
included individuals who were present as a participant in sport, recreation or
other programs, spectator, coach, employee, parent of a child or children who are
using the centre, or other visiting patrons. Researchers approached individuals
in the recreation centre at the time of data collection and invited them to
participate in the survey. To thank participants for taking the survey, participants
were invited to enter into a draw for one of three $50 grocery store gift cards.
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Questionnaire Development:
A questionnaire (Appendix A) was designed to collect responses from eligible
participants at recreation centres in the KFL&A area. The development of the
questionnaire was informed by recreation centre patron surveys developed from
other jurisdictions and tailored to be applicable to recreation centres in KFL&A.4,10,11
The questionnaire included 20 questions that collected information on:
•
•
•
•
•
•

the frequency and purpose of visits to recreation centres,
food and beverage purchasing behaviours at recreation centres, such as
frequency, average spending, and for whom the food was purchased,
reasons for choosing and for not choosing food or
beverages available at recreation centres,
recommendations for changes to the food and beverages in recreation centres
acceptability of healthy food and beverages that could
be available for sale at recreation centres, and
demographics.

Ethical Considerations:
The proposal for this project was subject to KFL&A Public Health’s scientific review
process. The protocol for conducting this survey was also reviewed by the Queen’s
University Research and Ethics Board and approved February 18, 2015. Respondents
were provided contact information for the public health dietitian researcher and the
chair of the Queen’s University Research and Ethics Board. Consent was assumed by
the respondent agreeing to participate in the survey, as stated on the survey tool.
There were no known risks to the participants by answering the questionnaire,
as none of the questions were considered sensitive. No personal identifiers
were requested as part of the survey to keep each participant’s responses
anonymous and confidential. Participants were asked to provide their gender
and age, but this information was aggregated for use in reporting. Completed
surveys were deposited into a locked box by each participant. Contact
information collected for the incentive draw was kept separately from the
survey responses and only used to contact the winning participants.

Data Collection:
The survey was originally offered to participants as a paper survey or with online
options. The online options included using an iPad connected to WiFi or a
participant’s own personal mobile device to complete the survey online through
Fluid Surveys. For the first three data collection periods, no participants had
opted to use the iPad survey option and only one participant opted to use the
mobile device option. For the remainder of the data collection periods, the survey
was offered only as a paper survey or online using the participant’s personal
mobile device. Paper surveys were deposited in a locked box after completion.
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Data Analysis:
All survey responses were entered into Fluid Surveys for analysis. The question
“which arena or recreation centre do you visit most frequently?” was changed from
a single answer question to a multiple answer question as many respondents
gave multiple answers on the survey. For all other single answer questions, if a
participant marked multiple responses their response was not included in the
analysis. Text responses were analyzed for recurring themes and responses.
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3.0 Results
Responses:
A total of 392 surveys were collected from the six participating recreation centres. One
survey was collected using a personal mobile device; all other surveys were collected
were paper responses. A response rate for the survey was not able to be calculated
due to the volume of people in the recreation centres where data was collected, and a
convenience sample was used. The researchers noted that the majority of people who
were invited to take the survey agreed; of those who declined, many were busy taking
their children to or from an activity, and some declined without providing a reason.
Table 1 shows the distribution of surveys collected from each of the participating sites.
Two data collection periods were held at INVISTA Centre, Artillery Park, and Cataraqui
Community Centre. One data collection period was held at Strathcona Paper Centre,
Frontenac Arena, and W.J. Henderson.
Table 1: Surveys completed by location
Number of data
collection periods

Number of
surveys collected

% of total
surveys collected

INVISTA Centre

2

119

30.4 %

Artillery Park

2

53

13.5 %

Survey Location

Cataraqui Community Centre

2

84

21.4 %

Strathcona Paper Centre

1

70

17.9 %

Frontenac Arena

1

30

7.7 %

W.J. Henderson

1

36

9.2 %

Demographic characteristics:
The demographic characteristics of survey respondents are presented in Table 2. More
females than males completed the survey (63.2% female respondents) and 61.0% of
respondents were between 30 and 49 years of age.
Table 2: Demographic characteristics of survey respondents
Gender

Number of survey respondents

% of survey respondents

Male

139

36.0 %

Female

244

63.2 %

3

0.8 %

Number of survey respondents

% of survey respondents

15 to 19 years

13

3.4 %

20 to 29 years

25

6.5 %

30 to 39 years

92

24.0 %

40 to 49 years

142

37.0 %

50 to 59 years

56

14.6 %

60+ years

55

14.3 %

Prefer not to say

1

0.3 %

Prefer not to answer
Age
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Frequency and purpose of visits to recreation centres:

Survey participants were asked which recreation centre they visit most frequently.
The recreation centre reported as visited most was INVISTA Centre. The frequency
of recreation centres selected as the site visited most often is presented in Table 3.
Table 3: Recreation centres reported as visited most often
Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

INVISTA Centre

157

40.6 %

Artillery Park

60

15.5 %

Centre 70

37

9.6 %

Cataraqui Community Centre (Cataraqui/Kinsmen Arena)

79

20.4 %

Memorial Centre

26

6.7 %

W.J. Henderson Recreation Centre

73

18.9 %

Strathcona Paper Centre

75

19.4 %

Stone Mills Community Centre

27

7.0 %

Frontenac Community Arena

44

11.4 %

Recreation Centre

Other

35

9.0 %

A recreation centre outside of the KFL&A region

48

12.4 %

Approximately half of respondents reported they visit a recreation centre three or
more times per week (see Figure 1). Few reported visiting a recreation centre less
than once per week or for tournaments or special events only. Table 4 presents the
reason for visiting recreation centres. The majority of respondents, 82.7%, reported
visiting recreation centres as a spectator, 35.1% of respondents reported visiting as
a participant. Hockey was the sport for which most respondents reported attending
recreation centres most often, followed by swimming.
Figure 1: Frequency of visiting a recreation centre
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Table 4: Purpose for visits to recreation centres
Number of survey
respondents

% of survey respondents

Participant (e.g. hockey player, taking
swimming lessons, attending gym, etc.)

136

35.1%

Spectator (family, friend or supporter who
watches lessons, practices and/or games)

320

82.7%

Purpose for visit

Recreation centre employee

6

1.6%

Coach or Teacher or Trainer

45

11.6%

Other

9

2.3%

Number of survey
respondents

% of survey respondents

Hockey

281

72.1%

Figure skating

43

11.0%

Speed skating

45

11.5%

Swimming

104

26.7%

Sports for which recreation centres
are visited most often

Ringette

6

1.5%

Gym or general fitness

41

10.5%

Other

17

4.4%

Food and beverage purchasing at recreation centres:
Table 5 below displays the results of several questions addressing purchasing
behaviours for food and drinks in recreation centres. The majority of respondents
(65.0%) reported purchasing food or drinks at the snack bar/canteen/cafe or the
snack bar/canteen/cafe and vending machines in recreation centres. Over a quarter
of respondents (27.2%) reported they do not buy food or drinks at recreation centres.
Of those who purchase food and drinks at recreation centres, the majority of
respondents (54.0%) reported that they purchase food or drinks from recreation
centres less than once per week. An additional 37.2% reported purchasing food or
drinks from recreation centres one to two times per week, and 8.7% of respondents
purchase food or drinks from recreation centres three or more times per week. Most
respondents reported that they usually buy snacks (77.5%) and drinks (59.9%).
Most respondents purchase food or drinks for themselves or their children.
Others reported they purchase food or drinks for friends, or other family
members (i.e., grandchildren or spouses). Most respondents (57.2%)
reported they usually spend between $2.00 and $4.99 per person, per visit
at the snack bar, canteen, cafe or vending machines. An additional 21.7%
usually spend between $5.00 and $10.00, 18.4% usually spend under
$2.00, and only 2.6% usually spend over $10.00 per person, per visit.
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Table 5: Food and beverage purchasing at recreation centres
Food outlets at which food or drinks are purchased
at recreation centres

Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

Snack bar/Canteen/Café

184

51.1%

Vending machines

28

7.8%

Snack bar/Canteen/Café and Vending Machines

50

13.9%

I do not buy food or drinks at arenas or recreation centres

98

27.2%

Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

Breakfast

23

7.5%

Lunch

56

18.2%

Dinner

35

11.4%

Snacks

238

77.5%

Usual eating occasion purchased for at recreation centres

Drinks

184

59.9%

Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

less than once a week

167

54.0%

1 to 2 times per week

115

37.2%

3 to 4 times per week

23

7.4%

5 or more times per week

4

1.3%

Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

Myself

226

74.6%

My children

233

76.9%

My friends

21

6.9%

Other

19

6.3%

Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

Under $2

56

18.4%

$2 to $4.99

174

57.2%

$5 to $10

66

21.7%

$10 or more

8

2.6%

Frequency of buying food or drinks from recreation centres

Intended recipient of food or drinks purchased
at recreation centres

Average spend per person, per visit at the snack bar,
canteen, café or vending machine
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When asked which foods or drinks they purchase most often from snack bars, canteens,
cafes, and vending machines at recreation centres, 292 respondents provided a text
response. All reported foods and beverages with five or more responses are included
in Figure 2. Fries and coffee were the food and beverage reported most frequently.

Figure 2: Foods and beverages purchased in recreation centres
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Reasons for choosing and for not choosing food and
beverages available at recreation centres:
The top three reported reasons for choosing food and
beverages in recreation centres were:
•
•
•

convenience (81.8%),
special treat (45.0%), and
few coffee shops/restaurants outside of the arenas (9.3%).

Reasons reported as ‘other’ included to keep warm, support
the arena, hunger, and being busy or scheduling.
The top three reported reasons for not choosing food
and beverages in recreation centres were:
•
•
•

unhealthy (59.1%),
limited selection (32.0%), and
high cost (31.7%).

Reasons reported as ‘other’ included not having a need, eating at home or a coffee
shop, and not being there enough. All reasons for choosing and not choosing
food and beverages in recreation centres are reported in Table 6 and Table 7.
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Table 6: Reasons for choosing food and beverages at recreation centres
Reason for choosing food and beverages at recreation
centres

Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

Convenience

247

81.8%

Special treat

136

45.0%

Few restaurants or coffee shops outside of the arenas

28

9.3%

The food choices are portable

25

8.3%

Food quality or freshness

17

5.6%

Low cost

16

5.3%

Other, please specify...

16

5.3%

Snack bar hours

12

4.0%

Healthy

7

2.3%

Portion size

5

1.7%

Table 7: Reasons for not choosing food and beverages at recreation centres
Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

Unhealthy

192

59.1%

Limited selection

104

32.0%

High cost

103

31.7%

I bring items from home

93

28.6%

Snack bar is not open when I need food or drinks

67

20.6%

Food quality or freshness

61

18.8%

I prefer the restaurants or coffee shops outside of the arenas

54

16.6%

Untrustworthy vending machines (don’t give change or snack item)

19

5.8%

Reason for not choosing food and beverages at recreation centres

Food allergies or sensitivity

15

4.6%

Other

12

3.7%

Portion size

9

2.8%

Food choices are not portable

7

2.2%

Respondents’ recommendations for change:
Forty-four percent of respondents think there should be changes made to the
vending machines in recreation centres and 31.4% of respondents were unsure if
changes should be made. Respondents who indicated they think there should be
changes made to the vending machines in recreation centres were invited to provide
suggestions for change. The majority of suggestions were to have healthier food
available. Other suggestions included having lower prices, more variety, offering
water in vending machines, and having more reliable vending machines. Respondents
also suggested including foods that met special diets, such as vegetarian, gluten free,
peanut free, as well as organic and local options, and also suggested specific foods,
such as fruit, nuts, granola bars, and chocolate milk. Some respondents suggested
removing vending machines, or reducing the number of vending machines.
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The 45.5% of respondents who think there should be changes to the snack bars/
canteens/cafes in recreation centres also provided suggestions for change. The
majority of responses were to have healthier food available. Other responses included
reducing the amount of fried food and junk food available, offering more variety, fresh
items, lower prices and longer hours, and infrastructure changes such as a restaurant/
bar at the INVISTA Centre and a snack bar at Artillery Park, more sitting area and space,
a more attractive look, getting infrastructure that allows healthy foods to be available,
and having microwaves available. Respondents also suggested adding specific healthy
food items such as fruit, vegetables, sandwiches, soup, yogurt, wraps, smoothies, pasta,
cheese, and vegetarian options.
Figure 3: Respondent opinion about whether changes should be made to the vending machines in
recreation centres

Figure 4: Respondent opinion about whether changes should be made to the snack bars/ canteens / cafes
in recreation centres
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Acceptability of healthy food and beverages:
When asked how having healthier food and drink choices available
would influence how often they would buy food or drinks at recreation
centres, over half of respondents said they would buy food more often.
Only a very small number of respondents said they would buy food
less often if there were healthier food and drink choices available.
More than one third of survey respondents indicated they were likely to buy the
following foods: fresh fruit (50.7%), fresh vegetables and dip (48.8%), cheese and
crackers (44.0%), wraps/sandwiches/pitas (43.7%), granola bars, cereal bars, trail
mix bars (42.6%), yogurt (38.3%) and nuts and/or seeds (34.0%). More than one
third of respondents indicated they were likely to buy the following beverages:
chocolate milk (59.8%), fruit smoothies (49.3%), and white milk (37.0%). Less
than 5% of respondents indicated that they would not buy any of the listed
healthier options. Responses for all food and beverages are listed in Table 9.
The majority of respondents would buy healthier food options at a
comparable price to other foods. A quarter of respondents indicated that
they would pay a higher price for healthier foods (see Table 10).
Table 8: Influence of healthier food and drink availability on frequency of purchasing food and drinks at
recreation centres
Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

I would buy food more often

188

51.6%

I would by food the same amount as I always have

163

44.8%

I would buy food less often

13

3.6%

Influence
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Table 9: Number of respondents who would purchase food and drink choices from vending machines
or snack bars/canteens/cafés in recreation centres
Number of survey
respondents

% of survey
respondents

Chocolate milk

223

59.8%

Fresh fruit

189

50.7%

Fruit smoothies

184

49.3%

Fresh vegetables and dip

182

48.8%

Cheese and crackers

164

44.0%

Wraps or sandwiches or pitas

162

43.4%

Granola bars, cereal bars, trail mix bars

159

42.6%

Yogurt cups or tubes

143

38.3%

White milk

138

37.0%

Nuts and/or seeds (e.g., pumpkin or sunflower)

127

34.0%

Soup

119

31.9%

Crackers, pita chips

107

28.7%

Chili

103

27.6%

Dried fruit (e.g., cranberries, apricots, apples)

100

26.8%

Mixed fruit cups

98

26.3%

Trail mix

97

26.0%

Applesauce (tubes or cups)

94

25.2%

Salad

94

25.2%

Pasta

68

18.2%

Whole grain bun

62

16.6%

Baked Potato

51

13.7%

Hot oatmeal

44

11.8%

Cold cereal with milk

35

9.4%

None of the above

17

4.6%

Other

8

2.1%

Food and drink choices

Table 10: Price respondents are willing to pay for healthier food options compared to other foods
Number of survey
respondents

% of survey respondents

Lower price

33

9.1%

Comparable price

227

62.9%

Slightly higher price

85

23.5%

Significantly higher price

4

1.1%

I would not buy

12

3.3%

Price respondents are willing to pay
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Respondent comments and suggestions:
At the end of the survey, respondents were invited to provide suggestions
for improvement or comments on the food available in recreation centres. A
large proportion of the responses were suggestions for providing healthier
food in recreation centres, i.e., less sugary foods, fewer fried foods, and
generally healthier choices, including specific healthier foods to offer.
One respondent commented, “I would definitely purchase a snack of yogurt or
fresh fruit after my workout. Why sodas and chips if this is a health facility”. Other
responses promoting healthier food availability included that kids need healthy
foods, recreation centres should have food appropriate for athletes, and the food
shouldn’t contradict the healthy lifestyle being promoted in recreation centres.
Another survey respondent commented, “The snacks in the vending machines
are unhealthy and full of sugar, we need to get rid of these and promote
healthy eating and healthy choices especially for kids”. Another respondent
stated, “It has always seemed ridiculous to me that in a facility that supposedly
promotes health and well being the food options are absolutely terrible”.
Respondents also suggested labelling and highlighting healthy options, positioning
healthy foods where kids will see them, pricing healthy food competitively and
selling healthy food at a non-profit price. One respondent suggested, “Put the
candy and unhealthy choices at the back and healthier ones at the front. Always
find that canteens have the candy sitting right on the counter at perfect eye level
for kids so even if there are healthier choices that’s all the kids see and want.”
Other suggestions were given for operations of the canteen, such as
being open for longer hours, offering water in vending machines for when
the canteen is closed, offering lower prices, and selling more fresh food.
There were also requests for both gluten-free and nut-free options.
Some comments indicated that the current offerings at recreation centres
were fine, that there are healthy options available, or that they like the food.
One respondent commented, “I never buy from vending machines and we
rarely eat out or get treats, so a treat after the game ... is fine by me”.
Some respondents questioned the feasibility of offering healthier
choices, stating they may not be cost-effective, that people expect certain
foods at arenas, and that the market should decide what is sold.
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Figure 5: Response categories for respondent comments and suggestions
Category

Responses within category

Healthier choices

•
•
•
•
•
•

Healthier choices should be available
Less sugary foods and fewer fried foods
Recreation centres should have food appropriate for athletes
The food shouldn’t contradict the healthy lifestyle being promoted
Kids need healthy foods
Suggestions for specific healthy foods (e.g. fruit, yogurt, vegetables)

Point-of-purchase

•
•

Label and highlight healthy options
Position healthy foods where kids will see them

Freshness

•

Sell more fresh products

Pricing

•
•

Healthy foods at non-profit
Lower prices; healthy food should be priced competitively

Hours

•

Open the canteen for longer hours

Current food is fine

•
•
•

The food is fine/good
There are healthy options
Treats at recreation centres are rare or part of the experience, so not an issue

Question feasibility

•
•
•

Changes may not be cost effective
People expect certain foods
Let the market decide

Other

•
•
•

Gluten free options
Water in vending machines for when canteen is closed
Nut-free
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4.0 Discussion
The purpose of this survey was to gain information about the food and beverage
purchasing behaviours of recreation centre patrons, patron perceptions of food
and beverages available in recreation centres, and patron acceptability of healthier
alternatives that could be sold in recreation centres. As KFL&A Public Health works to
address the availability of healthy food in recreation centres to fulfill the Ontario Public
Health Standards, this information will help to understand public opinion on the
matter, anticipate barriers, and identify opportunities.

Limitations of this study:
A limitation of this study is that the sample is not representative of all visitors to
recreation centres in the KFL&A area. A convenience sample was used and participants
were limited to those available at the survey times and locations. Non-response bias
and social desirability bias may have affected the survey responses.
A limitation in the data analysis was that many respondents selected multiple
responses for the first question, which asked the recreation centre they visit most
frequently. Due to the many responses done this way, this question was analyzed as a
multiple-response question, rather than discarding the responses of those who gave
multiple responses.
Another limitation of the data were some logical fallacies in the responses that
resulted when thirty respondents who indicated that they do not purchase food
or beverages at recreation centres did not skip the questions they were directed to
skip following that response. This may have impacted the results of those questions,
including how much is typically spent and how often food or beverages are purchased
from recreation centres.

Summary of results:
Many survey respondents visit recreation centres frequently (three or more times
per week). The majority of respondents attend recreation centres as spectators, and
most attend recreation centres for hockey or swimming, although this finding was
likely influenced by the activities that were taking place at the time the surveys were
collected.
Respondents reported purchasing food and beverages from the snack bar/canteen/
cafe more often than vending. Most respondents purchase food or beverages from
recreation centres less than once a week or one to two times per week. Snacks and
drinks were purchased most often, rather than meals, and the snack bar/canteen/cafe
is used by more respondents than the vending machines. Most respondents typically
spend between $2 and $4.99 per person per visit at a vending machine or snack bar/
canteen/cafe in recreation centres, and typically purchase food for themselves or their
children.
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The top three reported reasons for choosing food and
beverages in recreation centres were:
• convenience,
•
for a special treat, and
•
because there are few coffee shops/restaurants outside of the arenas.
The top three reported reasons for not choosing food
and beverages in recreation centres were:
• because they are unhealthy,
• there is a limited selection, and
• the high cost.
Over half of respondents said they would buy food more often if there were healthier
choices available. Most would purchase healthier food options at a comparable
price to other foods. Some respondents would purchase healthy items at a higher
price. Respondents were interested in purchasing healthier food items, with highest
interest for fresh fruit, fresh vegetables and dip, chocolate milk and fruit smoothies.

Comparison to the literature:

The results of this survey were similar to the findings of other recreation patron surveys
done in Ontario. Thomas and Irwin4 and a survey in the Niagara Region10 reported
the top reason that people choose not to buy foods or drinks at recreation centres
is because they are unhealthy, the same finding as in the present study. A higher
proportion of survey respondents in a Niagara Region survey reported purchasing
food or drinks at arenas (89%) than in the present study (72.8%).10 A Durham Region
study reported 61.2% of patrons purchase food from arenas regularly.12 Snacks were
purchased most often compared to meals across all studies.4,10,12 The top suggestions
for alternative foods to be provided were similar across studies, mostly including: fruit
and vegetables, sandwiches and wraps, crackers and cheese, granola bars and yogurt.
Healthy policies have been identified in the literature as an effective means of
improving the food environment in recreation centres.1, 7 Interventions that have
targeted the availability of healthy food choices in recreation centre vending
and canteens have resulted in increases to the availability of healthy choices and
sales. 13,14 In an intervention at a community pool, healthy items were reported to
be popular and represented 40.8 % of items sold.14 A multi-site capacity-building
intervention in British Columbia facilitated changes in both organizational capacity
( i.e., committees, plans, training, and policies) and the actual food environment
that patrons were exposed to (i.e., healthier vending and concession product
mix, healthy food provided as snacks in children’s programs, etc.).11 Olstad
and colleagues examined implementation of voluntary nutrition guidelines
for recreation centres, finding that few barriers existed in terms of adopting
the guidelines, but implementing them proved more challenging; guidelines
that do not restrict unhealthy items are more accepted by stakeholders.15
Building partnerships and collaborating between many stakeholders has also
been recommended in the literature as another strategy to improve the food
environment in recreation centres.8, 16 Engaging in nutrition education has
been recommended to build awareness and support for interventions.2, 8, 17
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The results of this survey indicate public support for increasing the availability
of healthy food and beverages in public recreation centres and identify several
opportunities to improve the food environment to meet patron demands as
well as the potential to influence the health of recreation centre patrons.

5.0 Next Steps
KFL&A Public Health can support recreation centres to improve their
food environment with the following recommendations:

Engage with key stakeholders

KFL&A Public Health should engage with all key stakeholders including
municipal recreation departments, recreation centre management, food
service providers and vending operators, and recreation centre users to
support movement toward supportive nutrition environments and policies
in recreation centres that are both feasible and meet stakeholder needs.

Employ a phased approach to increase the availability of healthy
choices when working with recreation centres

Using a phased approach to increase the availability of healthy food and
beverages over time may increase acceptability of the changes to those who
do not recognize a need for change or are satisfied with the current offerings in
recreation centres. A phased approach will also allow changes to be made when
they are feasible within existing food service contracts and circumstances.

Address identified recreation centre patron preferences

Survey results identified snacks and drinks as most-purchased in recreation
centres, and that canteens/ snack bars/ cafes are also used more frequently than
vending machines. Changes that initially target these opportunities may have
the largest reach within recreation centres. Survey respondents identified foods
and beverages they would be interested in purchasing at a recreation centre;
healthy choices will also need to be convenient and priced competitively.

Provide promotional tools to promote healthy choices

KFL&A Public Health has the capacity to develop promotional materials
to increase awareness of healthy choices within recreation centres.
Promotional strategies along with positioning and pricing initiatives
can be used to encourage sales of healthy food and beverages.

Advocate for policies that support healthy nutrition
environments in recreation centres

KFL&A Public Health should look for opportunities to advocate with partners
for policies that support healthy nutrition environments in recreation centres,
such as supporting Recommendation 2.10 of the Healthy Kids Strategy which
urges the Provincial government to “develop a single standard guideline
for food and beverages served or sold where children play and learn”.18
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Appendix A: Recreation Centre
Food and Beverage Survey
Recreation Centre Food and Beverage Survey
We invite you to take a short survey to help us understand opinions about food in
arenas and recreation centres. This survey has been developed by Kingston, Frontenac
and Lennox & Addington (KFL&A) Public Health. It should take about 5 to 10 minutes
to complete. This survey is optional, anonymous and confidential. You will not be
identified and your individual responses will not be shared. By filling in this survey you
agree to be part of this project. You do not have to answer every question and you
can stop the survey at any point. This study has been reviewed for ethical compliance
by the Queen’s University Health Sciences and Affiliated Teaching Hospitals Research
Ethics Board.
1.

Which of the following arenas or recreation centres do you visit most
frequently?
Invista Centre
Artillery Park
Centre 70
Cataraqui Community Centre (Cataraqui/Kinsmen Arena)
Memorial Centre
W.J. Henderson Recreation Centre
Strathcona Paper Centre
Stone Mills Community Centre
Frontenac Community Arena
Other______________________________________
A recreation centre outside of the KFL&A region

2.

How often do you visit an arena or recreation centre?
3 or more times per week
1 to 2 times per week
Less than once per week
Tournaments or special events ONLY

3.

When you visit an arena or recreation centre are you a: [Check all that apply]
Participant (e.g. hockey player, taking swimming lessons, attending gym, etc.)
Spectator (family, friend or supporter who watches lessons, practices and/or
games)
Recreation centre employee
Coach or Teacher or Trainer
Other
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4.

Which sports do you attend arenas or recreation centres for most often? [Check
all that apply]
Hockey
Figure skating
Speed skating
Swimming
Ringette
Gym or general fitness
Other ____________________________

5.

Where do you buy food or drinks at arenas or recreation centres?
Snack bar/Canteen/Café
Vending machines
Snack bar/Canteen/Café and Vending machines
I do not buy food or drinks at arenas or recreation centres (skip to question #12)

6.

What do you usually buy at these facilities? [Check all that apply]
Breakfast
Lunch
Dinner
Snacks
Drinks

7.

What foods or drinks do you usually buy at these facilities?
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________

8.

How often do you buy food or drinks from arenas or recreation centres
including purchases from the snack bar, canteen or café?
less than once a week
1 to 2 times per week
3 to 4 times per week
5 or more times per week

9.

Who do you buy food or drinks for at these facilities? [Check all that apply]
Myself
My children
My friends
Other ____________________________________

10. On average, how much do you usually spend per person, per visit at the snack
bar, canteen, café or vending machine?
Under $2
$2 to $4.99
$5 to $10
$10 or more
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11. Please check the reasons you choose food or drinks at arenas or recreation
centres: [Check all that apply]
Convenience
Special treat
Snack bar hours
Few restaurants or coffee shops outside of the arenas
Low cost
Portion size
Healthy
Food quality/ freshness
The food choices are portable
Other (please specify) ______________________________________________
12. Please check the reasons you do not choose food or drinks from arenas or
recreation centres: [Check all that apply]
Snack bar is not open when I need food or drinks
I prefer the restaurants/coffee shops outside of the arenas
High cost
Portion size
Unhealthy
Food quality or freshness
Limited selection
Food choices are not portable
Food allergies or sensitivity
Untrustworthy vending machines (don’t give change/snack item)
I bring items from home
Other (please specify) ______________________________________________
13. In general, do you think there should be changes made to the vending
machines in arenas or recreation centres?
Yes
No
Unsure
If yes, what changes would you suggest?
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________
14. In general, do you think there should be changes made to the snack bars or
canteens or cafés in arenas or recreation centres?
Yes
No
Unsure
If yes, what changes would you suggest?
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________
15. How would having more healthy food or drink choices (e.g. fresh fruit and
vegetables, whole grain options) available influence how often you buy food or
drinks in arenas or recreation centres?
I would buy food less often
I would buy food the same amount as I always have
I would buy food more often
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16. Would you purchase any of the following food or drink choices from the vending machines or snack bars/canteens/cafés in arenas or recreation centres?
[Check all that apply]
Fresh fruit
Fresh vegetables and dip
Applesauce (tubes/cups)
Dried fruit (e.g., cranberries, apricots, apples)
Mixed fruit cups
Granola bars, cereal bars, trail mix bars
Crackers, pita chips
Cold cereal with milk
Hot oatmeal
White milk
Chocolate milk
Fruit smoothies
Yogurt cups ortubes
Cheese and crackers
Nuts and/or seeds (e.g., pumpkin or sunflower)
Trail mix
Wraps or sandwiches or pitas
Whole grain bun
Soup
Baked potato
Salad
Pasta
Chili
Other _________________________________________________________
None of the above
17. What price would you buy healthier food options as compared to other foods?
Lower price
Comparable price
Slightly higher price
Significantly higher price
I would not buy
18. Please provide any suggestions for improvement or comments on the food
available in arenas and recreation centres:
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________
19. What is your sex?
Male
Female
Prefer not to answer
20. What is your age?
15 to 19 years
20 to 29 years
30 to 39 years
40 to 49 years
50 to 59 years
60 + years
Prefer not to say
Thank you for your time!
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