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Over the last 30 years in the United States falling sport participation (NSGA, 2016) combined with increasing 
inactivity and increasing healthcare costs associated with obesity and all the illnesses related to it (CDC, 2015; Jones-
Palm, 2002; Mission: Readiness, 2010; PAC, 2016) has contributed to the observation that the US is falling behind 
other developed nations in providing equal chances to succeed and prosper for its citizens because of increased 
economic divide between rich and poor: the top 1 percent control 40 percent of wealth, and their incomes have 
risen, but those in the middle have seen their incomes fall (Stiglitz, 2011). At the same time, concerns about the lack 
of public health considerations within the sport industry, about the necessity to more closely connect university 
education with wellness challenges faced by local communities and how academia may intervene in order to 
promote social improvement has been shared by many authors (e.g., Amis & Silk, 2005; Smith and Smolianov, 2016; 
Smolianov, Dion & Harris, 2016; Smolianov, McMahon and Dion, 2008). Therefore, a key objective of two project 
events hosted by Salem State University (SSU), the 2016 Wellness U Multisport Festival and 2017 Generation 
Games, was to involve 70 SSU students studying sport and recreation management in the development and 
implementation of new sporting event solutions targeting these social concerns. Twenty-two students and four 
faculty from the University of Rotterdam in the Netherlands, where Generation Games first took place, came to 
SSU in 2017 and joined the SSU faculty and students in the management of the event as part of an annual 
international exchange program and partnership with the city of Salem, so that the American students could learn 
from the European approach and vice versa. These projects put students at the forefront of a preventative health 
model that is being developed in Europe and the United States.  
 
This presentation shares SSU’s experience in developing, implementing, and promoting the two projects, while 
discussing implications for the community and student learning. Students played a role in the development and 
management of many aspects of these festivals including its marketing, which included word of mouth, radio, print 
and social media. Students also conducted online surveys of event participants collecting over 100 responses for 
each event. The survey results, including suggestions for more effective and efficient promotion of the events, are 
also presented and discussed.  
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These experimental festivals confirmed the suggestion by Smolianov, McMahon and Dion (2008) that when charged 
with a project that is authentic, yet competitive, students’ enthusiasm, involvement, creativity, responsibility, and 
cooperative efforts increase. The lesson learned here was that students, drawing from their experiences in their 
course work and charged with the ability to improve quality of life in their community, helped them become viable 
stakeholders in the creation of a vibrant, enriching and engaging learning environment. 
 
Opportunities for attracting more community members are great.  The Wellness U Multi-Sport Festival’s target 
audience was limited to that of the university community due to the limitations of grant funding. The Generation 
Games targeted not only the university community but also citizens of Salem, Massachussets and the surrounding 
area. 
 
Both events were successful in having attracted over 200 participants, however, both events drew less than five 
percent of the university’s community. As evidenced by similar civic engagement events put on at Boston College, 
the University of New Hampshire and at Salem State University (Salem News, 2016), there is a lack of participation 
in events involving physical activities at the university level. This finding echoes those by U.S. health researchers 
who have found that only five percent of people exercise as needed (Westcott, 2016). Both festivals showed that 
mass participation can be achieved efficiently when students are asked to practice civic engagement and community 
building by organizing activity based events which promoted inclusiveness. The elevated goals of these projects 
boosted students’ pride and motivation, allowing them to challenge paradigms about what they are able to do as part 
of their studies. Working in teams on managerial tasks broadened students’ understanding of what they might 
encounter after graduation.  
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