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Abstract
Despite the global diffusion of the term social inclusion, as well as the use of sport to promote it, questions have been
raised regarding the extent to which sport is able to contribute to transforming the exclusive nature of the social structure.
The lack of analytical clarity of the concept has not helped to address these questions. This article proposes a concep-
tual framework based on Amartya Sen’s capability approach, considering social exclusion as the denial of social relations
that leads to serious deprivation of important capabilities. A person’s capabilities could potentially be improved through
micro-, meso-, and macro-level social processes. At the micro level, sport-based social inclusion programmes could offer
such social relations to varying degrees, though sport’s values are only relative to other leisure activities. The scale of im-
pact depends primarily on the meso-level processes, in which the size and quality of each programme can be improved
through organisational learning, and secondarily on the macro-level processes whereby the organisational population is
institutionalised. It is argued that more research needs to be done on the meso and macro levels, as they are concerned
with the ultimate potential of sport to facilitate structural transformation towards more socially inclusive society.
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1. Introduction

The last few decades have seen the global spread of
the term ‘social inclusion’ as a desirable policy objective
(World Bank, 2013). It first becameprevalent in European
social policy in the late 1990s and diffused globally in the
2000s. The use of sport for the purpose of social inclu-
sion took a similar path, booming in the early 2000s in
the United Kingdom (Collins, 2003; Crabbe et al., 2006;
Nichols, 2007), before expanding to the Global South in
the mid to late 2000s (Coalter, 2007; Spaaij, Magee, &
Jeanes, 2014).

However, questions have been raised regarding the
extent to which sport is able to be an effective vehicle
for social inclusion. Much empirical research indicates
that programmes using sport to promote social inclusion
tend to benefit a limited number of participants on per-
sonal levels without changing the exclusive nature of the

social structure (Coalter, 2015; Collins & Haudenhuyse,
2015; Kelly, 2010; Spaaij et al., 2014). However, few have
systematically attempted to assess sport’s potential for
transforming the social structure.

Meanwhile, a number of commentators have argued
that the concepts of social exclusion and inclusion are so
vaguely defined that underlying political ideologies are
blurred and analytical precision is lacking (Levitas, 1998;
Sen, 2000; Silver, 1994). This vagueness has inevitably
affected the quality of research to evaluate sport-based
interventions, as the difference between sporting inclu-
sion and social inclusion through sport has often not
been clearly distinguished in scholarly analyses (Coalter,
2002; Long et al., 2002; Suzuki, 2005).

This article proposes a conceptual framework so as
to achieve two objectives: firstly, to clarify the relation-
ship between sporting and social inclusion, and secondly,
to approach questions relating to sport’s potential for
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structural transformation. Amartya Sen’s capability ap-
proach is its normative and analytical foundation. The
core framework was first constructed for the first case
study described below (Suzuki, 2005). Following this, the
author then turned his attention to processes of organi-
sational development, both at the levels of individual or-
ganisation (Suzuki, 2014) and of organisational popula-
tion (Suzuki & Kurosu, 2012). This article intends to refine
the framework incorporating these two levels.

This article resonates with Svensson and Levine’s
(2017) call for using Sen’s capability approach as the
normative framework to guide ‘Sport for Development
and Peace’ (SDP) practice, policy and research. They ar-
gue that the capability approach, with its emphasis on
people-centred, localised processes to increase the ca-
pabilities of the underprivileged, is useful for SDP stake-
holders to relativise the role of sport in development
and thus to avoid seeing sport as only having positive in-
fluences on development and peace-building. While the
author fully agrees with this normative position, this ar-
ticle is intended to demonstrate that the capability ap-
proach could also be the foundation of a rigorous analyt-
ical framework, when it is coupled with established soci-
ological theories. It is true that sport often divides soci-
ety and functions as an exclusive instrument. The policy
and practice of SDP have been also criticised for its over-
optimism and hegemonic nature (Coalter, 2010). This ar-
ticle, therefore, is in part aimed at providing a framework
to critically examine the potential of the SDP sector as a
whole; to what extent can sport realistically be the vehi-
cle of positive social transformation?

To substantiate the argument, reference is made to
three case studies conducted separately during a twelve-
year period. The first studywas conducted between 2004
and 2005, investigating a sport-based programme aimed
at helping young people living in disadvantaged neigh-
bourhoods in Glasgow, Scotland (Suzuki, 2007). It was
during the period when the then Labour government
placed ’tackling social exclusion’ at the heart of British
social policy. In Scotland, Social Inclusion Partnerships
(SIPs) were set up to address a range of issues relevant to
urban deprivation. The programme was funded through
one of them. Thus, the study was explicitly designed to
consider whether and how sport might contribute to ’so-
cial inclusion’ in that context.

The second study was to examine the process of or-
ganisational development of an SDP programme based in
Lesotho (Suzuki, 2014). Although ‘social inclusion’ was not
explicitly on its agenda, the similarity with the first project
was evident in that it was aimed at assisting young Ba-
sotho suffering from poverty and deprivation. Originally
launched as a programme offering HIV/AIDS education
and life skills training using football, it has now evolved
into an elite football clubwhosemission is to provide com-
prehensive assistance to young people in Lesotho.

The third study is currently in progress, using the style
of action research, with the author being on the steering
committee of a football-based homeless assistance pro-

gramme. The committee, established in 2015, is called
the ‘Sport for Social Inclusion Working Committee’. The
coremembers had been running the football team set up
by the Big Issue Foundationmainly for vendors of the Big
Issue Japan since 2008. It is now looking to develop a net-
work of social and youth work organisations centred on
an inclusive football tournament called the Diversity Cup.

The following section first explains the conceptual
framework based on Sen’s understanding of social exclu-
sion, followed by the analysis section which elaborates
on the framework in relation to empirical evidence from
the case studies. The final section summarises the over-
all argument and the merits of the capability approach
to the study of sport for social inclusion.

2. Conceptual Framework

2.1. Capability Approach and Social Exclusion/Inclusion

Sen (2000), unimpressed by ‘an indiscriminate listing of
problems under the broad heading of “social exclusion”
and…a lack of discipline in selection’ (p. 2), contends that
the concept should be understood in close relation to the
more traditional literature of poverty and deprivation re-
search. In his view, the usefulness of the term lies in its
refocusing of people’s attention to the relational features
of poverty and deprivation. For Sen, social exclusion sim-
ply means failed social relations that lead to serious ca-
pability deprivation.

The notion of capability reflects Sen’s normative po-
sition that a person’s well-being should be assessed in
terms of the extent of the freedom they have in leading
their life (Sen, 1992, 1999). Given the diversity of human
beings, equality in such variables as primary goods, re-
sources, income and utility does not assure equality in
achieved levels of well-being. Thus, the evaluation of hu-
man lives starts from identifying the elements that con-
stitute one’s well-being. Sen calls these elements ‘func-
tionings’ or ‘beings and doings’. A person converts their
resources into a set of ‘beings and doings’. Human beings
vary in terms of the ability to convert the same amount of
resources into functionings. Capabilities are concerned
with this ability. To assure equality in achieved levels of
functionings, resources may well need to be distributed
unevenly. Moreover, even if two persons possess the
same levels of capabilities, their resultant achieved func-
tionings may differ. This is because each person pos-
sesses the freedom to choose from a bundle of achiev-
able functionings. This freedom, for Sen, is of intrinsic
importance to human lives. Capabilities, therefore, rep-
resent substantive freedom: the extent to which a per-
son can choose a way of life from a bunch of realisti-
cally achievable alternatives. Despite the obvious tech-
nical difficulty in measuring capabilities—as opposed to
achieved functionings—Sen insists that appraisals of hu-
man lives should be done on the level of capabilities.

Based on this understanding of poverty and depriva-
tion, Sen (2000) elaborates on how relational features
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play significant parts in capability deprivation. He argues
that being excluded from social relations can ’be con-
stitutively a part of capability deprivation as well as in-
strumentally a cause of diverse capability failures’ (p. 5,
emphasis original). Social relations are constitutively im-
portant if being excluded from them is seen as a loss
on its own, whereas they are instrumentally important
if exclusion from them results in deprivation in other
aspects of life, if not in itself damaging. For example,
Sen considers that ‘taking part in the life of the com-
munity’ can be of constitutive importance to one’s life
(p. 4). On the other hand, ‘being excluded from the op-
portunity to be employed or to receive credit may lead
to economic impoverishment that may, in turn, lead to
other deprivations (such as undernourishment or home-
lessness)’ (p. 5). He further illustrates how persistent
unemployment can lead to various losses in life, includ-
ing the unlearning of skills, limited freedom of decision,
ill-health, psychological misery, damage to human rela-
tions, as well as gender and racial inequality.

While Sen makes it clear that relational features are
important in understanding and analysing various types
of capability deprivation, he gives no clear indication as
to what ‘social relations’ exactly mean. Nor does his anal-
ysis include what ‘social inclusion’ might look like. This
article, therefore, extends his argument in these direc-
tions by linking it with sociological theories. If Sen’s for-
mulation of social exclusion is simply reversed, social in-
clusion may be understood as enabling access to social
relationswhich could lead to the resolution or alleviation
of capability deprivation. However, the root cause of so-
cial exclusion often lies in the social structure, and it is
not easy to overturn structural exclusion. Therefore, the
effort towards social inclusion is almost a never-ending
process. It starts by identifying the ‘socially excluded’, af-
ter which a structure to include them is gradually con-
structed. This article attempts to consider, in the case of
sport-based social inclusion programmes, how far such
humble efforts are able to reach. Hence, the aforemen-
tioned two objectives parallel with the following two
questions: (1) howcan ‘participating in a sport-basedpro-
gramme’ be understood as inclusion in social relations of
constitutive or instrumental importance to a person’s ca-
pabilities; and (2) to what extent can sport contribute to
building a more inclusive social structure?

2.2. Nature of Social Exclusion and Inclusion in Three
Case Studies

Before moving to the conceptual discussion, this subsec-
tion explains the nature of social exclusion that each of
the three case studies has tackled, and what their re-
spective effort towards social inclusion looked like. De-
spite the variety of issues and geographical contexts,
the beneficiaries of these projects can be considered
as being severely deprived of their capabilities due to
dysfunctional social relations. In addition, all three case
study projects used football as the central element of

their programmes to build supportive structures for
the beneficiaries.

In the Scottish case, it was not only embedded in
the context of then British urban policy conceptualising
themultiple deprivations concentrated in post-industrial
urban neighbourhoods as social exclusion (Social Exclu-
sion Unit, 2001), but also the deprivation experienced
by young people in that particular locality was deeply af-
fected by relational features. In addition to the fact that
it was generally deemed that they were disadvantaged
in accessing decent educational and employment oppor-
tunities as well as other public services, they were geo-
graphically divided along the boundaries of housing es-
tates due to the so-called ’territorial youth gangs’ (Kin-
trea& Suzuki, 2008). Themain strategy for the case study
project was to provide a range of opportunities for foot-
ball and other diversionary leisure activities for those
affected by territoriality, and then to signpost them to
other opportunities leading to career development.

In the Basotho case, the main issue the case study
project was tackling was the prevalence of HIV/AIDS and
the resultant problems concerning AIDS orphans. Or-
phans tend to face a high risk of being excluded from
families and becoming street children. In addition, the
stigma attached to HIV/AIDS prevented young Basotho
from taking a test as well as HIV/AIDS education. The
project held a series of football tournaments coupled
with HIV testing and football-based educational sessions
so young people could be tested without being stigma-
tised. The project also accommodated a number of or-
phans and HIV positives as staff members. It has recently
transformed its model to become an elite football club,
competing in the Basotho premier league while provid-
ing training in business skills to young Basotho from dis-
advantaged backgrounds.

In the Japanese case, the project was started to en-
ter a team for the Homeless World Cup in 2009, so as
to provide an opportunity for the homeless to express
themselves on an international stage as well as to gain
self-confidence. Homelessness is one of the most severe
manifestations of social exclusion, as those who are suf-
fering from homelessness are frequently excluded from
employment opportunities as well as kinship and friend-
ship networks. The project initially placed an emphasis
on connecting the players to employment opportunities,
achieving some success, although it has nowmodified its
approach to providemore long-term supportive relation-
ships, which are expected to substitute the previously
failed relationships with families and friends.

The following two subsections discuss how these sep-
arate processes towards a socially inclusive society can
be theoretically formulated in relation to some sociolog-
ical theories.

2.3. Agency, Structure and Capabilities

This subsection disentangles the personal and structural
features of social exclusion and inclusion in relation to
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the concept of capabilities, introducing the traditional so-
ciological debate of agency versus structure. The debate
could be summarised as the ‘contrast between an over-
arching “social structure” that determines our behaviour
versus the ability of individuals to exercise their freedom
in controlling their own actions’ (Johnson, 2008, p. 12).
In line with Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, this ar-
ticle considers that it works in both ways.

A person’s capabilities are, indeed, determined by
both agency and structure. A person’s personal abilities
are converted into functionings when presented with ad-
equate opportunities. A highly skilled football player is
not capable of achieving a functioning of ‘playing foot-
ball well’, unless there are other peoplewhoagree to play
football with him, open space of adequate size available,
and a spherical object that could be used as a football.
Likewise, for a person to be ‘being employed’, the person
not only needs to be adequately skilled but also have ac-
cess to the labour market where that type of skill is in
short supply.

A case can bemade, however, that capability depriva-
tion is more concerned with structure than agency, since
there are plenty of instances where people with suffi-
cient skills are denied opportunities due to personal at-
tributes such as gender, race or social class. Moreover,
people with disadvantaged backgrounds are often de-
nied the opportunities to acquire basic skills in the first
place. Thus, agency could have more freedom in choos-
ing a way of life if the social structure is transformed to
be more ‘socially inclusive’. The question is how this goal
could be achieved in general, and by running sport-based
inclusion programmes in particular.

Structuration theory holds that social structure is
maintained by agency’s voluntary actions in accordance
with the conventional values. But agency also has the
power to transform social structure by accumulating in-
novative social actions. When these innovative social ac-
tions accumulate to a sufficient degree, they become an
established institutional structure.

Provision of sport-based inclusion programmes can
be understood as social actions by programme providers
aimed at social transformation. On the one hand, they
are designed to empower programme participants by
providing a supportive structure within which they not
only can improve their abilities but also find opportuni-
ties to make use of them. On the other hand, in their
effort to gain the necessary resources to run their pro-
grammes, programme providers often challenge the con-
ventional perception towards the issues they are trying
to tackle. How they do this is elaborated in the analy-
sis section.

2.4. Relevance of Sport-Based Social Relations and
Process of Transformation towards Inclusive Society

Drawing from the existing literature, at least four types
of social relations may be on offer when a sport-based
programme is provided:

• First, it provides opportunities for face-to-face hu-
man interaction. This could be vital for those who
are severely lacking such opportunities, both con-
stitutively and instrumentally;

• Second, it could be an opportunity to be associ-
ated with a social group. Often, those who are suf-
fering from severe exclusion, e.g. homelessness,
do not have the primary group that they feel at-
tached to. A sport-based community could func-
tion as a primary group for such people;

• Third, participation in a sport-based programme
means that the person is part of a formal organi-
sational structure. This not only means that he or
she can enjoy a range of benefits resulting from
membership, but also that he or she may be able
to exert power to change the way the programme
is run so that the structure it provides for the par-
ticipants is more ‘socially inclusive’ (Coalter, 2007;
Crabbe, 2005);

• Fourth, participants are presented with an oppor-
tunity to be part of a social network. The ben-
efits of being linked to a social network, or so-
cial capital, depend on the nature of the network
that the sport-based programme constructs. Po-
tentially, it could provide both bonding and bridg-
ing capital for the participants. Good programmes
often have strong bonding capital within the organ-
isation while also being linked to broader organisa-
tional networks ensuring access to equally strong
bridging capital (Coalter, 2013).

The purpose of this article is not to verify these sepa-
rate potential mechanisms of social inclusion facilitated
by a sport-based programme; the existing literature has
already achieved this to varying degrees. Rather, it is con-
cerned with the assessment of the potential: to what ex-
tent these mechanisms could accumulate to transform
the exclusive nature of social structure?

To address this question, Johnson’s (2008) three-way
classification of sociological analysis provides a useful
foundation. Johnson argues for the need for there to be
an approach which integrates micro-, meso-, and macro-
level analyses to better understand the social world. The
micro-level analysis focuses on ‘face-to-face interaction
and personal relationships’, while the macro-level analy-
sis focuses on ‘larger-scale social systems, including the
overall society’ (p. 8). Between these extremes are ‘vari-
ous intermediate or “meso” level structures or social for-
mations’ (p. 9) throughwhichmicro andmacro levels are
linked to each other. Such meso-level social formations
include organisations, along with communities, markets
and socioeconomic classes.

This article applies this classification to the analysis
of sport-based social inclusion programmes. The micro-
level analysis would focus on the way the face-to-face in-
teraction leads to social inclusion of programmes’ partic-
ipants, through the above-mentioned four mechanisms.
Themajority of the existing literature has focused on this
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level, and the knowledge has been accumulated in terms
of the nature of effective programmes.

The meso-level analysis would focus on processes as
to how an organisation transforms itself over time to be-
come able to provide more ‘socially inclusive’ organisa-
tional structures. An organisation learns to improve itself
so that it can accommodate many more of the ‘socially
excluded’ (size), in the way that their extent of ‘inclusion’
be more profound (quality). The impact of a programme
on social structure depends on its size multiplied by its
quality. While the importance of these processes has
been highlighted in the literature (Coalter, 2010; Crabbe,
2006), there still is much room for exploration.

The macro-level analysis would look at the process
of development as a sector, or the organisational popu-
lation. The number of organisations striving to use sport
for the purpose of social change has been on the in-
crease in the last few decades (Levermore & Beacom,
2009). When the number of a certain type of organi-
sation reaches a certain level, it is deemed ‘institution-
alised’ (Scott, 2014). As it moves towards institutionali-
sation, it inevitably interacts with, and transforms, the
convention of the broader institution so that the growth
of the sector is possible. Few studies have attempted to
assess the potential at this level, though it ultimately de-
termines the impact on the macro structure.

3. Analysis

This section analyses how three levels of analysis com-
bine to enable the evaluation of sport’s impact on struc-
tural transformation towards a more inclusive society.
First, at the micro level, the types of functionings that
could, or should, be included in the evaluation of a sport-
based social inclusion programme are discussed. The dis-
cussion consists of both normative argument and em-
pirical evidence from the three case studies. Then, at
meso and macro levels, it is shown how the accumula-
tion of improved capabilities at micro levels can lead to
structural transformation through organisational learn-
ing and legitimation.

3.1. Micro-Level Analysis

3.1.1. Constitutive Relevance of Participation

First, simply ‘being connected’ to social relations in itself
is of constitutive relevance to one’s life. From the view-
point of the capability approach, the value of a sport-
based programme in terms of this functioning is deter-
mined by its marginal value to one’s capabilities. Among
those who are labelled as being ‘socially excluded’, the
relative severity of their deprivation in this sense may
well vary significantly. In the case of the Scottish study,
staff members often highlighted the fact that some of
their participants were suffering from dysfunctional fam-
ily environments, and the programme was to offer an
alternative place where they could ‘feel safe’. Similarly,

most staff members whowere recruited locally in the Ba-
sotho case expressed their gratitude to the programme
saying ‘I am who I am, because of it’, although they were
reluctant to elaborate on how ‘bad’ their previous expe-
riences had been. In the Japanese case, the members
who experienced a spell of homelessness had often to-
tally lost contact with their families and friends. Its foot-
ball practice sessions, therefore, provided themwith pre-
cious opportunities of simply ‘being connected’. Hence,
a sport-based programme could function as a primary
group for those who would otherwise be extremely iso-
lated.

3.1.2. ‘Spending Time for Leisure’

Second, participating in a sport-based programme in-
strumentally opens up opportunities to improve capabil-
ities in terms of other functionings. Three categories can
be commonly identified. The first is concerned with the
functioning of ‘playing sport’. It would be too optimistic,
however, to presume that ‘playing a particular type of
sport’ is of constitutive importance to every individual.
Rather, it would be more agreeable to think that ‘play-
ing a particular type of sport’, or even ‘playing sport in
general’, is only relevant through its contribution to the
capabilities in terms of the functioning of ‘spending time
for leisure’ (Suzuki, 2005). Given the diversity of inter-
ests in leisure, it is important to make a diverse range
of leisure activities available so that levels of substantive
freedom are as equal as possible. As with the discussion
above, regarding the constitutive relevance of ‘being con-
nected’, attention must be paid to relativity of depriva-
tion in terms of this functioning.

The Scottish case was aware of this importance and
had incrementally developed a broad range of ‘fun’ activ-
ities through consultation with participants, and the rel-
ative importance of football coaching, which had been
their core service, decreased over time. Football at-
tracted ‘hundreds’ of boys, but in Glasgow, opportunities
for football were relatively abundant compared to other
leisure activities, even in deprived neighbourhoods. It
was perceived that girls were more deprived in terms
of leisure opportunities. Thus, activities more suited for
girls were constantly provided through the ‘Friday drop-
in’ service. In contrast, the other two cases made delib-
erate decisions to stick to football, which was deemed
central to their organisational identity. This may be justi-
fiable as long as it has instrumental importance to the
broadening of organisational structure so the capabili-
ties of many more people could be more profoundly im-
proved (as discussed below).

3.1.3. Physical and Psychological Well-Beings

The second category of important functionings is con-
cerned with physical and psychological well-being. The
evidence concerning physical and psychological bene-
fits of sport-based programmes is relatively abundant in
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the literature. Although the three studies involved no
systematic measurement, much qualitative evidence in-
dicated their participants enjoyed psychological bene-
fits resulting from a sense of belonging as well as im-
provements in their self-esteem and confidence. In the
Japanese case study, some also exhibited significant im-
provement in terms of their physical health, as consul-
tation with the staff members had led to proper medi-
cal treatment. As with the latter example, because they
are all inter-related, it is hard to disentangle what the in-
strumental effects of ‘playing sport’, ‘spending time for
leisure’ or ‘being connected’ are. One thing for certain,
is the fact that they occur simultaneously in the midst of
social interactions facilitated by the programme.

3.1.4. Practical Benefits

The third category can be labelled as practical benefits.
This category is broadly concerned with ‘employability’.
All three cases aspired to help their participants to ac-
cess employment opportunities. Indeed, it is known that
many good practices structure themselves to progres-
sively provide opportunities for the participants to be-
come employed within the programmes (Burnett, 2010).
The Scottish and Basotho cases clearly had such struc-
tures in place. The Scottish case assisted their relatively
senior participants (aged 16+) to get experience of volun-
teering, to acquire coaching qualifications, and to be paid
as sessional and then part-time staff. In the Basotho case,
approximately half of the 20+ staff members were locally
recruited, with some being gradually promoted from oc-
casional volunteers to paid staff, and then on to man-
agerial positions. The Japanese case did not have such
elaborate internal structures but had been through sev-
eral changes in its approach to assisting participants to
gain employment opportunities elsewhere (as revisited
below). Again, the element of sport may or may not be
of direct relevance; some of the positions are related to
football or sport, but many others are more generic.

3.1.5. Sustainability as Necessary Condition

Finally, the interplay between constitutive and instru-
mental relevance of sport-based social relations is worth
noting. For the above-mentioned benefits to accrue, a
necessary condition is that the participants stay con-
nected to these opportunities over a prolonged period
of time. ‘Being connected’ should be permanent. One-
off provision of leisure activities is not so much of an
addition to leisure capabilities. Achieving improvement
in psychological and physical well-being normally takes
time. And progressive promotion of employment takes
a matter of years. While it is necessary for the organi-
sation to persist, it is also necessary for participants to
demonstrate commitment to the programme. The ele-
ments of sport perhaps play a significant role here. In
other words, the activities on offer probably need to be
of significant constitutive value to the person to be ‘in-

cluded’. The choice of a dominant sport such as football
by the three cases may be justifiable in this regard.

3.2. Meso-Level Analysis

3.2.1. Size v. Quality

The micro-level processes of social inclusion within a
sport-based programme occur at varying scales and with
varying quality. One way of making the impact on struc-
ture greater is to improve on both fronts. However, this is
more easily said than done. Organisations learn to do this
in the process of sustaining and developing themselves.

In fact, general agreement in the literature is that size
canoften undermine quality (Crabbe et al., 2006;Nichols,
2007). A programme that attracts a large number of par-
ticipants tends to be short-term and thus positive per-
sonal changes cannot be expected. On the other hand, a
programme that provides continuous support for partic-
ipants, and thus is more likely to make positive change,
tends to be small in size. Crabbe et al. (2006) formulate
this dichotomy as diversionary versus developmental ap-
proaches. As discussed above, the constitutive relevance
of sport-based social relations should be permanent, and
it takes multiple years for the instrumental relevance to
materialise. This indicates the obvious superiority of the
developmental approach over the simple diversionary
approach. The question here, therefore, is how and to
what extent an organisation employing a developmental
approach could grow without losing quality.

The three cases illustrate such struggles. The Basotho
case went for size first, employing an event-based ap-
proach borrowing a proven method of HIV/AIDS educa-
tion and testing through football. It succeeded in grad-
uating thousands of participants in the first few years,
which led to instant recognition, and a number of best
practice awards. However, it was soon learnt that it had
stretched its resources too far to be able to continually
monitor the graduates’ progress. Thus, it refocused its
strategy to restrict its geographical scope to the capi-
tal city Maseru and the surrounding areas. In contrast,
the Japanese case struggled to gain sufficient numbers,
with its members often leaving the programme after a
couple of years. The programme now prioritises continu-
ity of membership over size to support prolonged strug-
gles of its beneficiaries in escaping homelessness. The
Scottish case managed size and quality very well, balanc-
ing large-scale diversionary events as well as more fo-
cused, developmental approaches involving patient rela-
tionship building.

These varying experiences suggest that the relation-
ship between size and quality is not a simple trade-off.
A programme needs sustainability to improve its qual-
ity, and large size helps maintain the sustainability of re-
sources, as funders tend to respond to numbers. Often,
size goes with diversification, so as to accommodate the
diversified needs of thosewho seemingly fall in the same
category of ‘exclusion’ (see discussion above regarding
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relative leisure deprivation of girls in the Scottish case).
Diversification is important as itmeans thatmore choices
are available for the beneficiaries, and thus they are bet-
ter off in terms of capabilities.

3.2.2. Trajectories of Growth

The balancing of size and quality is influenced by com-
munication at two distinct interfaces. One is between
programme participants and the organisers of the pro-
gramme. The other is between the organisation and
the environment it is dependent on for its existence. At
the first interface, programme organisers meet the ‘ex-
cluded’. Themore they encounter their beneficiaries, the
better they understand the issues they strive to tackle.
At the second interface, programme organisers negoti-
ate with potential providers of resources. In other words,
they take actions to gain legitimacy of the programme
(Scott, 2014). At both interfaces, programme organisers
are engaged in a continual learning process.

As a result of such learning processes, programmes
can go through very distinctive trajectories of transforma-
tion. The three cases each experienced several rounds of
major transformation, adjusting to the needs of their re-
spective beneficiaries, as well as what the environment
demanded (Table 1). In fact, these demands often con-
flict with each other. Since an organisation is under the
influence of institution, it could impose conventional val-
ues on its members. Meanwhile, an organisation could
also represent an innovative set of values exhibited by
its members (Scott, 2014). Legitimation may well be
achieved relatively easily when it conforms to conven-
tions, but as an agent for social change, challenging the
exclusive conventions through negotiation is essential.

The experience of the Japanese case indicates how
difficult it can be to balance the two. At first, the main
purpose of the launch of the programme was to partici-
pate in the Homeless World Cup, which had already es-
tablished itself at the global level. Most of the members
who made to the tournament on two occasions (in 2009
and 2011) succeeded in getting employed shortly after
the respective events. At that time, the programme or-
ganisers were motivated to press them in that direction,

with its football practice sessions valuing competitive-
ness and self-discipline. However, the jobs they got were
hardly permanent, and many experienced increased lev-
els of isolation and/or difficulty in building relationships
with new work colleagues. As a result, the majority soon
went back to being unemployed, of which only a few re-
mained connected to the football programme. This ex-
perience, coupled with the fall in the number of par-
ticipants, led to the decision to relax the atmosphere
of regular practice sessions, and the Diversity Cup was
invented. This is a five-a-side football tournament held
twice a year, linking a range of other ‘social inclusion’ or-
ganisations, so that different types of ‘excluded’ people
can interact with one another within a non-competitive,
relaxed environment. Consequently, the programme is
now able to provide more customised and prolonged
support for each participant, without hurrying him/her
into employment. Yet, this poses a new challenge with
regard to legitimation, because allowing the homeless
‘just to play football’ does not align well with the dom-
inant perception in Japan of seeing the homeless as
‘lazy free-riders’.

3.3. Macro-Level Analysis

The third level of analysis can bemadeon themacro level.
While the meso-level analysis was directed at the pro-
cess of organisational growth of each programme, this
third level is concerned with the population of organisa-
tions. When a certain type of organisation grows in num-
ber, the effort for legitimation at organisational level ac-
cumulates to transform the conventional institution. The
‘organisational field’ is formed, and the type eventually
becomes institutionalised (Johnson, 2008; Scott, 2014).
This process is called legitimation at the level of organi-
sational population.

Hannan and Freeman’s (1989) density dependence
model explains the relationship between the population
size, or density, and the speed of growth. When a new
type of organisation is conceived, its population growth
is slow at first. As the number increases, the type of or-
ganisation gains legitimacy and more resources become
available, so the population growth rate accelerates. Fi-

Table 1. Programme transformation of three case studies.

Phase Scottish case Basotho case Japanese case

I Geographical expansion of Event-based HIV/AIDS education Participation in Homeless World
football coaching programme and testing using established Cup for positive life experience

method

II Diversification of programme Geographically-focused Emphasis on employment and
centred on Friday drop-in service implementation + development ‘independence’ of members

of original curriculum

III Increased focus on outward Competitive football club as Focus on continuous relationship
bound leisure activities social enterprise focusing on building + launch of Diversity Cup

career development of youth
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nally, it slows down in the end, as the size of the organi-
sation becomes saturated compared to the available re-
sources and the competition between organisations in-
tensifies. This results in either a plateau or decrease in
its population.

This model indicates that there is a limit to the size of
the population. This could be considered as the limit of
structural change facilitated by sport-based social inclu-
sion programmes. A study on this level is hard to conduct
due to lack of reliable population data. Indeed, there are
no statistics to definitively represent the population of
organisations established for the purpose of sport for
social inclusion. One approximate data set which one
could use is the database of SDP organisations registered
on the International Platform of Sport for Development.
Far from being an exhaustive list of existing SDP organ-
isations, it is arguably the most comprehensive. Using
this database, Suzuki and Kurosu (2012) provide an es-
timate of the growth process of non-governmental or-
ganisations and argue that a pattern similar to the den-
sity dependence model was observed. Though it may be
too premature to conclude it has reached a plateau al-
ready, it seemed certain that the legitimation process oc-
curred in the mid-2000s. It would be interesting to see
howmuch room for population growth is left for SDPnon-
governmental organisations, of which, according to Sen’s
definition, the majority can be understood as sport for
social inclusion programmes.

4. Conclusions

This article has argued that scholarly analyses of sport
for social inclusion should be targeted at the levels of in-
dividual organisations as well as the population of organ-
isations. This is because it would facilitate understand-
ing of the extent to which sport can contribute to struc-
tural transformation towards amore socially inclusive so-
ciety. Applying a capability approach, a comprehensive
evaluation framework has been proposed to assess the
impact that sport-based programmes might potentially
make on social structure. While much literature has fo-
cused on the micro processes of inclusion through sport,
it is argued that greater emphasis should be placed on
meso- and macro-level analyses, as these are the lev-
els where the conventional institution is challenged and
transformed through the processes of legitimation at or-
ganisational and population levels. This claim was sub-
stantiated by empirical evidence from case studies from
three distinctively different cultural contexts.

The concept of capabilities has both analytical and
normative implications. Understanding social inclusion
as the process of resolving or alleviating capability depri-
vation derived from failed social relations provides a solid
analytical foundation to approach both personal and
structural changes towards social inclusion that sport
could facilitate. A person’s capabilities are dependent
both on their personal abilities and on the openness of
the social structure, but the social structure also deter-

mines the extent to which a person is able to improve
their abilities. Sport-based social relations could func-
tion as supportive meso-structures to a varying degree.
The quality, as well as scale, of social relations, improves
through organisational learning, which happens on two
fronts: by meeting the beneficiaries on the ground and
through negotiating with the environment to gain organ-
isational legitimacy.

The aggregation of such struggles results in legitima-
tion at the level of organisational population. The growth
of population means institutionalisation of this particu-
lar type of practice, and thus a significant change in so-
cial structure. The number of sport-based social inclusion
programmes has been on the increase during the last
two decades, and legitimation seems to have occurred.
However, there is a risk associated with saturation of
the organisational field, which might sooner or later af-
fect the quality as well as quantity of sport-based social
inclusion programmes. More scholarly effort, therefore,
needs to be devoted to institutional analyses of organisa-
tions running sport-based social inclusion programmes.

The capability approach places a normative empha-
sis on substantive freedom. The value of sport-based
social relations is relative to other equivalent social re-
lations providing similar functions for the ‘socially ex-
cluded’. Given the fact that ‘playing a particular type of
sport’ is not universally constitutive of everyone’s well-
being, social exclusion persists if sport is the only route
for social inclusion. A particular type of sport may be
useful in gaining legitimacy in certain contexts. It should
not be forgotten, however, that interest-based social re-
lations can cause social division aswell. Sport can also act
as a carrier of exclusive social institution. One must be
conscious of such ambivalent roles of sport in social inclu-
sion and exclusion to appreciate its real value to society.
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