
Sport for Development: Opening 
Transdisciplinary and Intersectoral 
Perspectives

Social Inclusion

Sport for Development: Opening 
Transdisciplinary and Intersectoral 
Perspectives

Editors

Pascal Delheye, Kirsten Verkooijen, Dan Parnell, John Hayton  
and Reinhard Haudenhuyse

Open Access Journal | ISSN: 2183-2803

Volume 8, Issue 3  (2020)



Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3
Sport for Development: Opening Transdisciplinary and Intersectoral Perspectives

Published by Cogitatio Press
Rua Fialho de Almeida 14, 2º Esq.,
1070-129 Lisbon
Portugal

Academic Editors
Pascal Delheye (Ghent University, Belgium)
Kirsten Verkooijen (Wageningen University & Research, The Netherlands)
Dan Parnell (University of Liverpool, UK)
John Hayton (Northumbria University, UK)
Reinhard Haudenhuyse (Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Belgium)

Available online at: www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion

This issue is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY). 
Articles may be reproduced provided that credit is given to the original and Social Inclusion is 
acknowledged as the original venue of publication.



Boundary Spanning in Sport for Development: Opening Transdisciplinary and 
Intersectoral Perspectives
Reinhard Haudenhuyse, John Hayton, Dan Parnell, Kirsten Verkooijen  
and Pascal Delheye 123–128

Sport for Vulnerable Youth: The Role of Multi-Professional Groups in  
Sustaining Intersectoral Collaboration
Chiara D’Angelo, Chiara Corvino, Eloisa Cianci and Caterina Gozzoli 129–138

Bridge over Troubled Water: Linking Capacities of Sport and Non-Sport  
Organizations
Mathieu Marlier, Bram Constandt, Cleo Schyvinck, Thomas De Bock,  
Mathieu Winand and Annick Willem 139–151

Using Realist Interviews to Improve Theory on the Mechanisms and  
Outcomes of Sport for Development Programmes
Kirsten Thecla Verkooijen, Sabina Super, Lisanne Sofie Mulderij, Dico de Jager  
and Annemarie Wagemakers 152–161

Young People’s Perceptions of the Influence of a Sport-for-Social-Change  
Program on Their Life Trajectories
Rob Cunningham, Anne Bunde-Birouste, Patrick Rawstorne and Sally Nathan 162–176

(Re)forming the Inside/Outside: On Place as a Governable Domain through  
Sports-Based Interventions
David Ekholm and Magnus Dahlstedt 177–186

Sport and Incarceration: Theoretical Considerations for Sport for  
Development Research
Mark Norman 187–196

Exploring the Contested Notion of Social Inclusion and Gender Inclusivity  
within eSport Spaces
Emily Jane Hayday and Holly Collison 197–208

“Why Can’t I Play?”: Transdisciplinary Learnings for Children with Disability’s  
Sport Participation
Simon Darcy, Janice Ollerton and Simone Grabowski 209–223

Inclusion through Sport: A Critical View on Paralympic Legacy from  
a Historical Perspective
Sylvain Ferez, Sébastien Ruffié, Hélène Joncheray, Anne Marcellini,  
Sakis Pappous and Rémi Richard 224–235

Table of Contents



Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183–2803)
2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 123–128

DOI: 10.17645/si.v8i3.3531

Editorial

Boundary Spanning in Sport for Development: Opening Transdisciplinary
and Intersectoral Perspectives

Reinhard Haudenhuyse 1,*, John Hayton 2, Dan Parnell 3, Kirsten Verkooijen 4 and Pascal Delheye 5

1 Faculty of Physical Education and Physiotherapy, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, 1050 Brussels, Belgium;
E-Mail: reinhard.haudenhuyse@vub.be
2 Department of Sport, Exercise and Rehabilitation, Northumbria University, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1 8SG, UK;
E-Mail: john.w.hayton@northumbria.ac.uk
3 University of Liverpool Management School, University of Liverpool, Liverpool, L69 7ZH, UK;
E-Mail: d.parnell@liverpool.ac.uk
4 Chair Group Health and Society, Wageningen University & Research, 6700 Wageningen, The Netherlands;
E-Mail: kirsten.verkooijen@wur.nl
5 Department of Political Sciences, Ghent University, 9000 Ghent, Belgium; E-Mail: pascal.delheye@ugent.be

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 29 July 2020 | Published: 17 August 2020

Abstract
We can no longer claim that academic interest in the area of sport and social inclusion is lacking. Dedicated books, special
issues, commissioned reports, and landmark articles on the topic of social inclusion and sport have been produced by de-
voted scholars. The same can be said for the burgeoning area of sport for development and peace. These relatively young
academic fields seem to be struggling to create new fundamental theoretical insights about how organized sport can both
act as an inclusive space and as a vehicle for broader developmental outcomes. Despite scholarly advancements, there
remains a number of empirical and theoretical gaps. The aim of this special issue is to critically reflect on issues related
to sport, development, and inclusion, and to do so via transdisciplinary and intersectoral perspectives. By making such a
contribution, we aim to open up new research pathways.
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1. Introduction

We can no longer claim that academic interest in
the area of sport and social inclusion is lacking.
Dedicated books (e.g., Collins, 2002; Dagkas & Armour,
2012; Spaaij, Magee, & Jeanes, 2014), special issues
(e.g., Haudenhuyse, 2017; Schaillée, Haudenhuyse, &
Bradt, 2019), commissioned reports (e.g., Coalter, 2005;
Donnelly & Coakley, 2002), and landmark articles (e.g.,

Bailey, 2005; Kelly, 2011; Lawson, 2005) on the topic of
social inclusion and sport have been produced by de-
voted scholars. The same can be said for the burgeoning
area of sport for development and peace (see Darnell,
2012, for a critical sociology, and Collison, Darnell,
Giulianotti, & Howe, 2018, for a collection), which even
saw the emergence of a dedicated international open ac-
cess journal: Journal of Sport for Development. So why
then another special edition on the topic?
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These relatively young academic fields seem to be
struggling to create new fundamental theoretical in-
sights about how organized sport can both act as an in-
clusive space and as a vehicle for broader developmen-
tal outcomes. Despite scholarly advancements, there re-
mains a number of empirical and theoretical gaps. The
aim of this special issue is to critically reflect on issues
related to sport, development, and inclusion, and to do
so via transdisciplinary and intersectoral perspectives.
By making such a contribution, we aim to open up new
research pathways.

2. Transdisciplinary and Intersectoral Perspectives

Often bound within our own discipline (i.e., the broad
field of sport and exercise science), research projects
are conceptualized and managed in the offices and hall-
ways of Sport, Health, and Kinesiology university depart-
ments. For the most part, we publish our work in peer-
reviewed sport journals wherein journal scope is decided
by editorial boards (sometimes almost) entirely made up
by sport scientists, and where double-blind peer-reviews
are performed by sport scholars.When PhD examination
committees are formed, we often invite colleagues from
our own fields, thus perpetuating institutional and disci-
plinary boundaries. And for themost part we present our
work at sport scientific conferences.

When respondents and settings are selected for in-
terviews, questionnaires, observations, or focus groups,
they mostly are situated within what we could term
‘the sport sector.’ We do not appear to be interested in
people that are in no way involved in sport, although
equally relevant insights could be gained about social
in-/exclusion or development from involving people that
are not doing, providing ormanaging sport. Linking sport
research to multiple life and policy domains is vitally im-
portant and should, as such, include studies froma broad
inter-sectoral perspective. Thiswould also require a need
for different disciplines working together to create new
conceptual, theoretical, andmethodological innovations
that can move beyond discipline-specific approaches
to address common problems (Sparkes & Smith, 2014,
p. 242). Such a collaborative and collective approach has
been described as transdisciplinary research (Sparkes &
Smith, 2014) and can lead to the development of new
theories and synergies of methods in relation to sport,
social inclusion, and development.

3. Muddling through Theoretical Boundaries

Disciplinary and sectoral ‘boundary closure’ hinders
the generation of new fundamental theoretical insights
about how organized sport can act both as an inclusive
space and a vehicle for broad developmental outcomes.
Questions about how the field could go beyond the sta-
tus quo are seldom asked. One possible reason for this
is a failure of sport scholars to critically engage with new
theoretical developments in more mainstream scientific

disciplines such as, for example, sociology, educational
sciences, economics, political sciences, gender studies,
history, business, management, or philosophy. We rarely
encounter researchers from such disciplines in our uni-
versity hallways, doctoral examination juries and viva
voces, editorial board meetings, or conferences rooms.
When we do draw upon, adapt, or extend ‘foreign theo-
ries or concepts,’ such as, for example, social capital or
positive youth development (see Schulenkorf, Sherry, &
Rowe, 2016), we neglect to keep up to speed with the
latest theoretical insights and debates on how such the-
ories are contemporarily applied to ‘mainstream’ issues.

Whilst the term ‘development’ is often employed
within the sport for development literature, it is sel-
dom theoretically and critically unpacked (for excep-
tions see Black, 2009; Burnett, 2015; Darnell, 2012).
Development often slips into becoming aWestern (often
neo-conservative) hegemonic concept that is viewed as
inherently good. Ziai (2013) provocatively wrote that nu-
merous practices that have been carried out in the name
of development have not improved but rather deterio-
rated the human condition. So, we should not consider
all development as inherently good. Additionally, unlike
the social in- and exclusion duality, there seems to be
no counterpart for ‘development,’ which is indicative
for its hegemonic conceptual nature. It becomes even
more problematic when the analytical capacity of ‘de-
velopment’ is distracted and deemphasized by abbre-
viated forms such as SfD (i.e., Sport for Development)
or SDP (i.e., Sport for Development & Peace). In a sim-
ilar vein, most publications on sport and social inclu-
sion do not provide a fundamental debate on what in-
clusion actually is, nor what the underlying values are
that we use to define it (for exceptions see Kelly, 2011;
Kingsley& Spencer-Cavaliere, 2015) and how such values
are shaped by the places and backgrounds of sport schol-
ars. If we are to engage in such debates, then we also
need to ask ourselves why we prefer to use the term ‘so-
cial’ inclusion, and not, for example, economic, cultural,
or societal inclusion?

4. Why Are We Talking Development and
Not Inclusion?

Before we introduce the selected articles, we must first
elaborate on why we chose to incorporate sport for de-
velopment into the title of this special issue, and not
social inclusion. We did not make this decision simply
because we favor development over social inclusion.
Both concepts suffer from conceptual shallowness and
have been criticized for their underlying normative as-
sumptions (Haudenhuyse, 2017; Ziai, 2013). Interestingly
enough, and illustrative for the use of normative and
un-examined concepts, is that when referring to ‘sport-
for-good’ programs, social inclusion is dominantly used
within Global North settings and sport for development
(and peace) in the Global ‘developing’ South. The un-
derlying rationale is: People and societies in the Global
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South need to be developed to become more like the
Global North, while people excluded in the Global North
‘just’ need to be included in an already developed system.
With that said, we do see that the term sport for devel-
opment is increasingly being used to refer to (commu-
nity) sport programs in the Global North (see D’Angelo,
Corvino, Cianci, & Gozzoli, 2020; Haudenhuyse et al.,
2018; Marlier et al., 2020).

The reason we have chosen sport for development
is to attract scholars that are active in at least one of
these two fields to contribute to a special issue in the
journal of Social Inclusion. A cursory view across the ti-
tles of the manuscripts that compose this special issue
illustrates that both social inclusion and sport for devel-
opment are included.

5. Introducing the Selected Papers

This unique collection of selected articles opens up trans-
disciplinary and intersectoral perspectives on the role,
impact, and study of sport for development. Rather
than boundary closers, the authors of each of the se-
lected articles for this special issue can be viewed as
academic “boundary spanners” (Williams, 2002). They
do so by innovatively combining theoretical perspectives
from different scientific disciplines and taking a broad—
as opposed to a traditional-narrow—sectoral approach
in their research on their respective sport topics.

5.1. Multi-Professional and Intersectoral Approaches

Chiara D’Angelo, Chiara Corvino, Eloisa Cianca, and
Caterina Gozzoli apply a psycho-sociological perspective
to explore the importanceofmulti-professional groups in
sport for development projects working with vulnerable
youth (D’Angelo et al., 2020). From the interviews with
social workers and sport workers, their findings show
that belonging to a multi-professional group is a mean-
ingful resource for triggering workers’ reflexivity and pro-
moting intersectoral collaboration. Programs are more
likely to succeedwhen professionals and volunteers have
the time and space to deal with the unpredictable and
volatile nature of young people’s lives. This also implies
that programs working towards predefined outcomes or
‘targets’ will exclude the most vulnerable young people
(Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, & Nols, 2012). D’Angelo et al.
(2020) found that when social workers and sport work-
ers are embedded in a well-managed multi-professional
team, they are not only better equipped to deal with un-
expected events and young people’s negative emotions,
but also have more time to develop meaningful relation-
ships with young people. A major implication for pro-
gram design that D’Angelo et al. (2020) stress is that pro-
fessionals also need the space and time for face-to-face
contact and interpersonal collaboration.

Using a multiple case study design, Mathieu Marlier,
Bram Constandt, Cleo Schyvinck, Thomas De Bock,
Mathieu Winand, and Annick Willem interviewed per-

sonnel from sport, social, health, cultural, and youth or-
ganizations in six disadvantaged communities to investi-
gate how the application of capacity building principles
may result in higher sport participation rates (Marlier
et al., 2020). The reference to troubled waters in the ti-
tle refers to the difficulties between different types of
organizations in valuing and utilizing one another’s skills,
experiences, expertise, and resources in order to boost
their collective capacities. Importantly, based on the prin-
ciples of capacity building, Marlier et al. (2020) identify
three actions that community sport for development pro-
grams can take: (1) establish a mix of sport staff, so-
cial workers, and representatives of people in disadvan-
taged situations (see also the study onmulti-professional
groups of D’Angelo et al., 2020); (2) help (sport) orga-
nizations to cope with financial, organizational, and cul-
tural pressures working in disadvantaged situations; and
(3) reinforce sport activities when existing local organiza-
tions are not able to fulfil the sporting needs of people
in disadvantaged situations. By formulating key implica-
tions about how (sport) organizations can include peo-
ple living in disadvantaged communities, Marlier et al.‘s
(2020) study makes a valuable contribution to policy
and practice.

5.2. Mechanisms and Outcomes

Kirsten Verkooijen, Sabina Super, Lisanne Mulderij, Dico
de Jager, and Annemarie Wagemakers take on the chal-
lenge of evaluating the complexities and intricacies
of sport for development programs (Verkooijen, Super,
Mulderij, de Jager, &Wagemakers, 2020). Their study ex-
plores the value of using realist (evaluation) interviews
to gain insights about mechanisms and outcomes in
three different programs aimed at marginalized youth
and adults. Realist evaluation superimposes the ‘Why
did it (not) work’ question, as opposed to more tradi-
tional ‘Did it work’ question. This not only allows for the
generation of theoretical insights—or how the authors
call it “theoretical awareness” (Verkooijen et al., 2020)—
about the inner workings of sport for development pro-
grams, but also assists in the identification of knowl-
edge gaps of program coordinators and practitioners
about the evaluated programs. Aligning with the trans-
disciplinary aim of the special issue, the authors explore
the applicability of a conceptual model from the field of
social enterprise. Doing so, Verkooijen et al. (2020) con-
struct a program theory for the investigated programs
which can be used as a didactical template that practi-
tioners can draw upon to improve their own program
design. However, the authors also identify challenges as-
sociated with using realist interviews and theory-based
methodologies. One of the main challenges is to distin-
guish between outcomes, mechanisms, and context. For
example, an outcome might become part of the context,
since programs working with (young) people in challeng-
ing settings do not follow a linear trajectory, and nor do
their participants.
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In “Where are they now?,” Rob Cunningham, Anne
Bunde-Birouste, Patrick Rawstorne, and Sally Nathan
explore young people’s perceptions of how a youth-
focused sport-for-social-change programs influenced
their life trajectories (Cunningham, Bunde-Birouste,
Rawstorne, & Nathan, 2020). Their research is unique in
that past participants of a football-based program were
interviewed about the perceived the impact of the pro-
gram on their lives. Findings from Cunningham et al.
(2020) show that the program had played an influential
role in the education and career-based choices of past
participants. The programalso increased participants’ so-
cial capital (bonding and bridging), and this was espe-
cially so for participants who had experienced displace-
ment and trauma as refugees prior to resettlement. In
order to have both a broader and more in-depth under-
standing on the past, present, and future life trajectories
of (young) people that have participated in sport for de-
velopment programs, the authors impress upon readers
the importance of longitudinal research.

5.3. Spaces and Places

David Ekholm and Magnus Dahlstedt investigate the sig-
nificance of geographic place in relation to sport for de-
velopment initiatives (Ekholm & Dahlstedt, 2020). The
authors bring in concepts from urban geography and so-
cial policy to explore an important topic that has, to date,
not been addressed both in sport for social inclusion and
sport for development literature. Based on ethnographic
fieldwork and interviews in two urban areas in Sweden,
the authors found that the places where sport for devel-
opment projects are implemented are separated from
the rest of society through both material and symbolic
borders. From their findings it becomes clear that the
significance of place is closely related to how communi-
ties and certain demarcated urban disadvantaged areas
are problematized and made ‘governable’ for social in-
terventions. The authors also make evident how under-
lying discourses from ‘the outside’ negatively impact ur-
ban communities through, for example, forms of stigma-
tization (e.g., no-go zones) and discrimination (e.g., crim-
inalization of youth). The article points to the paradoxical
nature of how sport for development (or inclusion) pro-
grams and policies can contribute to the otherness and
exclusion of urban communities. One of the major prac-
tical implications that emerged was that, together with
people living in urban areas, programs also need to work
on co-constructing counter-narratives against dominant
exclusionary discourses.

In his article,Mark Norman develops some initial the-
oretical connections between the literatures on sport
for development, leisure studies, prison sport, criminol-
ogy, and human (carceral) geography (Norman, 2020).
Norman (2020) argues that since millions of people are
held in sites of confinement such as prisons, (asylum) de-
tention centers, and refugee camps, sport for develop-
ment research needs to connect with this emerging body

of literature on sport and incarceration. This will allow
for increasing the theoretical depth of sport for devel-
opment and social inclusion research. Some of the con-
clusions in Norman’s article resonate well with the arti-
cle of Ekholm and Dahlstedt (2020), particularly in rela-
tion to sport-based social inclusion programs geared at
youth living in urban disadvantaged areas, that young
people can often find themselves confined by the ma-
terial and symbolic borders of a neoliberal state archi-
tecture. Norman (2020) calls for a carceral geography of
sport that can lead to a more nuanced theoretical analy-
sis of time, space, social control, and resistance in and
through sport for development programs.

Emily Jane Hayday and Holly Collison explore the role
of esport as a new sport-based activity to achieve the
developmental goals of the sport for development (and
peace) movement (Hayday & Collison, 2020). Using fo-
cus groups and interviews with game publishers, sport
for development organizations, esports teams, tourna-
ment organizers, and gamers, the authors question the
utility of esports as a space to enact social inclusion
for women and girls. As an analytical transdisciplinary
framework to understand gender dynamics, Hayday and
Collison (2020) innovatively combine Lefebvre’s spatial
theory and Bailey’s conceptual model of social inclusion.
Findings showed that the dominant hypermasculine dy-
namics of digital platforms contribute to gender inequal-
ity and discrimination (e.g., sexism) within such online
communities. This is further aggravated and nurtured by
corporate business agendas. Hayday and Collison (2020)
show that intersectoral collaboration also holds risks and
can actually work against inclusionary and developmen-
tal agendas (i.e., UN Sustainable Development Goal 5:
Empowerwoman and girls and ensure their equal rights).

5.4. Disabled Bodies

In their article “Why can’t I play?,” Simon Darcy, Janice
Ollerton, and Simone Faulkner explore the leisure con-
straints of children with disabilities in community-based
sport clubs and schools through the views of parents,
teachers, coaches, and club officials (Darcy, Ollerton, &
Grabowski, 2020). They analyzed their data using a trans-
disciplinary conceptual framework, combining the social
model of disability and the leisure constraints framework.
Their research brings a new social lens to reconceptualize
and understand intrapersonal, interpersonal, and struc-
tural constraints to sport participation for children with
disabilities. The authors stress that many impairment-
related constraints are not internally located with the
child, and as such would need to be challenged through
interpersonal support and structural changes. Darcy et al.
(2020) conclude by outlining the implications of their
findings for policy and practice, not only regarding sport,
but also health, education, and social work.

The inclusion and the visibility of disabled athletes
has recently become a crucial goal for every organiz-
ing committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games.
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Sylvain Ferez, Sébastien Ruffié, Hélène Joncheray, Anne
Marcellini, Sakis Pappous, and Rémi Richard take a crit-
ical look at the Paralympic movement from a socio-
historical perspective (Ferez et al., 2020). In critiquing the
leveraging effects of Paralympic Games upon grassroots
and elite sport participation, the authors utilize the lit-
erature to demonstrate that barriers and forms of exclu-
sion depend on the type of disability (e.g., intellectual
disability, sensory impairment). Ferez et al. (2020) also
highlight that the extent ofmedia coverage of Paralympic
performance depends on the disabilities of the athletes.
They call for more inclusive and encompassing represen-
tations of disabled sporting bodies thatmoves away from
the exclusive and exclusionary coverage of a small num-
ber of high-level athletes often framed according to no-
tions of their able-bodiedness.

Acknowledgments

We would like to thank Ulf Hedetoft (University of
Copenhagen, Denmark) and the Editorial Board of Social
Inclusion for giving us the opportunity to act as Guest
Editors of a thematic issue on the broad theme of sport,
development, and social inclusion. A sincereword of grat-
itude also to António Vieira and Mariana Pires (Cogitatio
Press) for their utmost professional approach in coor-
dinating and managing this thematic issue. Their assis-
tancewas crucial during the difficult time of the Covid-19
pandemic. Finally, we would like to thank all the au-
thors and reviewers that have contributed to the the-
matic issue.

Conflict of Interests

The authors declare no conflict of interests.

References

Bailey, R. (2005). Evaluating the relationship between
physical education, sport and social inclusion. Educa-
tional Review, 57(1), 71–90.

Black, D. (2009).The ambiguities of development: Impli-
cations for ‘development through sport.’ Sport in So-
ciety, 13(1), 121–129.

Burnett, C. (2015). Assessing the sociology of sport: On
sport for development and peace. International Re-
view for the Sociology of Sport, 50(4/5), 385–390.

Coalter, F. (2005). The social benefits of sports: An
overview to inform the community planning process
(Sportscotland Research Report No. 98). Edinburgh:
Sportscotland.

Collins, M. (2002). Sport and social exclusion. London:
Routledge.

Collison, H., Darnell, S., Giulianotti, R., & Howe, P. (Eds.).
(2018). Routledge handbook of sport for develop-
ment and peace. London: Routledge.

Cunningham, R., Bunde-Birouste, A., Rawstorne, P., &
Nathan, S. (2020). Young people’s perceptions of the

influence of a sport-for-social-change program on
their life trajectories. Social Inclusion, 8(3), 162–176.
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2828

D’Angelo, C., Corvino, C., Cianci, E., & Gozzoli, C.
(2020). Sport for vulnerable youth: The role of multi-
professional groups in sustaining intersectoral collab-
oration. Social Inclusion, 8(3), 129–138. https://doi.
org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2745

Dagkas, S., & Armour, K. (2012). Introduction. In S.
Dagkas & K. Armour (Eds.), Inclusion and exclu-
sion through youth sport (pp. 1–6). New York, NY:
Routledge.

Darcy, S., Ollerton, J., & Grabowski, S. (2020). “Why can’t
I play?”: Transdisciplinary learnings for children with
disability’s sport participation. Social Inclusion, 8(3),
209–223. https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2750

Darnell, S. (2012). Sport for development and peace: A
critical sociology. London: Bloomsbury.

Donnelly, P., & Coakley, J. (2002). The role of recre-
ation in promoting social inclusion: Perspectives on
social inclusion working paper series. Toronto: Laid-
law Foundation.

Ekholm, D., & Dahlstedt, M. (2020). (Re)forming the
inside/outside: On place as a governable domain
through sports-based interventions. Social Inclu-
sion, 8(3), 177–186. https://doi.org/10.17645/si.
v8i3.2688

Ferez, S., Ruffié, S., Joncheray, H.,Marcellini, A., Pappous,
S., & Richard, R. (2020). Inclusion through sport: A
critical view on paralympic legacy from a historical
perspective. Social Inclusion, 8(3), 224–235. https://
doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2735

Haudenhuyse, R. (2017). Introduction to the issue “Sport
for social inclusion: Questioning policy, practice and
research.” Social inclusion, 5(2), 85–90.

Haudenhuyse, R., Theeboom, M., & Nols, Z. (2012).
Sports-based interventions for socially vulnerable
youth: Towards well-defined interventions with easy-
to-follow outcomes. International Review for the So-
ciology of Sport, 48(4), 471–484 .

Haudenhuyse, R., Buelens, E., Debognies, P., De Boss-
cher, V., Derom, I., Nols, Z., . . . Vertonghen, J. (2018).
Belgium: Community sport for development. In H.
Collison, S. Darnell, R. Giulianotti, & P. Howe (Eds.),
Routledge handbook of sport for development and
peace (pp. 430–441). London: Routledge.

Hayday, E. J., & Collison, H. (2020). Exploring the con-
tested notion of social inclusion and gender inclu-
sivity within esport spaces. Social Inclusion, 8(3),
197–208. https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2755

Kelly, L. (2011). Social inclusion through sports based in-
terventions? Critical Social Policy, 31(1), 126–150.

Kingsley, B., & Spencer-Cavaliere, N. (2015). The exclu-
sionary practices of youth sports. Social Inclusion,
3(3), 24–38.

Lawson, A. (2005). Empowering people, facilitating com-
munity development, and contributing to sustain-
able development: The social work of sport, exercise,

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 123–128 127

https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2828
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2745
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2745
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2750
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2688
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2688
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2735
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2735
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2755


and physical education programs. Sport, Education
and Society, 10(1), 135–160.

Marlier, M., Constandt, B., Schyvinck, C., De Bock, T.,
Winand, M., & Willem, A. (2020). Bridge over trou-
bled water: Linking capacities of sport and non-
sport organizations. Social Inclusion, 8(3), 139–151.
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2465

Norman, M. (2020). Sport and incarceration: Theoretical
considerations for sport for development research.
Social Inclusion, 8(3), 187–196. https://doi.org/10.
17645/si.v8i3.2748

Schaillée, H., Haudenhuyse, R., & Bradt, L. (2019). Com-
munity sports and social inclusion: International per-
spectives. Sport in Society, 22(6), 885–896.

Schulenkorf, N., Sherry, E., & Rowe, K. (2016). Sport for
development: An integrated literature review. Jour-
nal of Sport Management, 30(1), 22–39.

Spaaij, R., Magee, J., & Jeanes, R. (2014). Sport and social
exclusion in global society. New York, NY: Routledge.

Sparkes, A., & Smith, B. (2014). Qualitative research
methods in sport, exercise and health: From process
to product. London: Routledge.

Verkooijen, K., Super, S., Mulderij, L., de Jager, D., &
Wagemakers, A. (2020). Using realist interviews to
improve theory on the mechanisms and outcomes
of sport for development programmes. Social In-
clusion, 8(3), 152–161. https://doi.org/10.17645/si.
v8i3.2747

Williams, P. (2002). The competent boundary spanner.
Public Administration, 80(1), 103–124.

Ziai, A. (2013). The discourse of ‘development’ and why
the concept should be abandoned. Development in
Practice, 23(1), 123–136.

About the Authors

Reinhard Haudenhuyse holdsMaster’s degrees in Physical Education and ThirdWorld studies at Ghent
University (Belgium). In 2012, he received his PhD in Physical Education andMovement Sciences at the
Vrije Universiteit Brussel (Belgium). His research interests revolve around youth, pedagogy, poverty,
social in-/exclusion, and the broad field of leisure.

John Hayton is a Senior Lecturer in Sport Development in the Department of Sport, Exercise and
Rehabilitation at Northumbria University. John holds a PhD in Sociology and Social Policy fromDurham
University, UK. John’s research interests coalesce around the policy, delivery, and management of
sport, leisure, and physical recreation in and by the non-profit and voluntary sector.

Dan Parnell research interests lies in business management, policy, social and economic networks in
sport. Dan serves as Co-Editor-in-Chief of the journalManaging Sport and Leisure, edited a number of
books, is a Co-Editor of the Routledge book series Critical Research in Football, and recently co-edited
the Routledge Handbook of Football Business andManagement. Dan is the Co-Founder of The Football
Collective, a global network of football scholars.

Kirsten Verkooijen is an Assistant Professor at the chair group Health and Society of Wageningen
University and Research, in the Netherlands. She wrote her PhD dissertation about the role of self-
and social identity in health-related risk behavior among Danish adolescents. Her current research ad-
dresses health promotion and health inequalities among socially vulnerable groups, often with a focus
on sports and exercise.

Pascal Delheye studied Physical Education, Sports Management and History in Leuven and Lyon.
Following post-doctoral research in Leuven and Berkeley, he was appointed as Professor of Sports
History at the Faculty of Movement and Rehabilitation Sciences of the KU Leuven. Since 2017, he is af-
filiatedwith the Center for Local Politics at the Faculty of Political & Social Sciences of Ghent University.
As chairholder of the UGent Chair Frans Verheeke (www.thefutureofsport.be), he is focusing on sports
policy and politics, intersectoral cooperation, social innovation, inclusion, and empowerment.

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 123–128 128

https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2465
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2748
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2748
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2747
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i3.2747
www.thefutureofsport.be


Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183–2803)
2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 129–138

DOI: 10.17645/si.v8i3.2745

Article

Sport for Vulnerable Youth: The Role of Multi-Professional Groups in
Sustaining Intersectoral Collaboration

Chiara D’Angelo *, Chiara Corvino, Eloisa Cianci and Caterina Gozzoli

Department of Psychology, Catholic University of Milan, 20123 Milan, Italy; E-Mails: chiara.dangelo@unicatt.it (C.D.),
chiara.corvino1@unicatt.it (C.C.), eloisa.cianci@unicatt.it (E.C.), caterina.gozzoli@unicatt.it (C.G.)

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 30 December 2019 | Accepted: 23 April 2020 | Published: 17 August 2020

Abstract
Intersectoral actions in the sport-for-development field constitute a pre-condition for the implementation of sport-based
interventions. At an operational level, the multi-professional group is the tool through which intersectoral collaboration
may successfully achieve its aims. Despite the prominent role of the group, this topic is under-researched in terms of
understanding intersectoral actions in the sport-for-development field. By applying a psycho-sociological perspective, our
research explores the role of the multi-professional group as a limit/resource for sport-for-development workers that op-
erate with vulnerable youth. Following a phenomenological interpretive approach, 12 practitioners (six sport workers
and six social workers) participated in semi-structured interviews to explore the role of multi-professional groups as a
resource/limit in working with socially vulnerable youth through sport. The results indicate that, in the participants’ expe-
rience, belonging to a multi-professional group is a meaningful resource to trigger reflexivity, promote collaboration and
integrate their different professions. The interviews highlighted the positive potential of this tool to address the challenges
that emerge when working with socially vulnerable youth, including the management of negative emotions, unexpected
events and the relationship with young people. Some interviews also suggested that the presence of multiple professions,
under certain circumstances, may be a risk when working with youth. These findings have significant value for programme
design, strategy and management as they show the value of trans-disciplinary practices as an agenda for social inclusion
through sport.
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1. Introduction

Sport for Development (SFD) programmes for vulnera-
ble youth have significantly increased in the last decade
(Corazza & Dyer, 2017; Dukic, McDonald, & Spaaij, 2017;
Nols, Haudenhuyse, & Theeboom, 2017). Such interven-
tions generally aim either to develop inclusion in sport
or inclusion through sport (Coalter, 2002). In the first

paradigm, programmes facilitate access to sport partic-
ipation by tackling infrastructural or economic barriers
that limit engagement in sport (Vandermeerschen, Vos,
& Scheerder, 2015). In the second paradigm, sport is
used to address the needs of vulnerable populations
(Gozzoli, D’Angelo, & Confalonieri, 2013; Levermore &
Beacom, 2009; Schulenkorf, 2012). In this second ap-
proach, sport, if properly used, may constitute an oppor-
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tunity to sustain several benefits among socially vulnera-
ble youth, including participation, education, social inclu-
sion, life skills, work skills and health (D’Angelo, Corvino,
De Leo, & Sanchéz, 2019; Hermens, Super, Verkooijen, &
Koelen, 2017; Holt et al., 2017). However, sport can also
trigger negative effects such as social exclusion, doping,
match fixing (Coalter, 2017).

Several authors have reported that research on sport
should outline under which conditions and through
whichmechanisms sport can be an effective in encourag-
ing positive social development (Coalter, 2017; Schaillée,
Haudenhuyse, & Bradt, 2019; Whitley et al., 2019).

At present, intersectoral actions in the sport-for-
development field constitute a meaningful condition for
the implementation of sport-for-development interven-
tions (Lindsey & Bitugu, 2019; Misener & Doherty, 2012).
Intersectoral collaboration cannot be fully understood
without considering the role of the multi-professional
work group. Awork group is a systemof two ormore indi-
viduals who are interconnected (face-to-face or virtually)
and interdependent in sharing a common goal of work-
ing and performing organisational tasks (Arrow,McGrath,
& Berdahl, 2000; Kozlowski & Bell, 2003). Thework group
is prominently important at an organisational level, be-
cause it is a tool through which an organisation may
successfully achieve its aims by defining clear tasks and
roles (Kozlowski & Bell, 2003). In this domain, the shar-
ing of skills and expertise that underpins intersectoral
actions requires the constitution of a new work group
composed of diverse professionals who meet and capi-
talise on their knowledge for a common purpose. Thus,
when understanding intersectoral actions, the function-
ing of such multi-professional groups at the managerial
or operational level is particularly important in determin-
ing whether or not such collaboration is successful.

However, research in this field has mainly analysed
intersectoral collaboration through factors that inhibit
or support a partnership from a macro perspective
(Lindsey & Bitugu, 2019). These include personal ele-
ments (e.g., personal commitments in the partnership
and relationships), institutional elements (e.g., organi-
sational commitment and societal and political context)
and organisational elements (e.g., leadership, task man-
agement, communication structure, building on capac-
ities, visibility; Hermens, Verkooijen, & Koelen, 2019;
Koelen, Vaandrager, & Wagemakers, 2012). An under-
standing of the role of multi-professional groups is still
lacking. This topic is also under-researched within the
Italian context of sport and development (Svensson &
Woods, 2017) and in relation to youth’s social vulnera-
bility (Jones, Edwards, Bocarro, Bunds, & Smith, 2017).
By analysing the representation and feelings of the work-
ers, the aim of our study is to explore the role of the
multi-professional group as a limit/resource for sport-for-
development workers that operate with socially vulnera-
ble youth. The study seeks to answer the following ques-
tion: is the multi-professional group a resource or limit
for workers of sport-based intervention and how so?

2. Intersectorial Actions in Sport-Based Intervention
for Socially Vulnerable Youth

In defining vulnerable youth, the fluidity and uncertainty
of social and personal identities need to be considered,
as do the transformations in family roles in contempo-
rary society, as these expose every child or youth to
some kind of ‘vulnerability’ (Bauman, 2005). It is espe-
cially critical to differentiate people who are vulnera-
ble from people who are not, although the risk of stig-
matisation that this type of categorisation fosters has
been widely criticised (Sperling, 2020). Although we are
aware of these challenges, in this study we understand
socially vulnerable youth as a specific group of young
people who are daily subjected to multifaceted stres-
sors (e.g., social, emotional and economic), which in-
clude poor family management, poverty, deviant con-
duct, lack ofmotivation, disaffection towards institutions
and lack of social networks, whichmay lead to social mal-
adjustment (Galuppo, Gorli, Alexander, & Scaratti, 2019;
Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, & Skille, 2014; Regoliosi &
Scaratti, 2010). Tackling these fragilities is delicate and
complex and, thus, requires specific attention involving
a diverse set of skills from different professional fields
(Edwards, Lunt, & Stamou, 2010). Various studies have in-
vestigated the success of collective actions promoted by
different professionals, particularly when delivering pro-
grammes or services to vulnerable populations (Camiré,
Trudel, & Forneris, 2012; Holt et al., 2017; Yohalem,
Wilson-Ahlstrom, Fischer, & Shinn, 2009).

The literature from the sport and development field
agrees that such interconnections between sectors and
professionals are crucial in the successful inclusion of
vulnerable youth in institutionalised sport settings and
the broader community. For instance, Jones et al. (2017)
noted that youth sport programmes should stipulate
collaboration with community organisations by sharing
expertise and resources through an integrated curricu-
lum. Spaaij (2012) has highlighted that youth devel-
opment is prominently associated with a programme’s
capacity to promote connections with multiple institu-
tional agents. Nevertheless, in a recent review, Holt et al.
(2017) reported the meaningful role of distal ecolog-
ical systems (e.g., the community) in developing out-
comes and changes for individual youths through sport.
Because the sport sector is generally better equipped to
develop technical sport skills while social entities have a
deeper expertise concerning pedagogical, psychological
and educational skills (Coalter, 2013; Sanchéz, Gozzoli, &
D’Angelo, 2013), the integration of these entities could
ensure that vulnerable youth receive the comprehensive
care they need (Hermen, Super, Verkooijen, & Koelen,
2015; Marlier et al., 2015).

3. Intersectoral Actions: The Role of the Group

Intersectoral actions are formal collaborations or part-
nerships among organisations or people with different
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backgrounds and expertise thatwork together to achieve
a common goal. In this domain, intersectoral actions re-
quire the definition of a common work purpose and the
presence of different sectors, such as the sport and so-
cial sector, to tackle that purpose (Corbin, Jones, & Barry,
2016). The achievement of the organisational goal, in-
cluding that of an intersectoral collaboration, requires
the presence of a work group (Kozlowski & Bell, 2003).
A work group is an interdependent and interconnected
social system in which individuals cooperate to achieve
organisational tasks (Arrow et al., 2000; Kozlowski & Bell,
2003). The group constitutes the meso-level between
the individual and thewider organization, included those
that are interconnected through a partnership, which
makes it possible to address a common scope (Kozlowski
& Bell, 2003). The peculiarity of the work group that co-
operates in an intersectoral action is the presence ofmul-
tiple professionals belonging to different sectors and dis-
ciplines (Lindsey & Bitugu, 2019).

In this study, we explore the role of multi-
professional groups in intersectoral actions using a psy-
chosociological perspective (Barus-Michel, Enriquez,
& Lévy, 2005). This framework was developed as an
interpretative perspective for organisational contexts.
Starting from the intersection of contributions from so-
ciology, social psychology and psychoanalysis, the psy-
chosociological approach provides an interpretative key
for organisational phenomena. This approach analyses
the interconnections between the individual, the group
and the organisation, as well as how these influence
each other (Barus-Michel et al., 2005). The peculiarity
of this approach is that the work group is considered
both as a resource and a limit to organisational success.
The work group may constitute an important resource in
understanding one’s own emotions, allowing the worker
to reflect and co-build shared meanings for the work
experience. The cooperation and relationships with the
other can, however, lead to dysfunctional and risky dy-
namics such as mobbing or destructive conflicts, which
may have negative consequences in terms of achieving
the organisational purpose (Cabiati, Ripamonti, & Pozzi,
2016; Scaratti, Gorli, & Ripamonti, 2009).

4. Methods

By analysing the representation and feelings of the work-
ers, our study seeks to answer the following question: Is
the multi-professional group a resource or limit for work-
ers of sport-based intervention for vulnerable youth and
how so?

Following a phenomenological interpretive ap-
proach (Smith & Osborn, 2008), we involved 12 prac-
titioners (six sport workers, including five sport coaches
and one sport administrator; six social workers, includ-
ing three educators and three psychologists) in semi-
structured interviews. The sample was selected using
convenience sampling. We selected the sample by in-
cluding sport and social workers from Italian sport-

based programmes for vulnerable youth who were in
our network from previous evaluation research projects
(Gozzoli et al., 2013).Weused this sampling approach be-
cause these workers were involved in sport programmes
that had meaningfully features for the aim of this re-
search: 1) These programmes are plus-sport interven-
tions in which sport is used as a social context for so-
cially vulnerable youth work (Coalter, 2007); 2) they are
implemented through the collaboration of both social
and sport organisations (i.e., intersectoral action was
present); and 3) both social workers and sport workers
were present during sport sessions with the youth (i.e.,
there is a new multi-professional group composed of
different professionals who collaborate on the ground
with youth).

We used the semi-structured interview format to ex-
plore the phenomena of multi-professional group as a
resource or limit to work with socially vulnerable youth
through sport. Because Interpretative Phenomenological
Approach is used to study the meanings experience
hold for participants (Smith & Osborn, 2008), the inter-
view schedule included questions about representations
and feelings about the role of the multi-professional
group as a resource or limit for sport-based work-
ers (e.g., ‘How does the multi-professional group help
you in your work with youth?’ and ‘How does the
multi-professional group limit your work with youth?
How does the multi-professional group help to achieve
project goals?’).

Interviews were collected within the last three years
and lasted around 40–45 minutes. The interviews were
conducted in Italian, recorded, transcribed by hand,
anonymised and analysed using paper-pencil content
analysis method by applying an inductive and deduc-
tive process of categorisation (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
During the first phase of the analysis, we used deduc-
tive content analysis to point out macro-categories re-
lated to group resources and limits expressed in the
interviews. We highlighted widely where the intervie-
wees talked about the group as a limit or as a resource.
Subsequently, we applied inductive content analysis to
create sub-categories related to group resources and
limits. In this domain, we detailed participants’ repre-
sentations and feelings of the two macro-categories.
The bottom-up logic of categorisation was used because
it is not possible to determine in advance which micro-
category will sustain each category related to group re-
sources and limits. The entire analysis process was con-
ducted by two independent researchers (Chiara Corvino
and Chiara D’Angelo); the researchers analysed cases of
divergence until an agreement was reached.

The authors declare that the proceduremet the inter-
national norms and ethical principles established by the
European Union 2016/679 Regulation, the Declaration
of Helsinki established by theWorld Medical Association
(1964) and related revisions with written informed con-
sent obtained from each participant.
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5. Results

The results show that, in interviewees’ experience, be-
longing to a multi-professional group is a meaningful re-
source to trigger reflexivity, promote collaboration and
integrate the different professions. We need to spec-
ify there that participants often used the word ‘inter-
professional supervision’ to talk about the group; this
term is used in the Italian psycho-educational and medi-
cal fields to indicate a team of professionals from differ-
ent disciplines (generally educators, psychologists, psy-
chiatrists or doctors) who gather to discuss the cases
they are treating. The interviews (see Table 1) high-
light the positive potential of multi-professional groups
to address some of the challenges that emerge when
working with socially vulnerable youth through sport, in-
cluding the management of negative emotions, unex-
pected events and the relationship with young people.
Although the data yield a positive representation of the
group as a resource for intersectoral collaboration, some
interviews suggested that the presence of multiple pro-
fessions risks creating confusion or overlaps when work-
ing with youth.

5.1. Resources

5.1.1. Group as a Resource to Manage Negative
Emotions

Sport and social workers reported the struggle of man-
aging youth deviant conduct. In the interviewees’ expe-
riences, youth had different difficulties during sport ses-
sions: They had physical conflicts with their peers, they
insulted adults or peers or they were twitchy and ner-
vous. All of these behaviours had an impact on workers,
who claimed to feel tired and stressed after programme
activities. The interviewees pointed out that one of the
most difficult parts of their work was coping with the
emotional fatigue related to vulnerable youth conduct:

In my opinion, the emotions of workers are important
to consider. The first trainings with youth were very
challenging: Participants didn’t respect rules, they
were not able to keep their concentration and we too
had some difficulties in limiting them. (Social worker)

This issue was particularly challenging for sport coaches,
whowere not used to such situations in the sport context.
The words of one sport coach summed up this challenge:

At the beginning of the project we had some diffi-
culties…the training was fine, but immediately after
something happened that let you down [the coach
is talking about episodes of brawling after the pro-
gramme activities]. Emotionally, it is something that
really affects you in this type of project. In my work
inside the sport club it had never happened to me.
I mean, when I’m in the field I am the coach, but
here….I do not say that I am something more, but
I care about the success of their path, don’t I? So,
when something out of the blue happens, something
deviant, you feel disappointment and discomfort.

A separation between the work of coaches in a conven-
tional sport environment—the grassroots sport society—
and in the sport-based programmes emerged. In the in-
terviews, participants reported that the role of coaches
changed: The emotional involvement of coaches was
higher compared than that of the social workers, as
was their distress if youth disappointed the adults’ ex-
pectations. This can be seen in the words of another
sport coach:

The coach here has a different role: You need to be
a friend, you need to be a coach, you need to be a
brother, you need to be a dad—you need to be every-
thing they need, for each of them.

The coaches who work with socially vulnerable youth
thus seem to identify totally with the vulnerabilities of
the youth (i.e., the lack or absence of adequate parental
figures; lack of positive social relationships) and feel re-
sponsible for filling the resulting emotional and social
void. The coach is a friend, a brother—in some cases
even a father. However, this thought cannot be fully re-
alised: At some point, the coach will face the limit of his
own role and consequently become frustrated. The re-
sults highlight the differences in how coaches and social
workers manage emotions in working with at-risk youth:
Coaches seem less prepared, and therefore more vulner-
able, in tolerating the failures, frustrations and limits of
their actions. This separation leads them to focus more
on psychological issues, which is the part of the work
with vulnerable youth for which they feel less prepared:
“In this programme, I didn’t really work on technical, tac-
tical, athletic aspects. I focused more on the psychologi-
cal side of the activity” (Sport coach).

In this domain, it emerged that the presence of a
multi-professional group helped coaches to better cope

Table 1.Macro and micro categories of the research.

Macro-category Micro-category

Resource Group as a resource to manage negative emotions
Group as resource to manage unpredictable situations
Group as a resource to manage the relationship with youth

Risk Group as a risk that create double-leadership
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with this challenge, as they received reflective feedback
from the social workers. In the inter-professional su-
pervision, social workers shared their competence and
supported coaches in understanding their reactions to-
wards the youth. The multi-professional group became a
space where workers could reflect and share interpreta-
tions about their own behaviour with youth. In particu-
lar, for sport workers, the group was useful in engaging
with the competence of social workers and helped the
sport workers to modulate their emotional reactions, es-
pecially when the youth showed deviant conduct. One
coach summarises this aspect:

In my sport society, I am the coach, I make the deci-
sion and that’s it: There is no onewho tells me ‘no you
did it wrong, yes you did it well.’ Here, there was also
the moment after I made a decision, when I faced an
educator. Inmost cases he toldme ‘yes, you did it well
or you can change, try to fix the situation this way.’ It
was helpful to have feedback after my actions. During
one interprofessional supervision, we discussed the
behaviour of some participants [the interviewee is
talking about poor behaviour]. After the interprofes-
sional supervision, I acted and took into consideration
whatwehad shared during the discussion. Thus,work-
ing as a group with people who have skills that dif-
fer frommine was certainly useful for the educational
purposes of the project. (Sport coach)

5.1.2. Group as Resource to Manage Unpredictable
Situations

As a consequence of youth conduct, the data showed
another important related challenge: Sport programme
personnel did not have complete control of training plan-
ning and implementation. Actually, the mood of the
youth could potentially change what they had previ-
ously planned:

Here something strange happened, something a little
more complicated than normal. Thus, having the firm-
ness and the…coldness, also, to make a decision in a
very short space of time can surely help a person who
works in similar projects. You have to be prepared for
everything, because when I really saw guys who were
about to hit, I had to raise my voice! You need to be
ready for everything! (Sport coach)

The interviewees reported that the presence of a
multi-professional group on the ground may be use-
ful in reading and interpreting the dynamics between
youth when something unpredictable and fast happens.
Because the sport coach is focused on the training it-
self, the multiple ‘eyes’ on the participants helps in
understanding why they have behaved in a certain
way when sharing reflections during the interprofes-
sional supervision:

When the team is large it can be helpful to have ‘two
eyes’ on the field: It is not bad. From the outside we
can see things that we cannot see from the inside.
(Sport coach)

During the interprofessional supervision, we realised
that we saw different things during the trainings [the
interviewee here refers to her—or himself as a social
worker and to the sport coach]. There are 15 boys,
sometimes 16, sometimes 17 boys, and they are scat-
tered in the gym. It is clear that if the sport coach is
turned to one side and I’m turned to the other, we
see two different things. Or even if we are looking at
the same situation, we read it in two different ways,
and therefore it is important to talk to each other.
(Social worker)

5.1.3. Group as a Resource to Manage the Relationship
with Vulnerable Youth

Programme workers widely describe the challenge of
maintaining a relationship of appropriate closeness with
the youth. On the one hand, the relationship requires
support and closeness, while on the other hand, the
youth also need to recognise the authority of the adults
and rules. To make the relationship with youth effective,
these two relational elements should be held together,
as these sport coaches explain:

The relationship you need to have with them—you
need to be one of them, but at the same time they
need to understand that you are the one there, that
you are the coach, but that you speak and move in
their ways, then you can do it. (Sport coach)

You are the coach, yes, true, but you need to be a
little…distant, somehow—but not too much. I mean,
the youth need to feel you are close to them to take
you as an example. (Sport coach)

These poles of the relationships are not described by the
participants in a fragmented way rather the need to cre-
ate a balance between them is clear. The first component
is described as particularly challenging to convey in the
work with youth, because participants often disregard
the rules of coexistence. It is therefore important for op-
erators to provide a clear value structure to which the
youth can refer and in which they can find security. This
component, although it is difficult to implement, is es-
sential to keep the youth together and to promote their
inclusion, because it is precisely through the rules that it
is possible for each to enter into a positive relationship
with the other:

Even if it is difficult, it is important to give themprecise
rules…when I talk about rules, I mean the rules that
we put in—listening and respect, which are clearly
very general rules—but I think that those simple rules
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are useful to stay together in the sport field for that
hour and a half. And they will be useful once they’re
out in their daily life. (Social worker)

In this domain, the interviews highlighted that the multi-
professional group is a useful device to find out how to
manage the relationship with youth by analysing their
needs and setting common relationship rules:

Working in a group with the coach, the psychologist,
and I…working side by side—jointly—was very posi-
tive for me. We set some basic rules to use with the
boys. This allowed us to give the youth the same feed-
back and to manage emergency situations in a com-
mon way. (Social worker)

During the interprofessional supervision we talked a
lot about the youth and the ‘measures’ to use with
them in the sport setting…especially for the ones who
are more troubled, we tried to understand them and
how to relate with them. (Sport coach)

This was particularly useful for coaches, who acquired
new skills and learned newways to relate with the youth:

During the interprofessional supervision, we saw how
coaches slowly acquired new knowledge. I saw that
some coaches started using educative language. They
developed a different perspective on the youth, they
tried to make interpretations about youth behaviours
saying, ‘maybe this thing in this situation meant….’
Also during trainings, they took the responsibility of
doing something more educational. (Social worker)

The co-presence of social workers enhanced the pro-
fessional integration of sport coaches and seemed to
be useful to improve the coaches’ relational work with
the youth. In this domain, there seemed to be a dispar-
ity between professionals. The coaches needed to ac-
quire support and skills from the social workers to carry
on their work with the vulnerable youth, rather than
the opposite.

5.2. Risks: Group as a Risk that Create
Double-Leadership

Although the multi-professional group is meaningfully
useful for all of the reasons mentioned, the social work-
ers pointed out that the co-managing of training with
coaches is not simple. There is the risk of creating a
double-leadership whichmay be confusing for the young
people, who need clear and defined role models:

Well, it is not easy…I try not to enter [the intervie-
wee is talking about the fact that he/she tries not
to intervene during the training in place of the sport
coach] even if sometimes I would like to enter in the
game and play with the boys. I understood that en-

tering in the game might not be positive for the role
of the coach toward the boys….It could interfere, be-
cause during the activity the youth should refer to
him….Probably, if you enter in the game, you create
a double role. (Social worker)

6. Discussion of Results and Conclusion

The intersection of diverse skills and competences in a
work group makes it possible to overcome some of the
challenges of working with socially vulnerable youth in
sport-based interventions. The first of these challenges
is that the vulnerabilities of youth have an emotional im-
pact even on the workers taking care of them, especially
for the sport coaches (Gozzoli, Gazzaroli, & D’Angelo,
2018). In line with psychosociological assumptions, the
multi-professional group can serve as a tool to focus on
these difficulties and elaborate them. When the group
operates in this way, it becomes an emotional container
where people can build meaning based on emotions
through sharing their thoughts with others (Bion, 1962).
This exchange has indeed allowed coaches to receive
feedback on their actions, and this has enhanced their
reflexivity. As pointed out by Galuppo, Gorli, Scaratti,
and Kaneklin (2014), exchange with others inside a work
group may trigger self-awareness and introspection, and
this positively affects on how people manage their emo-
tions at work.

The second challenge involves the management of
unpredictable situations, and the sharing of different per-
spectives on youth was helpful for the workers to in-
terpret why and how certain situations occurred during
trainings. This is in line with the psychosociological per-
spective, which highlights the unpredictable and creative
outcomes generated by the interdependency of diverse
individuals inside the group (Lewin, 1951).

The final challenge concerns the creation of a good
balance between relational closeness and establishing a
good authority relationship with the youth. As pointed
out by Coalter (2013) and Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, and
Coalter (2012), the quality of the relationship established
between youth and the programme workers is a key
mechanism in such sport for the development initiatives.
This relationship is one of the main working nodes to
support young people in their educational paths and
can be considered a sort of pre-condition for working
with vulnerable youth through sport. The challenge in-
volving SFD personnel concerns the fact that both poles
of the quality of the relationship, ethical and affective
(Alfieri, et al., 2018; Cigoli & Scabini, 2007), should be
supported. The presence of professionals with non-sport
skills was a source of support for coaches, who improved
their capacity to relate towards youth. However, the co-
presence of several professionals during training may
obstruct the relationship with youth by creating frag-
mented role models.

Although this research mainly highlights the posi-
tive aspects of working in a multi-professional group,
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the psychosociological approach warns us against cer-
tain risks. First, the multi-professional group is not al-
ways a place for emotional reworking and constructive
exchange with the other. The relationship with the other
can also lead amplify negative emotions and create con-
flicts which, if not properly managed, become destruc-
tive and impair the achievement of the organisational
objective. The formation of the work group is not im-
mediate, however, and requires appropriate coordina-
tion leading to the construction of a clear and shared
work object with which people can identify and build a
sense of belonging (Gazzaroli, Gozzoli, & Gardey, 2019;
Gozzoli, 2016a, 2016b). Despite the positive role of the
work group in intersectoral collaboration, the psycholog-
ical effort of dealing with individuals belonging to or-
ganisations with diverse cultures, practices and organisa-
tional values should be taken into account.

In terms of the wider sport for development liter-
ature, these results confirm the meaningful role of in-
tersectoral collaboration and draw attention to the co-
presence of different skills and knowledge, which serve
as an added value for sport-based interventions (Lindsey
& Bitugu, 2019).

In more detail, the multi-professional group helped
in achieving the purpose of the intersectoral collabo-
ration from two points of view: 1) The exchange with
other professionals in the groupmitigated sport coaches’
vulnerability and helped them in finding out strate-
gies to improve their daily work with youth. Thus, the
group enhanced reflection and led to increased aware-
ness and introspection by coaches about their work
with youth (Galuppo et al., 2014; Stelter, 2009, 2014).
Nevertheless, the group enhanced sport workers’ ed-
ucative learnings about vulnerable youth. In this regard,
the presence of professionals with non-sport skills was
a source of support for coaches who comprehensively
improved their behaviours towards youth; and 2) the
group facilitated educative synergies and coherence be-
tween social and sport workers and avoided dissonance
between them.

There are several implications of this work for fu-
ture sport-based interventions and policymakers. First,
to generate effective collaboration between sectors in
the micro sport environment with youth, this study
highlights that SFD personnel need space and time for
face-to-face contact and interpersonal cooperation. This
means that engaging SFD personnel in common group
practices can support them in their work with vulnera-
ble youth. This result also emerged in previous studies
on SFD intersectoral action, in which sport workers and
social workers pointed out the lack of time to build and
maintain the personal relationships necessary for inter-
sectoral action and inclusive sport activities (Hermens
et al., 2015). Sharing space and time together can also
be helpful in developing a trans-disciplinary method-
ology and inter-professional culture for working with
vulnerable youth through sport (Edwards et al., 2010).
The interviewees talked about the usefulness of the inter-

professional supervision as a formal device in which dif-
ferent professionals physically meet, exchange opinions
and reflect on the actions carried out with the youth
(Scaratti et al., 2009). This kind of practice should be en-
couraged when planning sport-based interventions, be-
cause it is in the inter-professional meetings that SFD
staff could experience and take advantage of the value
of intersectoral collaborations.

Second, a proper monitoring and coordination
of such groups should be introduced. The role of
project managers or professionals coordinating the
multi-professional group is crucial to enhance inter-
professional integration. This is particularly impor-
tant since, according to the coaches themselves, the
professional knowledge of the SFD coaches (Côté &
Gilbert, 2009) is less relevant when working with vul-
nerable youth. The research highlights that a trans-
professional culture and methodology integrating
psycho-pedagogical dimensions with the sport dimen-
sions is still in its infancy in Italy. In the context of this
study, this can be explained culturally by the Italian sport
system, in which there is a strong opposition between
the ‘sport for all’ ideology and competitive sport, which
is more focused on the development of technical sport
skills. An integration of the two philosophies should be
considered critically (Porro, 2020). The need of coordina-
tion is, thus, meaningful.

Nevertheless, the research highlights the importance
to properly finance the back-office work in sport-based
intervention in order to micro-plan, reflect and find out
common strategies to accurately work with vulnerable
youth through sport. In this domain, national and in-
ternational funding should not only focus on the prac-
tice of sport but should also consider inter-professional
supervision as a useful back-office practice to be finan-
cially supported.

7. Limitations

This study examined a limited sample of Italian practi-
tioners in which the work in interprofessional supervi-
sion had a fundamental role and was supported by ap-
propriate financial resources in programme implemen-
tation. Not all sport-for-development programmes have
this unique feature, and it is not always sustainable to
create face-to-face engagement between social workers
and sport workers.

Future studies should cross-analyse diverse pro-
grams at both Italian and international level in order to
understand widely the role of multi-professional groups.
Longitudinal studies should be further considered in or-
der to understand how the work group evolve during
time and how it impacts on the efficacy of the interven-
tion itself. Although the study has limited generalizabil-
ity, the research provides some insight into the value of
such multi-professional groups, which can be taken into
account when planning sport-based interventions.
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Abstract
Community Sport Development Programs (CSDPs) that use an intersectoral capacity building approach have shown poten-
tial in reaching individuals in disadvantaged situations. This study has investigated how the application of capacity building
principles in disadvantaged communities results in higher sport participation rates in these communities. A multiple case
design was used, including six similar disadvantaged communities in Antwerp, Belgium; four communities implemented
the CSDP, two communities served as control communities without CSDP. In total, 52 face-to-face interviews were held
with sport, social, health, cultural, and youth organizations in these communities. Four key findings were crucial to explain
the success of the CSDP according to the principles of capacity building. First, the CSDP appeared to be the missing link be-
tween sport organizations on the one hand and health, social, youth, and cultural organizations on the other hand. Second,
shifting from a sport-oriented staff to a mix of sport staff, social workers and representatives of people in disadvantaged
situations helped increase trust through a participatory approach. Third, CSDPs assisted sport clubs to deal with financial,
organizational, and cultural pressures that arose from the influx of new members in disadvantaged situations. Finally, the
CSDPs developed well-planned and integrated strategies focusing on reinforcing the existing local organizations already
using sport to reach their goals. These capacity building principles were key in attaining higher sport participation for peo-
ple living in disadvantaged communities.
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1. Introduction

Enabling as many people as possible to participate in
sport is themain target of the public sport sector (Council
of Europe, 2001, Articles 1.i and 4.2). Currently, in

Europe, about 40% of the population engages in weekly
sport participation (Scheerder, Vandermeerschen, &
Breedveld, 2017). Unsurprisingly, target groups in dis-
advantaged situations, such as people from lower so-
cial class, and people from cultural ethnic minori-
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ties, engage less in sport than the general popu-
lation (Vandermeerschen, Vos, & Scheerder, 2013).
Furthermore, the number of ethnic cultural minorities
and lower socio-economic groups are growing (Putnam,
2007). Given that Europe will become even more ethni-
cally diverse in the coming years, it is interesting to focus
on this relatively unexplored target group from a sport
participation point of view. Furthermore, supported by
the health discourse in recent years, sport has been used
increasingly by many non-sport organizations as a popu-
lar means to enhance physical activity levels, social inte-
gration, and mental health of people in disadvantaged
situations (Marlier et al., 2015). After all, sport is known
for its ability to capture or “hook” a large number of peo-
ple (Schulenkorf, Sherry, & Rowe, 2016).

Unlike non-sport organizations, many sport organi-
zations (e.g., local sport authorities, sport clubs, sport
federations) continue to struggle to include these tar-
get groups. Reasons mentioned for this incapacity to
engage people in disadvantaged situations are the top
down sport promotion initiatives of traditional sport or-
ganizations (Lawson, 2005) and the lack of collaboration
with partners that have more experience in attracting
these target groups (Barnes, Cousens, &MacLean, 2007).
In many sport organizations, these feelings of incapac-
ity result in difficulties to engage with this unknown tar-
get group.

The capacity building approach is one promising
method to deal with the challenges to engage people
in disadvantaged situations and to enhance collabora-
tion (Jones, Edwards, Bocarro, Bunds, & Smith, 2017).
The capacity building approach is based on four prin-
ciples: (1) valuing pre-existing capacities, (2) develop-
ing trust through a participatory approach, (3) being re-
sponsive to context, and (4) developing well-planned
and integrated strategies with clear purposes (NSW
Health Department, 2001). In the sport realm, pro-
grams that implement this capacity approach, either
explicitly or implicitly, are referred to as Community
Sport Development Programs (CSDPs; Hylton, Bramham,
Jackson, & Nesti, 2013). Moreover, these programs are
categorized as ‘Sport Plus’ initiatives because they aim
to develop sport participation and developmental goals
(e.g., build self-esteem, increase health and social co-
hesion in the community; see Coalter, 2010). While ca-
pacity building has strong historical roots in the health
sector, recent studies have also highlighted its useful-
ness in a sport setting (Edwards, 2015; Jones, Edwards,
Bocarro, Svensson, & Misener, 2019). However, a lack
of understanding persists regarding the capacity building
processes that explain how to reach individuals in disad-
vantaged situations through sport. The need to analyze
programs thatwere found effective in engaging disadvan-
taged individuals through capacity building principles is
one of themain issues that hamper these insights (Millar
& Doherty, 2016).

To fill this knowledge gap, this study builds on
the results of a previous study that discovered signifi-

cant multilevel differences in disadvantaged communi-
ties for sport participation between communities with
and without CSDP (Marlier, Cardon, De Bourdeaudhuij,
& Willem, 2014). In total, 61.3% of the participating
adults from CSDP-communities reported engagement in
sport, whereas in similar control communities without
CSDP, this only amounted to 42.4% (Marlier et al., 2014).
Furthermore, populations most at risk of exclusion, such
as ethnic women of lower social class, engaged three
times more in sport participation than those in the con-
trol communities (Marlier et al., 2014). This successful
case of a CSDP is used to extract lessons on how (sport)
organizations can include individuals in disadvantaged
situations. The capacity building principles are used as a
theoretical framework to structure these lessons. In sum-
mary, this study aims to explain how sport organizations
can improve the inclusion of disadvantaged individuals
through sport.

In the following sections we focus on the capacity
building principles through the framework of the NSW
Health Department (2001). This framework has been
chosen because of its contribution to the capacity build-
ing theory, both from a scholarly as well as a practitioner
viewpoint (Heward, Hutchins, & Keleher, 2007).

1.1. Capacity Building Principles Underpinning the
Delivery of CSDPs

1.1.1. Valuing Pre-Existing Capacities

The first principle of capacity building is valuing pre-
existing capacities, which refers to the identification and
application of skills, experiences, expertise, and resources
within the own organization and community, as well as
those from other organizations and community members
(NSW Health Department, 2001). External partnerships
are therefore advocated as a crucial element to overcome
capacity deficiencies (Svensson, Hancock, & Hums, 2017).
Nevertheless, the link between the capacities of different
organizations is often missing in delivering CSDPs. In one
CSDP, where sport trainers were in charge of engaging
youth in disadvantaged situations, a lack of capacity to
engage this target group was noted (Armour & Sandford,
2013). In another CSDPs where youth and social work-
ers were responsible for program delivery, staff was con-
frontedwith a lack of adequate sport equipment, a deficit
of sport pedagogical skills among the supporting staff
and limited opportunities to make use of the existing lo-
cal sport facilities (Theeboom, Haudenhuyse, & De Knop,
2010). Therefore, a first necessity for successful CSDPs is
to bridge this capacity gap by linking and leveraging the
capacities of the different sectors.

1.1.2. Developing Trust through a Participatory
Approach

The second principle is developing trust through a par-
ticipatory approach (NSW Health Department, 2001).
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This principle concerns the capability to involve the tar-
get group in the decision-making process regarding the
selection and planning of the activities (Haudenhuyse,
Theeboom, & Nols, 2012; Spaaij, Schulenkorf, Jeanes, &
Oxford, 2018). Such participatory approach in program
design, delivery, and evaluation is key in developing trust
(Coalter, 2007; Edwards, 2015). One of the success fac-
tors of a CSDP (a sport action zone) was to get peo-
ple from the local community involved in identifying the
critical community needs (Sport England, 2006). This in-
volvement also empowered the local people to deal with
these community needs by themselves (Sport England,
2006). In another CSDP, aimed at promoting sport partic-
ipation in tennis, the identification of a community cham-
pion (i.e., an ambassador, influencer of the community)
was essential for program success (Vail, 2007). One of
the key findings in the studywas that community champi-
ons, in which communitymembers had trust, weremuch
more effective in engaging community members than in
communitieswhere trust in such personwas lacking (Vail,
2007). Thus, developing trust through a participatory ap-
proach is necessary to share skills, knowledge, and re-
sources both for those participating in the activities and
for partners collaborating to deliver those activities.

1.1.3. Being Responsive to Context

The third principle of capacity building is being respon-
sive to context (NSW Health Department, 2001). This
principle refers to the realization that programs do not
exist in isolation (Pawson, Greenhalgh, Harvey, &Walshe,
2005). All programs are influenced by the political, phys-
ical, economic, and cultural environments in which they
operate. All these factors shape the program for better
or for worse (NSWHealth Department, 2001). In the con-
text of sport promotion, CSDPs need to be aware of the
lack of experience of local sport authorities to engage
groups in disadvantaged situations (Vandermeerschen
& Scheerder, 2017). Another important element in the
sport promotion context are the sport clubs. In many
Western countries these sport clubs are the main actors
in sport promotion (Misener & Doherty, 2012). However,
from an organizational perspective, they face many chal-
lenges regarding declining volunteer rates, infrastructure
deficits and increasingly complex stakeholder demands
(Misener & Doherty, 2012). Coalter (2007) warned that
identifying and engaging with hard to reach groups is
not the core-activity of sport clubs and that imposing
this agenda could be damaging for their sustainability.
Taking these specific contextual influences into account
will thus partially determine whether a CSDP will be suc-
cessful or not.

1.1.4. Developing Well-Planned and Integrated
Strategies with Clear Purposes

The fourth principle of capacity building is developing
well-planned and integrated strategies with clear pur-

poses to find alternative ways for obtaining sustainabil-
ity (NSW Health Department, 2001). This means work-
ing at the individual, organizational, and partnership lev-
els, with a clear definition of goals, strategies, evalua-
tion, and responsibilities for actions on the different lev-
els (NSW Health Department, 2001; Simmons, Reynolds,
& Swinburn, 2011). For example, in the setting of sport
clubs, Allison (2001) claimed that engaging in multiple
relationships with organizations across different sectors
(e.g., facilities, suppliers, sponsors, media, schools, other
clubs, sport councils, and granting agencies) may aid
sport clubs to effectively deal with their lack of resources.
Furthermore, this engagement also supports the pro-
gram’s sustainability and quality of the sport offer to par-
ticipants. In ‘Street League’—a CSDP that focused on en-
gaging disadvantaged people over sixteen years of age in
organized sport and aimed at developing social and other
transferable skills in a fun environment—sustainability
was achieved through the funding by non-sport focused
government agencies and private business (Skinner &
Zakus, 2008). Deciding on the ideal number of organiza-
tional strategies and partnerships is difficult. General rec-
ommendations are to start small and then to diversify
(Welty Peachey, Cohen, Shin, & Fusaro, 2018).

In light of this background, the current study investi-
gates a case study of a CSDP that was successful in reach-
ing higher sport participation in disadvantaged commu-
nities. The aim of the study is to investigate how the ca-
pacity building principles help to explain the success of
this CSDP.

2. Method

2.1. Description of the CSDP

The CSDP—the subject of this case study—is situated
in Antwerp (506,225 inhabitants, Flanders, Belgium).
The program is considered one of the most advanced
CSDPs in Flanders (Theeboom & De Maesschalck, 2006).
Since 2003, this program is structurally organized by the
Antwerp Sport Authority (Cas, 2005). The main goal of
the CSDP is to increase sport participation opportunities
for people in disadvantaged communities, who experi-
ence higher financial, mobility, and commitment thresh-
olds to participate in sport or exercise.

In total, 33 full-time equivalent staff members are
employed to deliver the CSDP in Antwerp. These employ-
ees have five key responsibilities and activities closely re-
lated to the capacity building principles (Bogaerts, 2013).
Firstly, exchanging information from and to the partici-
pating partners (sport, health, social, youth, cultural or-
ganizations) in the community, e.g., advising organiza-
tions on how to integrate disadvantaged groups into
sport and exercise. Secondly, supporting the sport activi-
ties of partners, for instance, by personally assisting and
guiding people towards existing sport clubs and activi-
ties. Furthermore, each partner can ask for (logistical)
support of staff members of the CSDP to facilitate the
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organization of their sport activities. Thirdly, organizing
sport activities that complement the existing initiatives,
or adapting the sport activities to the needs of people in
disadvantaged situations (e.g., bike lessons for adults, ur-
ban circus for the youngest, street dance for adolescents,
street soccer for homeless, walking groups for the elder,
and swimming and exercise activities for women only).
The fourth responsibility is to create new sport infrastruc-
ture in the community (e.g., urban sport infrastructure
for skating, parkour, or dancing). Finally, searching for in-
novative new ways to reach program goals, e.g., organiz-
ing a cultural sport festival with local partners where eth-
nic minorities demonstrate sport from their native coun-
try and where community members are invited to try
these ‘foreign’ sports.

At the moment of data collection, 17 of 62 communi-
ties located in the city of Antwerp had implemented the
CSDP. Three coordinators manage the CSDP at the city
level. These coordinators coach and guide 30 staff mem-
bers delivering the CSDP in the 17 communities, while
they also collaborate with the leaders of partner organi-
zations at the city level. In summary, all activities that
lower the threshold for people to engage in sport and
exercise in their local neighborhood can be considered
as part of the CSDP. Hence, communities without a CSDP
staff member also have several activities that fit the cri-
teria for the CSDP. The difference is that no staff mem-
berwill be coordinating and implementing the aforemen-
tioned key activities related to the capacity building prin-
ciples (i.e., exchanging information, supporting partners,
organizing complementary sport and movement activi-
ties, creating new sport infrastructure, and exploring in-
novative ways to reach CSDP-goals).

2.2. Sampling and Data Collection

A multiple case design was used to assess and explain
the capacity building principles that helped to create
higher sport participation in disadvantaged communities.
Four CSDP-communities and two control communities
were purposively selected from the communities that
were part of the previous quantitative study (Marlier
et al., 2014). We used a qualitative method because
this method is the recommended approach to investi-
gate and understand how something works (Yin, 2013).
Furthermore, adding multiple cases enabled us to bring
more variation and richness to our analysis and make
our findings more robust and generalizable (Eisenhardt
& Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2013).

As partnerships are located at the heart of the ca-
pacity building theory, sampling of interview participants
was done by asking the CSDP staff members whom they
considered theirmost important partner organizations in
the sport, health, social, and other sectors. Personsmost
knowledgeable within the organization were invited to
participate in the qualitative case-study. In control com-
munities, potential stakeholders were selected through
snowball sampling of organizations that had sport and

community-based missions. Three trained researchers
visited the participants at their organization and audio-
recorded the interviews. Prior to the face-to-face inter-
views, the interviewees were informed via email about
the purpose of the study. All selected participants agreed
to participate in the study. This resulted in a total of
52 in-depth, semi-structured interviews, each lasting
40 minutes on average (see Table 1). In the two control
communities four interviews per community were exe-
cuted. In the program communities, the number of inter-
views ranged from six to ten. Some organizations were
active on a city level and thus worked on a supra commu-
nity level. In total, eleven interviews were conducted at
the city level.

Interview questions were developed, based on a re-
view of the literature on successful and effective factors
in capacity building (NSWHealth Department, 2001). For
example, questions were posed like: Towhat extent does
the CSDP make use of the capacity of partner organiza-
tions (principle 1: value pre-existing capacities)? To what
extent is the target group involved in determining the
activities of CSDP (principle 2: build trust through active
participation)? Are there environmental influences that
hamper or benefit the CSDP and how do you adapt to
these (principle 3: be responsive to context)? Is there a
joint goal setting and planning in the CSDP (principle 4:
plan and integrate clear purposed strategies)?

General questions were also asked regarding the
perceptions of the success factors and pitfalls of the
CSDP and the added value and experienced problems
with the CSDP. The in-depth interviews allowed for prob-
ing to deepen the understanding on the processes that
helped to understand the success of the CSDP and its
partners to reach higher sport participation in disadvan-
taged communities.

2.3. Data Analysis

After transcription of the interviews, qualitative data
analysis was conducted with NVivo 12. Four steps were
taken to reduce and analyze the 266,144 words of inter-
view transcripts. Firstly, transcripts were coded following
deductive reasoning based on the codebook of underly-
ing principles of capacity building. A selection of the tran-
scripts was coded by a second researcher to test the re-
liability of coding and to assure the quality of the cod-
ing process (Edwards & Skinner, 2010). Secondly, stake-
holder groupswere categorized in subsets to isolate com-
ments of sports, social, health, youth, and cultural stake-
holders for program and control communities. Thirdly,
after the coding-process, recurring patterns of capacity
building mechanisms were identified that could explain
why CSDPs were able to create higher sport participa-
tion in the disadvantaged communities in which they op-
erated. Interviews were conducted and transcribed in
Dutch. Quotes used to illustrate and explain certain re-
sults were translated from Dutch to English. The relia-
bility of translation of each quote was checked and ver-
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Table 1. Overview of interviewees of different organizations in program communities, control communities and at the
city level.

PC 1 PC 2 PC 3 PC 4 CC 1 CC 2 City Total Example

Staff of CSDP 2 2 2 2 / / 3 11

Sport 1 1 3 2 1 / 3 11 Grassroot sport clubs, local sport
Organization (SP) authorities, sport facility administrations

Social 2 3 3 1 2 4 4 19 Outreach organizations, organizations
Organization (SO) fighting against drug abuse and

homelessness, organizations focusing on
building community cohesion and
empowering disadvantaged individuals

Cultural 2 / / 1 / / 1 4 Organizations focusing on cultural
organization (CU) activities (e.g., concerts, art workshops),

organizations creating places to meet for
community members

Health 1 1 / / / / / 2 Local health centers
Organization (HE)

Youth 1 3 / / 1 / / 5 Outreach organizations for youth,
Organization (YO) organizations focusing on providing

leisure opportunities for children,
day-care organizations, juvenile
delinquency prevention organizations

Total 9 10 8 6 4 4 11 52

Notes: PC stands for program communities (with CSDP), CC stands control communities (without CSDP). The persons that were inter-
viewed in these organizations were the persons most knowledgeable within the organization with regard to the CSDP.

ified by one fellow researcher. To check the validity of
the preliminary findings, the analyses were presented to
the study participants and checked if they were in line
with their perception of reality (Creswell, 2013). In the
findings-section organizations are referred to by the ab-
breviations used in Table 1.

3. Findings

A previous study showed that the CSDP was successful in
stimulating sport participation in disadvantaged commu-
nities (Marlier et al., 2014). The findings of this present
study focus on how the CSDP was able to achieve these
results. The capacity building principles are used as a the-
oretical framework to structure the main findings. When
using quotations, we refer to the organizations with the
abbreviations used in Table 1.

3.1. Valuing Pre-Existing Capacities

This capacity building principle refers to the identifica-
tion and leveraging of skills, resources and partnerships
within the community. Analyses of the interviews indi-
cated that the CSDP leveraged pre-existing capacities by
connecting the capacities of sport organizations with the
capacities of health, social, youth, and cultural organiza-
tions. One manager of a local sport authority, who oper-

ated in both the program and control communities, indi-
cated that: “There is definitely a difference between pro-
moting sport in communities with or without CSDP. Staff
of the CSDP know their community and their partners
and can therefore promote sport activities much better”
(SP 1, CC 1).

It became apparent that the CSDP connected infor-
mation, skills, and resources between the sport sector
on the one hand and the youth, health, social, and cul-
tural sectors on the other hand. One manager of a pub-
lic center for social welfare stated: “I think the role of
the CSDP is extremely important. If they did not exist,
we would not have a connection between those who
don’t do sport, the social aspect of sport and compet-
itive sport” (SO 2, PC 1). This connection enabled the
CSDP and sport organizations to better reach people in
disadvantaged situations: “We notice that, the more we
collaborate with partners, the more referrals we get of
people in disadvantaged situations. Also, it gives us bet-
ter insight into their experienced thresholds to do sport”
(CSDP, PC 1). Reciprocally, this connection enabled the so-
cial, health, and cultural organizations to improve access
to sport-specific infrastructure, information, and skills.

Because being able to connect the capacities of differ-
ent organizations is one of the most essential elements
(if not the most essential one) to understand why sport
participation was higher in program communities than
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in control communities, we visualized these connections
in Figure 1. The figure is based on the analysis of the
interviews and is not the result of structural analysis
of the network. The arrows represent the connections
of the different organizations. Dotted lines symbolize a
moderate connection between different organizations
(e.g., in both program and control communities, infor-
mation was exchanged about activities between youth
and sport organizations). The full lines in the figure sym-
bolize strong connections between different organiza-
tions. These connections represent the organization of
mutual activities, sharing of resources, skills and informa-
tion. In both program and control communities, health,
social, cultural, and youth organizations were strongly
connected. However, only in program communities, the
CSDP acted as a liaison to connect the information, re-
sources, and skills between sport and other organiza-
tions in the community. When checking the preliminary
findings with the interviewees, they verified that this im-
age was overall an accurate representation of the con-
nections in the community.

3.2. Developing Trust through a Participatory Approach

This capacity building principle concerns the capability to
involve the target group in the decision-making process
of the activities. The analysis of the interviews indicated
three factors that helped to induce this participatory ap-
proach in sport activities.

A first important evolution to develop more trust
through participation was a change of the mix of com-
petences of the staff members. A first shift from a sport-
focused to a mix of sport and social profiles helped to in-
crease participation and trust of people in disadvantaged
situations. In general, social workers were acknowledged
as reinforcing agents due to their affinity with people in
disadvantaged situations. A second shift was to recruit
disadvantaged individuals as new staff members in the

CSDP, or as new trainers in sport organizations. One sport
organization specified: “Over time wemade sure we had
different trainers from different ethnicities. This really
lowered the threshold for ethnic children and adults to
go to our sport club” (SP 2, PC 4). Several interviewees
indicated that sport activities were much more effec-
tive when given by people of the community who had a
disadvantaged background, compared to sport activities
that were merely offered for them. In some cases, these
individuals grew to be the needed community champi-
ons, that catalyzed sport participation in their commu-
nity. One quote of such a community champion illus-
trates this finding:

After I started working for the CSDP, we talked about
my grassroot sport club. A couple of people of the
CSDP saw the potential and endorsed my club for
funding of the ‘city diversity fund.’ This allowed my
club to expand and organize more activities to reach
the target group. Now we developed into a club with
as many as 600 members in different sports as Thai
boxing, volleyball, indoor football, karate and kickbox-
ing. (SP 1, PC 1)

A second way that illustrates the participatory approach
in which staff members of the CSDP operated was to visit
the homes, local bars, and other places where disadvan-
taged individuals would get together. After personal con-
tact and some ‘small talk,’ an initial form of trust was
developed. This trust helped to detect the real sporting-
needs in the community.

A third way to grow trust through participation was
co-organizing low threshold movement opportunities in
the ‘safe’ facilities of partners. Initiating sport sessions in
the known and trusted structure of the social or health
organizations aided to lower participation thresholds
and reach people that otherwise would not have been
reached. One quote to illustrate this finding:

Strong connec�on between two sectors Moderate connec�on between two sectors

Health

YouthCultural
Cultural Youth

Social

SocialHealth

Sport
Sport

Program Community

CSDP

Control Community

Figure 1. Graphical representation of the connections between sport, health, social, cultural and youth organizations in
CSDP and control communities.
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Even if there is a yoga offer in the community, in most
cases it takes more to engage them [disadvantaged
individual] into these activities. When we organize a
yoga course with the CSDP in our infrastructure we
reach much more people. (HE 1, PC 1)

3.3. Being Responsive to Context

This capacity building principle refers to the ability to
adapt to each context. CSDP-staff members specified
they have a general framework (see the five key re-
sponsibilities and activities in Section 2.1) but can priori-
tize according to the needs of the community members
and organizations.

One element that helped to make activities fitting
the needs of their community was that CSDP-staff mem-
bers are encouraged to experiment and try new activities
and methods in their community: “We really are stimu-
lated to innovate….A lot of elementswhich are now struc-
turally embedded come from former trial and error ex-
periments” (CSDP, PC 2).

Another element of being responsive to context is be-
ing able to face challenges due to changes in the physical,
economic, cultural and political environment. One inter-
esting finding that emerged from the analysis was how
the CSDP tackled new financial, organizational, and cul-
tural pressures in sport clubs that dealt with more disad-
vantaged members:

At a certain point 70% of the members of a club
were guided through the CSDP and were disadvan-
taged. This also meant that there were problems get-
ting the membership fee, there was little consump-
tion by this group in the canteen, troubles with trans-
port to the games. Without support [from the CSDP]
this club would never be able to sustain themselves.
(SP 3, city level)

To respond to these evolutions, the CSDP put several
coping mechanisms in place to help sport clubs to
manage these new financial, organizational, and cul-
tural pressures.

Financial pressures of those sport clubs were tackled
by installing three measures. First, the CSDP would pay
the membership fee of people in disadvantaged situa-
tions directly to the sport club, so the sport club would
not need to worry about getting the payment. One in-
terviewee of a sport organization stated: “Without the
financial assistance of the CSDP we would not be able to
survive. There are currently 40 members that do not or
cannot pay their membership fee” (SP 2, PC 4). Second,
the CSDP would install a personalized payment plan
for people in disadvantaged situations, so they could
spread the payment of the membership fee over differ-
ent months, which would alleviate the financial thresh-
old. Third, the CSDP aided in recruiting additional re-
sources for the sport clubs by helping to apply for exter-
nal funding.

Organizational pressures were in part overcome by
decreasing the administrative burden. In several sport
clubs that were open to engaging with hard to reach
groups, professional assistance was offered in dealing
with the administration of enrolling new members. This
allowed the sport clubs to focus on what they wanted
to focus on: sport. Furthermore, interviews with sport
club staff revealed that, by partnering with the CSDP,
they were able to attract more members and volunteers.
Attracting members and volunteers represents a big or-
ganizational pressure for many sport clubs.

Cultural pressures were dealt with by informing, ex-
plaining, and supporting trainers and boardmembers, on
the specific thresholds of different groups of disadvan-
taged individuals. Such pressures arose when new par-
ticipants from a different culture, religion, or background
joined the sport activities. Additionally, the CSDP helped
in explaining the sport clubs’ formal and informal norms
to people in disadvantaged situations.

3.4. Developing Well-Planned and Integrated Strategies
with Clear Purposes

This capacity building principle refers to having clear def-
inition of goals, strategies, evaluation, and responsibili-
ties for the different activities.

Interviews with youth, social, cultural, and health or-
ganizationsmade apparent that the value of the CSDP re-
sides in the organization of a multitude of activities and
strategies. Table 2 presents an overview of the stakehold-
ers’ perceived added value of a couple of activities orga-
nized by the CSDP. The added value for the sport organi-
zations is not repeated in the table as it is mentioned in
the previous sections. This list is not exhaustive, and al-
though the added value of these activities transcended
stakeholder groups, it does give a good overview of the
well-planned and integrated strategies of the CSDP.

One important strategy was to reinforce local organi-
zations that already used sport to reach their goals (e.g.,
guiding activity to sport clubs, consultation service in so-
cial and health organizations to inform the target group
of local sport opportunities).

Another strategy was to deliver a complementary
sport offer when no other organizations in the com-
munity could fulfil sporting needs indicated by the
individuals in disadvantaged situations (e.g., the bike
school, sport activities for women only, mixed culture
sport camps).

4. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to get better insights
in how (sport) organizations can attain higher levels of
sport participation in disadvantaged communities. The
case for this study was a CSDP in Flanders that was suc-
cessful in engaging disadvantaged individuals in sport
participation (Marlier et al., 2014). The principles of ca-
pacity building—i.e., (1) valuing pre-existing capacities,
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Table 2. Indicated added value of activities of the CSDP for social, health, cultural and youth organizations.

Sector Activities of CSDP Indicated added value

Social Bike school “The bike school for us is part of a course on mobility
that mainly focuses on adult women that are not able

A bike school that aims to learn adults how to to ride a bike. We consider the bike school as part
ride a bike. of their personal development… They develop on a

practical, emotional and social level during the bike
course” (SO 3, PC 3).

Supporting sport activities of partners

The CSDP supports activities of partners by “I would need to partake in many extra trainings on
providing trainers with the right sport technical the sport technical aspect without the partnership of
and pedagogical qualifications. the CSDP. And I think that the CSDP would miss a whole

lot of tools and knowhow to reach the hard-to-reach
groups that we are able to reach” (SO 1, PC 4).

Health Consultation service

Doctors prescribe movement and sport as a “In our center, health prevention is important, but for
medicine and refer them to a CSDP staff member. us, nurses and doctors, it is difficult to get people
This staff member explains the opportunities active….The fact that he [CSDP-staff member] comes
to be physically active in the community (e.g., to our organization diminishes that threshold and
who to contact, when and where activities relieves us, because for every sport related question
take place, the price and how they could get we can refer directly to them” (HE 1, PC 2).
financial support at fixed moments in the
building of the health organization.

Cultural Sport and culture camps

The CSDP organizes camps together with “They [CSDP-staff] really want to engage the community.
culture and youth organizations. In the They invest a lot of time to go to the different
morning children in disadvantaged situations organizations, to people in disadvantaged situation to
get sport activities, in the afternoon they build a week that is adapted to the needs of this group.
get cultural activities. They organize a lot of games and sports in a professional

way, that we would not be able to give with our
[cultural] background….In this way the children get
a broader array of leisure time activities which make it
more likely for them to find something they like and
want to continue doing” (CU 2, PC 1).

Youth Sports Infrastructure

The CSDP provides sports infrastructure that “We have a partnership regarding a girl soccer
gives priority to people in disadvantaged project….The CSDP provides infrastructure and assists
situations. in finances. We mainly focus on reaching the target

group. So yes, we really reinforce each other targets”
(YO 2, PC 2).

(2) developing trust through a participatory approach,
(3) being responsive to context, and (4) developing well-
planned and integrated strategies—served as a guiding
framework to explain how the CSDPs reached these re-
sults. In the next section, we will discuss four key impli-
cations for (sport) organizations that want to include in-
dividuals in disadvantaged situations.

A first key implication is to link capacities of sport
organizations with the capacities of the social, youth,
health, and cultural organizations. In this study, the
CSDP was able to bridge the gap between sport and
non-sport organizations and link their capacities. This re-
sulted in a twofold effect. On the one hand, sport or-
ganizations could make use of the expertise and net-
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work of youth, social, and health organizations to reach
people in disadvantaged situations. On the other hand,
these non-sport organizations could make use of sport-
specific skills and the sport infrastructure of sport or-
ganizations. Previous studies have demonstrated that
reaching this target group represents a capacity deficit
for many organizations in the sport sector (Armour &
Sandford, 2013; Theeboom et al., 2010). This deficit has
been related to the habit of sport organizations to work
in isolation from other organizations (Barnes et al., 2007;
Lawson, 2005). In line with these findings, we noted that
sport organizations worked largely independent from so-
cial, health, and cultural organization in control com-
munities (without CSDP). Other researchers have ex-
pressed the importance of leveraging local partnerships
and to value pre-existing capacities to include people
in disadvantaged situations in sport participation (Hawe,
Noort, King, & Jordens, 1997;Welty Peachey et al., 2018).
Svensson et al. (2017) also noted that external partner-
ships were crucial to overcome capacity deficiencies. In
a different study, he recommended that many sport
organizations with developmental goals would benefit
from additional training and support in building partner-
ships (Svensson, Andersson, & Faulk, 2018). This finding
confirms the importance of having a coordinated pro-
gram in a community that can facilitate collaboration be-
tween sport and other sectors (Dobbels, Voets, Marlier,
De Waegeneer, & Willem, 2018). In our study, the CSDP
executed this coordination function and facilitated col-
laborations between the different organizations.

The second key implication is to shift from a sport-
oriented staff to a mix of sport staff, social workers and
representatives of people in disadvantaged situations.
Our findings showed that staff constitution was an im-
portant element to develop trust through a participatory
approach. Many authors have stated that an active in-
volvement and participatory approach of individuals in
disadvantaged situations is an essential element of each
program that aims to have a positive effect for this group
(Haudenhuyse et al., 2012; Spaaij et al., 2018). In our
study, a mixed staff of social and sport profiles helped
to increase affinity with perceived thresholds of people
in disadvantaged situations and to engage them in the
sport offer. Previous studies affirm that social workers
have a more successful understanding of including dis-
advantaged target groups (Armour & Sandford, 2013).
Interestingly, we found that a new phase of active par-
ticipation of the target group was established by recruit-
ing trainers and staff with a disadvantaged background.
This reaffirms the conclusions of a study on recruiting
Muslimwomen in community sport regarding the crucial
character of integrating ethnic minorities in the center of
decision-making processes (Maxwell & Taylor, 2010).

The third key implication is to assist sport clubs to
deal with financial, organizational, and cultural pressures
that arise from the influx of new members in disadvan-
taged situations. In line with findings of Coalter (2007),
we found that the identification of hard-to-reach groups

and guiding them to sport clubs led to new financial, or-
ganizational, and cultural pressures. One of the biggest
successes of the CSDP was to find a response for these
pressures, by (1) taking care of part of the adminis-
tration, (2) advancing the membership fee, and (3) in-
stalling workshops on dealing with cultural differences.
By transferring this knowledge to the sport clubs, they
were better prepared to be inclusive for these individ-
uals. As such, a safer environment and a positive feed-
back loopwere created,whilemore peerswere attracted.
Likewise, Forde, Lee, Mills, and Frisby (2015) concluded
that difficult target groups can be integrated in the exist-
ing sport offer as long as sufficient efforts are made to
reduce potential barriers.

The fourth and final key implication is to reinforce
sport activities of partners and deliver a complemen-
tary offer only when existing local organizations are not
able to fill sporting needs of people in disadvantaged
situations. Our findings revealed that the CSDPs were
successful in developing well-planned and integrated
strategies mainly by reinforcing local organizations that
already used sport to reach their goals. Similarly, Vos,
Vandermeerschen, and Scheerder (2016) explained that
local authorities should only offer sport activities when
private and non-profit supply of sport activities is insuf-
ficient. The CSDP in this study engaged in many well-
planned and integrated strategies. However, Svensson
and Hambrick (2016) argued that picking and choosing
battles is important for organizations to be sustainable.
Whether or not an organization can integrate this capac-
ity building element will thus largely depend on its stage
of development (Svensson et al., 2018; Welty Peachey
et al., 2018). It is good to be reminded that this specific
CSDP consists of 33 staff members and has been evolving
for more than 15 years, which is substantial in compari-
son with many other CSDPs.

5. Limitations

The generalizability of the findings represents the main
limitation of this study. More precisely, this study looked
at a CSDP in the specific context of disadvantaged com-
munities in one specific city in a Western setting. It is
very likely that the implementation of the same program
in different communities in different cities could result
in distinct outcomes. These outcomes depend largely on
the characteristics of the people living in the community,
the sport and recreational infrastructure, and the expe-
rience of the key stakeholders with community develop-
ment and partnerships (Trickett et al., 2011). As such, we
acknowledge the importance of context when it comes
to the effectiveness of the program. In effect, this is the
third guiding principle of capacity building theory (NSW
Health Department, 2001). We tried to mitigate this lim-
itation by implementing a multiple case that incorpo-
rated the views of multiple stakeholders of different sec-
tors. A multiple case design is generally believed to be
a stronger base for theory building and generalization
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of the findings (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2013).
However, more work is needed to confirm our findings.

6. Conclusion

While capacity building is widely known to engage peo-
ple in disadvantaged situations, few studies have stud-
ied the principles underpinning capacity building theory.
Our study applied these principles to enhance our under-
standing about how organizations can include people in
disadvantaged situations in sport.

The capacity building principles were deemed very
useful for this purpose. This study differentiates from
other work done in this area because it examines a CSDP
that was found successful in attaining higher sport partic-
ipation in disadvantaged communities. Authors in the re-
search field have advocated research on such programs
with proven outcomes to advance the understanding of
the delivery of sport for individuals in disadvantaged sit-
uations (Coalter, 2007; Haudenhuyse et al., 2012).

Our study contributes to practice by formulating four
key implications that help to understand how (sport) or-
ganizations can include people living in disadvantaged
communities. A first key implication is that sport organi-
zations and non-sport organizations should strive to link
their capacities. However, as the title of the manuscript
gives away, troubled water stands between these two
types of organizations before they can value their ca-
pacities. In this case study, the CSDP could bridge ‘the
troubled water’ by three actions based on the capacity
building principles: (1) shifting staff constitution from a
sport-oriented staff to a mix of sport staff, social work-
ers, and representatives of people in disadvantaged situ-
ations, (2) helping sport clubs to cope with financial, or-
ganizational, and cultural pressures that arise from the
influx of new members in disadvantaged situations, and
(3) reinforcing sport activities of partners and organizing
a complementary offer when existing local organizations
are not able to fill sporting needs of people in disadvan-
taged situations.
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1. Introduction

Within the field of Sport for Development (SfD), there is
broad agreement that we need greater insight and evi-
dence on the effectiveness of SfD programmes as well
as the mechanisms that bring these effects about (e.g.,
Coalter, 2007; Gould & Carson, 2008). These insights are
needed to optimize the impact of these programmes

and to convince programme funders to maintain their
investment in successful programmes. SfD programmes
are, however, complex interventions consisting of mul-
tiple components targeted towards multiple outcomes,
whichmakes it extremely difficult to establish the effects
and the underlying causes (Wold & Mittelmark, 2018).
Moreover, SfD programmes take place in real-life, hence
in changing contexts, which complicates the evaluation
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of their effect even further. A relatively new approach to
programme evaluation, in response to these challenges,
is realist evaluation (Pawson, 1996). Realist evaluation
acknowledges the complexity of social programmes. Its
main objective is not to provide an answer to the ques-
tion ’Does the programme work?’ but to answer the
question ’What part of the programmeworks, for whom,
and under what circumstances?’ In other words, it aims
to reveal the coherence between the context, the mech-
anisms, and the outcomes of a programme. Programme
theory, which outlines the sequence of expected mech-
anisms and outcomes (Jolley, 2014; Weiss, 2000), can
be very helpful for realist evaluation. Realist evaluation
checks whether the assumptions of such theory hold
(Manzano, 2016; Westhorp, 2014).

The aim of the present study was twofold. First, it
aimed to explore the value of using a realist interview
technique to gain greater insight into the mechanisms
and outcomes of SfD programmes. The realist interview
technique has been described by Mukumbang, Marchal,
Van Belle, and van Wyk (2019) as a useful, but an under-
utilized, tool for realist evaluation. In a realist interview,
respondents are asked to examine and comment on exist-
ing programme theory, with the aim of improving these
theories. According to Pawson and Tilley (1997) placing
programme theories for examination could inspire, vali-
date, falsify, and/or modify hypotheses about how pro-
grammes work, which is an essential process for theory
refinement. Second, the study aimed to explore the ap-
plicability of a conceptual model from the field of social
enterprise as the preliminary programme theory for a
realist inquiry in the field of SfD. This model developed
by Roy et al. (2017) is explained in further detail in the
next section.

1.1. A Conceptual Model from the Field of Social
Enterprise

To explore the value of using a realist interview tech-
nique, the present study made use of an existing pro-
gramme theory from the field of social enterprise.
Although examples of programme theory can be found
within the field of SfD (e.g., Coalter, 2012; Gould &
Carson, 2008; Pawson, 2006; Witt & Crompton, 1997)
and in the closely related field of health promotion (e.g.,
Herens,Wagemakers, Vaandrager, vanOphem, & Koelen,
2017; Van Koperen et al., 2013), we decided to bor-
row a theory from a different, yet adjacent, scientific
field to allow for new, unexpected theoretical insights
(Chalip, 2006; Sparkes & Smith, 2014). In addition, the-
ories in the field of SfD tend to focus on youth (e.g.,
Coalter, 2012; Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, & Nols, 2013;
Lyras & Welty Peachey, 2011), whereas we wanted to
cover a broader spectrum of SfD programmes. The se-
lected theory is the conceptual model by Roy and col-
leagues (2017), which describes the mechanisms (i.e.,
mediating variables) and outcomes of social enterprise
as a health and wellbeing intervention (see Figure 1).

Themodel has been empirically informed by research on
13 social enterprises in the city of Glasgow. In general, so-
cial enterprises are businesses with primarily social ob-
jectives (Kerlin, 2013), such as a community centre of-
fering services and employment training to local people,
or a coffee bar employing disadvantaged people at a fair
wage. Although SfD programmes are rarely approached
as social enterprises, they share important characteris-
tics. Both SfD programmes and social enterprises aim to
reduce social vulnerability and strive for a more equal
society (Sepulveda, 2015). Also, both operate largely out-
side the health (care) sector despite their aim to improve
the health and well-being of a disadvantaged population
(Caló, Roy, Donaldson, Teasdale, & Bagioni, 2019). Finally,
their focus is typically on local communities.

As can be seen in Figure 1, the model by Roy et al.
(2017) identifies four different forms of social enterprise:
personal care services; arts and creativity; work integra-
tion; and community development. Each of these forms
of social enterprise has been linked to certain mediat-
ing variables, such as improving knowledge and skills and
providing meaningful work. These mediating variables,
in turn, have been found to produce various interme-
diate outcomes related to physical, mental, and social
determinants of health. At last, the intermediate out-
comes are believed to contribute to the ultimate goal
of improved health and well-being among social enter-
prise participants. The model was selected as a prelim-
inary programme theory for the current study because
of its broad scope of mechanisms and outcomes, which
deemed it suitable for capturing a broad range of SfD
programmes. Notably, Roy et al. (2017) invited other re-
searchers to test and refine the model for various types
of social enterprises. In the current study, we used the
model to gain greater insight into the mechanisms and
outcomes of three, relatively diverse, SfD programmes in
the Netherlands. These three programmes are (1) Youth,
Care, and Sport, (2) X-Fittt 2.0, and (3) programmes by
The Life Goals Foundation. A brief description of the
three programmes follows below.

1.2. Brief Description of the Three SfD Programmes

Youth, Care and Sport refers to a broad set of initia-
tives developed to increase sports participation among
socially vulnerable young people in community sports
clubs in the Netherlands (Super, Hermens, Verkooijen, &
Koelen, 2014). The emphasis of these initiatives is (1) on
the inclusion of sports in the care trajectories of youth,
by stimulating youth care workers to guide their young
clients to community sports clubs where possible, and
(2) on the professionalization of sports coaches when
they are working with socially vulnerable young people.
Participation is voluntary and includes participation in lo-
cal sports clubs in regular teams, sometimes with addi-
tional pedagogical support when needed.

X-Fittt 2.0 is a combined lifestyle intervention for
low-income, overweight people living in a deprived
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of social enterprise as a health and well-being intervention (Roy et al., 2017).

neighbourhood (Wagemakers, Mulderij, Verkooijen,
Groenewoud, & Koelen, 2018). It targets multiple
lifestyle behaviours, but foremost physical activity and
nutrition. The programme is funded by a healthcare in-
surance company and the municipality and is free of
charge for participants. The programme lasts two years,
the first 12 weeks of which consists of group sports ses-
sions twice a week, an individual sports session once a
week, advice from a dietician, and four hours of coaching
by a lifestyle coach. Thereafter, participants are encour-
aged to remain physically active by receiving six hours of
lifestyle coaching over the remaining two years.

The Life Goals Foundation refers to sports
programmes for socially vulnerable adults in the
Netherlands, such as the homeless, drug addicts, ex-
offenders, and psychiatric patients (Society Impact,
2019). The programmes aim is to increase their partici-
pation in society. The Life Goals foundation builds collab-
orations between municipalities, social care institutions,
and community sports clubs to start local Life Goals pro-
grammes. In addition, they train sports coaches in the
Life Goals methodology, which teaches them how to in-
teract with participants and how to create a supportive
environment. The Life Goals programmes do not have
fixed durations, and consist of one to five sports activities
a week. An important aspect of the Life Goals methodol-
ogy is the Life Goals sessions, in which participants learn

how to use their newly learned skills, such as trust and
collaboration, in their daily life.

2. Methods

To identify and reflect on the mechanisms and out-
comes of SfD programmes we used the realist interview
technique. In their recent article, Mukumbang and col-
leagues (2019) distinguish three types of realist inter-
views: theory gleaning interviews, theory testing inter-
views, and theory consolidation interviews. The inter-
view technique applied in the current study fits best with
the theory testing interviews since our purpose was to
apply and refine initial programme theory, rather than
to initiate (gleaning) or confirm (consolidation) theory.
For the X-Fittt 2.0 programme, an initial programme the-
ory, or logic model, was available (Wagemakers et al.,
2018), and the Life Goals programme also had a theoret-
ical basis. Nevertheless, for the purpose of this research,
we asked the informants to reflect on a model that they
were unfamiliar with, namely the model by Roy et al.
(2017), to spark new and innovative insights. In addition,
we wanted to test the model’s fit as preliminary pro-
gramme theory for different types of SfD programmes.

The interviews were held with one key informant for
each of the three SfD programmes, as it was a first explo-
ration of the value of the realist interview technique. The
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informants were researchers involved in the evaluation
of the specific SfD programme and co-authors of this ar-
ticle (Sabina Super, Lisanne Sofie Mulderij, and Dico de
Jager). The first author (Kirsten Thecla Verkooijen) con-
ducted the interviews. The interviews started with an
explanation of the purpose and procedure of the inter-
view. Hereafter, the model by Roy et al. (2017) was in-
troduced and shown to the interviewee on a large pa-
per sheet. This sheet was then used to discuss the var-
ious elements of the model from right to left, thus, start-
ing with ‘the ultimate goal’ and working towards the
‘type of intervention.’ The two overarching questions
during the interviews were: (1) “Are the mechanisms
and outcomes in the conceptual model applicable to
the particular SfD programme?”, and (2) “What mecha-
nisms or outcomes are missing in the model?” The open-
ing question was: “Do you agree that improved health
and well-being is the ultimate aim of [name of the pro-
gramme]?” Questions on mechanism and outcomes fo-
cused on the actual mechanism and outcomes in the
programmes, rather than expected mechanism and out-
comes. Also, informants were asked to elaborate on the
observed mechanism and outcomes in relation to the
context of each programme. As suggested by Pawson
(1996), the interviewer adopted an active and explicit
role in teaching the preliminary theory, while the inter-
viewee was asked to confirm or falsify and, above all, to
refine that theory. During the interview, the interviewer
used a marker to write notes on the sheet and checked
with the interviewees if these notes captured his or her
reflections correctly.

All three interviews lasted approximately forty min-
utes, including an explanation of the model by the inter-
viewer, and were audio-recorded and transcribed. Each
transcript was checked by the corresponding informant
for accuracy. Thereafter, the recording and transcripts
were independently analysed by two researchers, the
first author and for each programme a different co-
author. To support validity, this co-author was never the
informant of that same programme. After the individ-
ual interviews, the results from the interviews and ex-
periences with the interview technique were discussed
among the researchers in a group meeting of approx-
imately one hour. The central question of that meet-
ing concerned the applicability of the realist interview
technique as a methodological strategy to improve in-
sight into the mechanisms and outcomes of SfD pro-
grammes. The paper sheets written on during the indi-
vidual interviews were brought to the meeting as input.
Observations from the group meeting were integrated
into the findings.

3. Results

Although the aim of this researchwas, first and foremost,
to explore the value of using realist interviews in the field
of SfD, we start the result section with a reflection on the
applicability of the conceptual model by Roy et al. (2017)

as preliminary programme theory. The reflection on the
value of the realist interviews will follow.

3.1. Applicability of the Conceptual Model as
Preliminary Programme Theory

A summary of the respondents’ reflections on the mech-
anisms and outcomes of the SfD programmes, guided by
the conceptual model, can be found in Table 1. In gen-
eral, the respondents found many of the model’s com-
ponents relevant and applicable to the SfD programmes.
For all three SfD programmes, the ultimate goal was
‘improved wellbeing.’ Yet, for the lifestyle programme
X-Fittt 2.0, improved physical health wasmost important,
whereas for the other two programmes well-being was.
Or as the informant of the Youth, Care and Sports pro-
grammes put it: “For young people, having a fun life is
more important than being healthy.” Especially the in-
termediate mental health outcomes, such as improved
coping and self-confidence, were perceived as strongly
applicable to all three informants. Also, some mediating
variables, such as engendering a safe and supportive en-
vironment, appeared highly important to all three pro-
grammes. However, the respondents also pointed out
components that were perceived as irrelevant or beyond
the scope of their particular programme. For instance,
employment and income, access to information and wel-
fare, and improved awareness and understanding of so-
cial issues were, according to the informants, of little im-
portance to the SfD programmes. Nevertheless, being
confronted with the model triggered the respondents
to think about these components and how they may
be part of the programme in an alternative way. For
example, the informant of the Youth, Care and Sports
programmes proposed replacing ‘providing meaningful
work’ with ‘providing ameaningful activity,’ and believed
that the sports club could be a place for young people
to disclose their problems and be directed towards pro-
fessional help rather than directly providing information
and welfare.

For some components, respondents indicated that
there was currently too little evidence to conclude
whether these were indeed mechanisms or outcomes
of the programme. For example, the informant of the
lifestyle programme X-Fittt 2.0 was not sure if feel-
ings of self-worth among participants increased: “I have
never heard from participants that their self-image
improved….Participants mention improvements in self-
confidence, they don’t mention self-worth, which makes
it hard to conclude anything on that.” Similarly, whether
access to information and care served as amediating vari-
able in the Youth, Care, and Sports programmes was un-
known to the informant, and the informant of the Life
Goals programmes was not able to confirm with cer-
tainty that a reduction of stigma and marginalization,
a core aim of these programmes, had been achieved.
Also, for some intermediate outcomes, only temporary
improvements were observed. For instance, a temporary

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 152–161 155



Table 1. Respondents’ reflections on the applicability of the model by Roy et al. (2017) to ‘their’ SfD programme.

Model Components Youth, Care and Sport X-Fittt 2.0 Life Goals

Ultimate Goal

• Improved health and
well-being

Improved (physical)
health is not the
ultimate goal, improved
wellbeing is.

Ultimate goal aligns well
with the ultimate goal
as defined in the model.

Improved (physical)
health is not the
ultimate goal, improved
wellbeing is.

Intermediate outcomes—
Physical health

• Improved nutrition
• Improved health behaviours,
decrease in illicit or
dangerous behaviour

• Improved physical well-being,
healing

Questionable whether
physical health
outcomes are (relevant)
intermediate outcomes.

Improved nutrition,
health behaviours, and
physical well-being are
all major intermediate
outcomes.

Nutrition often
improves at the start,
but not in the long run.
A decrease in illicit or
dangerous behaviour
and improved physical
wellbeing are
intermediate outcomes.

Intermediate Outcomes—
Mental Health

• Increased sense of purpose
• Improved confidence and
empowerment

• Improved coping and
resilience

• Improved satisfaction with
life, family and peer support

• Feel calm and relaxed
• Improved sense of personal
pride

All intermediate mental
health outcomes can be
observed. However,
negative effects on
these mental health
outcomes also occur.

All intermediate mental
health outcomes can be
observed, with social
support probably the
most important one.

All intermediate mental
health outcomes are
explicit aims. Some are
observed as outcomes,
like confidence, social
support, feeling calm
and personal pride.

Intermediate Outcomes—Social
Health Determinants

• Improved social capital
• Sustained employment,
increased income,
employability

• Reduced stigmatization and
marginalization

Social capital tends to
improve. Employment is
of little relevance.
Stigmatization
decreases when
children fit in with the
other participants.

Sense of community
increases temporarily.
Effect on employability
is unknown.
Stigmatization is unlikely
to be affected.

Social capital and
employability are
positively affected.
Reduced stigma and
marginalization are core
aims, but it is unknown
if these are affected.

effect on healthy eating was observed for the Life Goals
programmes: “Participants often get inspired, at least
in the beginning, to eat more healthily. However, this
change in behaviour is often not sustained when sports
coaches do not work towards this goal.” Within the X-
Fittt 2.0 programme, temporary effects were found for
the sense of community: “Sense of community increases
a lot during the group activities, but after 12weeks,when
the activities are over, participants usually don’t see each
other again, and the sense of community disappears.”

All three informants judged the model to be appro-
priate for realist evaluation in the field of SfD, and they
could easily see how SfD programmes could be added
as a separate form of social enterprise to the model.

Nevertheless, they also identified elements that they be-
lieved were currently missing from the model, such as
emotional health and the provision of small challenges
(Youth, Care and Sports), reduced health care consump-
tion, increased social participation (X-Fittt 2.0), as well
as pleasure and socialization (The Life Goals Foundation).
In addition, the informant of the Youth, Care and Sports
programmes stressed that not all components of the
model are necessarily affected positively. For instance,
self-confidence among youth may decrease when sports
activities are felt to be too challenging. Further, stigma-
tization may actually increase when socially vulnerable
children stand out in a group.
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Table 1. (Cont.) Respondents’ reflections on the applicability of the model by Roy et al. (2017) to ‘their’ SfD programme.

Model Components Youth, Care and Sport X-Fittt 2.0 Life Goals

Mediating Variables

• Providing meaningful work
• Engendering a safe and
supportive environment

• Improving knowledge and
skills

• Expanding social networks
• Improving access to
information and welfare

• Working to improve public
awareness and
understanding of social issues

• Building feelings of self-worth
and value to society

Providing a meaningful
activity (rather than
work) is an important
mediating variable,
whereas improving
knowledge and skills is
not. Expanding one’s
social network and trust
is extremely important.
Whether access to
information and care is a
mediating variable is
unknown.

Providing meaningful
work and improving
access to information
and welfare are not
mediating variables.
Engendering a safe and
supportive environment
and improving
knowledge and skills
strongly are. Social
networks expand, but
often temporarily. It is
unknown if public
awareness and
understanding of social
issues improves and
feelings of self-worth and
value to society are built.

Providing meaningful
work is a mediating
variable for some
programmes.
Engendering a safe and
supportive environment,
improved knowledge
and skills, and self-worth
and value to society are
mediating variables,
whereas access to
information and welfare
and working to improve
public awareness and
understanding of social
issues are not.

Overall Fit and Missing Elements The model is useful for
the evaluation of youth
SfD programmes,
especially if it were
expanded with elements
such as emotional health
and the provision of
small challenges that are
particularly relevant for
young people.

The model is appropriate
to explore the
mechanisms and
outcomes of X-Fittt 2.0.
Health care consumption
and social participation
could be added as
intermediate outcomes.

The model is useful for
the evaluation of Life
Goals programmes.
Pleasure and
socialization are missing
as important mediating
variables.

3.2. The Value of Conducting Realist Interviews

Overall, the respondents agreed that participating in the
realist interviews was a useful exercise as it initiated the-
oretical awareness and generated validation of existing
assumptions. In other words, the informants felt that the
interviews helped to improve theory on how an SfD pro-
gramme works. In addition, they felt that the interviews
helped them to identify knowledge gaps, such as the lack
of insight on the effect of the lifestyle programme on par-
ticipants’ self-worth. Identification of these knowledge
gaps was important to them because they give direction
to future research. The interviews and group discussion
also revealed opportunities to improve SfD programmes.
For instance, the X-Fittt 2.0 programmemay benefit from
making social contacts between participants more last-
ing, while The Life Goals foundation might expand its fo-
cus to lifestyle behaviours, like nutrition, to increase its
impact. Furthermore, for both X-Fittt 2.0 and The Life
Goals Foundation, the interviews and group discussion
sparked ideas on how to address employability in the pro-
grammes. Finally, while none of the respondents judged
access to information and welfare to be a function of the

current programmes, the group meeting triggered a dis-
cussion on the pros and cons of making sports coaches
so-called ‘case managers,’ responsible for the provision
of information and/or the referral of participants to the
health and care domain.

The group discussion seemed to be a valuable ad-
dition to the individual interviews. Despite, or because
of, the differences between programmes, the group dis-
cussion helped to further reflect on each programme’s
specific mechanisms and outcomes. Also, the meeting
facilitated the exchange of ideas and practices for pro-
gramme improvement. An important observation from
the individual interviews was that sometimes mecha-
nisms and outcomes were reported according to what
the programme sought to implement or achieve rather
than what the programme was actually successful in do-
ing. In those cases, the interviewer had to actively ask
the informant for clarification. During the groupmeeting,
the informants acknowledged that this helped them be-
come more aware of existing discrepancies between the
intended and the actual programme outcomes. Finally,
while reflecting on the realist interviews, all three infor-
mants agreed that distinguishing between the mecha-
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nisms and the outcomes of a programme was not an
easy task. Sometimes mechanisms could hardly be dis-
tinguished from outcomes, depending on the context of
a programme. Expanding social networks was an exam-
ple of a difficult to define programme element, since
it may serve as a means of increasing information and
skills (e.g., employability), but also affect social wellbe-
ing directly.

4. Discussion

This research aimed to explore the value of using a re-
alist interview technique as a methodological strategy
to provide greater insight into the mechanisms and out-
comes of SfD programmes. In addition, the study aimed
to examine the suitability of a conceptual model from
the field of social enterprise as a basis for these in-
terviews. The interviews and group discussion with the
three key informants proved itself to be a meaningful
exercise that may contribute to science and practice in
the field of SfD in three ways. First, reflecting on the pro-
posed programme theory enhanced theoretical aware-
ness and elicited new andmore trustworthy insights into
the mechanisms and outcomes of the programmes stud-
ied. Hence, realist interviews can help to disentangle
what works within an SfD programme and why, which
then can be used to further adjust and refine programme
theory. Secondly, realist interviews may contribute to
ideas for programme improvement. The individual inter-
views, and certainly the group discussion, in which the
informants learnt fromeach other’s expertise, generated
ideas to increase the impact of SfD programmes by, for
example, adding new elements such as employability or
nutrition to the existing programmes. Finally, realist in-
terviews may help to identify the intended mechanisms
and outcomes for which proof of their actual presence is
still lacking. Identification of these knowledge gaps may
guide further research in which all intended mechanism
and outcomes are captured and assessed. A complete
evaluation contributes to accountability, which for stake-
holders, including programme managers, policymakers,
and funding agencies, is crucial for (adjusting) future pro-
grammes and policies (Jolley, 2014).

Notwithstanding the perceived value of the realist in-
terviews, it was also perceived as a challenging exercise.
Likewise in other studies, it appeared quite difficult to dis-
tinguish between outcomes, mechanisms, and context.
Because programmes do not operate in a vacuum, mech-
anismsmaywork differently in different contexts (Jagosh
et al., 2015). Over time, a previously defined mechanism
may actually become an outcome, while an outcome
may become context (Herens et al., 2017). Another chal-
lenge was to differentiate between actual and intended
mechanisms and outcomes. At times, the informants
needed reminding that they had been asked about the
observed programme outcomes and mediating factors,
rather than about the intended outcomes andmediators.
Despite these reminders, assumptions, rather than ob-

servations, may have influenced their input. Especially in
the field of SfD, widespread assumptions about positive
development through sports are often too easily taken
for granted (Nols, Haudenhuyse, & Theeboom, 2017).
Hence, a realist interviewer needs to be alert for possi-
ble false assumptions and not to be afraid to ask further
questions. This requires a different, more critical, role as
interviewer compared to more traditional interviews in
which respondents are treated as indisputable sources
of information (Mukumbang et al., 2019).

The second aim of this research was to explore the
suitability of a conceptual model from the field of social
enterprise as a preliminary programme theory for real-
ist evaluation in the SfD field. Overall, the model by Roy
et al. (2017) provided a good basis to reflect on the per-
ceived mechanisms and outcomes of the three SfD pro-
grammes, despite the fact that these programmes dif-
fered substantially with respect to the target group, con-
tents, objectives, and context. Hence, thismodel from an
adjacent scientific field proved to generalise well across
different SfD programmes and populations. On a critical
note, one could say that the applicability of the model
may even have been too good, in so much as it did not
sufficiently challenge the respondents’ dominant way of
thinking (Sparkes & Smith, 2014), an important reason
for choosing the model in the first place. Furthermore,
we want to stress that our purpose was not to develop
one definitive programme theory that should cover all
SfD programmes in future research. AsHaudenhuyse and
colleagues (2013) well explain, participants are unlikely
to be best served with top-down predefined programme
outcomes. Hence, the model can be used as a template
for realist interviews, but in the end, each programme
would preferably have its own programme theory to re-
flect its unique context. In fact, the X-Fittt 2.0 programme
had developed its own programme theory prior to its
start in close collaboration with stakeholders and citi-
zens (Wagemakers et al., 2018). Reflecting once again on
the previously developed programme theory may help
to detect and adapt to changes in the programme and
its context, which is an important element of action re-
search and benefits programme outcomes (Jolley, 2014;
Mukumbang et al., 2019).

Some limitations of our study should be noted. First
of all, interviews were conducted with only one key infor-
mant per programme, as our studywas a first exploration
of the value of realist interviews using a programme the-
ory borrowed from another field. It is recommended,
however, to include more informants to cross-validate
the input for each programme. The study addressed
three different SfD programmes to learn about the possi-
ble benefits of the realist interview technique. As such,
the lessons learned from our exercise (i.e., theoretical
awareness, programme improvement, and knowledge
gaps) might contribute to the science and practice within
the field of SfD, but we cannot extrapolate our findings
to draw conclusions about SfD programmes in general.
Also, the informants were all academic researchers and
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co-authors of this paper. This was decided because we
believed researchers to be a relatively objective source of
information and often responsible for programme eval-
uation. However, relying on the expertise of these aca-
demics obviously created a particular bias. We acknowl-
edge that it would have been valuable to involve more
stakeholders such as staff, coaches, and programme par-
ticipants, since they could have provided other relevant
contributions toward clarifying the programme theory
(Manzano, 2016; Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Furthermore,
we recommend that future research should involve
more stakeholders, not only to complement programme
theory but also to make it a joint reflection exercise.
However, engaging more stakeholders requires time, as
well as the need to learn together how to reflect on, dis-
cuss, and unravel mechanism, outcomes, and context in
an interview or group discussion, as not all stakeholders
are familiar with programme theories. Especially regard-
ing youth SfD programmes, it might be challenging to
have children, or young people, reflect on mechanisms
and outcomes (Super, Wentink, Verkooijen, & Koelen,
2017). Nevertheless, regardless of who the informant is,
time, place, and actor perspectives define the mecha-
nisms, outcomes, and contexts addressed in the inter-
views, and therefore, these are always dynamic in nature
(Herens et al., 2017).

5. Conclusion

While acknowledging its limitations, our ‘reflection ex-
ercise’ looks promising for SfD programmes, and prob-
ably for programmes in other fields too. The inter-
views and group discussion provided meaningful in-
sights: Reflecting on the proposed programme theory
enhanced theoretical awareness about mechanisms and
outcomes, and related to this, revealed opportunities for
programme improvement and facilitated the identifica-
tion of knowledge gaps. The conceptual model provided
a good basis to reflect on the perceived mechanisms
and outcomes of the three SfD programmes and proved
to generalise well across different SfD programmes and
populations. We hope that this explorative study, illumi-
nating the benefits of the realist interview technique, can
inspire others to validate and refine existing programme
theory, to improve programme design, and in a broader
sense may contribute to the scientific advancement of
the SfD field. We recommend engaging multiple stake-
holders tomake the realist inquirymore comprehensible,
and thus, more worthwhile. Collecting the experiences
from a greater number and variety of programmes will
at the same time help further develop and refine the re-
alist interview technique.
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1. Introduction

Youth focused sport-for social-change (SFSC) programs
have gained prominence over the past two decades as
part of a global movement in using sport as a tool
to tackle complex social and development problems
(Coakley, 2011; Coalter, 2013; Kay, 2012). SFSC programs
often focus on disadvantaged and vulnerable groups
such as “at-risk youth, indigenous communities, recently
arrived refugees, and culturally and linguistically di-
verse communities” (Sherry, Schulenkorf, &Chalip, 2015).
These groups of young people often face discrimination

and social exclusion within their geographic communi-
ties, and demonstrate poorer outcomes in education,
employment, and health (United Nations Department
of Economic and Social Affairs, 2016). Youth-focused
SFSC programs leverage the global popularity of sport
to incorporate life-skills, education, and capacity build-
ing elements with the aim of positively influencing the
personal and social development of participants (Holt
et al., 2017).

Research into the impact and outcomes of youth-
focused SFSC programs suggest they have the potential
to contribute to building participants’ life-skills, including
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enhancing social, emotional and behavioural capabilities
(Bunde-Birouste et al., 2012; Holt et al., 2017; Nathan
et al., 2013;Weiss, Bolter, & Kipp, 2016;Whitley, Massey,
& Farrell, 2017; Whitley, Massey, & Wilkison, 2018).
Studies also suggest these programs have the poten-
tial to positively influence participants’ social connect-
edness through facilitating relationships outside of their
cultural, ethnic, and geographical communities (Spaaij,
2012, 2013). Longer-term impact studies of SFSC pro-
grams are limited, perhaps due to the difficulty in follow-
ing up with this population in the years after their partic-
ipation. However, given some programs have now been
in place for up to 15 years, longer term impacts can be ex-
amined (Hoekman, Schulenkorf, &Welty Peachey, 2018).

The Football United (FUn) program, which is the
focus of the current article, provides opportunities to
explore whether and how a youth-focused SFSC pro-
gramhelped influence the life trajectories of participants.
The FUn program has been operating for thirteen years
and works with young people from disadvantaged and
diverse backgrounds, with the aim of positively influ-
encing participants’ personal and social development
(Bunde-Birouste, 2013; Bunde-Birouste et al., 2012;
Nathan et al., 2010, 2013). FUn has demonstrated short-
term impacts such as positively influencing participants’
sense of self, pro-social behaviours, and engagement
within school (Bunde-Birouste, 2013; Bunde-Birouste
et al., 2012; Nathan et al., 2010, 2013). However, the
FUn program also aims to have a positive impact on
participants’ long-termdevelopment and life trajectories
(Bunde-Birouste, 2013) yet, to date, such longer term
follow-up research has not been undertaken.

This study examines the experiences of a sample of
FUn program participants, at a minimum six years after
initial program engagement when they were still young
adults, yet education and career trajectories were likely
to be established. The study explores whether and how
participants perceived their involvement in FUn has in-
fluenced their life trajectories and what aspects of the
program, if any, may have contributed to their decisions,
pathways, and achievements. The findings of this study
are an important step in starting to understand how SFSC
programsmaypositively influence young people’s longer-
term life-paths.

1.1. Theoretical Lens

Social capital theory was identified as an analytical
lens after the interviews were conducted and follow-
ing an initial inductive thematic analysis (see Section 2).
Social capital theory was chosen as FUn was initially cre-
ated with the goal of bringing people together through
football, highlighting a commitment to creating social
connections within and external to the participating
young people’s cultural, ethnic and geographical com-
munities (Bunde-Birouste, 2013; Bunde-Birouste et al.,
2012; Nathan et al., 2010, 2013). The program goals (see
Section 2) also align with key concepts in social capital

theory, described in further detail below. The study aims
to examine how participants’ life trajectories may have
been influenced by the networks of social relationships
established through their involvement in FUn.

Social capital is based on the concept that ‘relation-
ships matter’; it is about the connections we make with
others and the value of these relationships (Field, 2003,
p. 1). Social capital allows for a deep analysis of the
importance of social ties across communities and soci-
ety. The analysis in this article is influenced by several
key scholars in social capital, including Putnam’s (2000)
view of social capital suggesting that “social networks
have value…and refers to connections among individu-
als, social networks and norms of reciprocity and trust-
worthiness that arise from them” (Putnam, 2000, p. 19).
Bourdieu’s (1986) and Coleman’s (1994) conceptualisa-
tion of social capital and its relationship to disadvantaged
groups within society, is also relevant for this study and
is detailed later in this section. As most participants in
the current study arrived in Australia as refugees, this ar-
ticle is also influenced by scholars who have embraced
a social capital framework examining the resettlement
experiences of refugees. In particular Ager and Strang
(2004) used social capital theory to highlight the impor-
tance of social connections within their ‘indicators of in-
tegration’ framework, suggesting that relationships and
connection are critical in the resettlement and life tra-
jectories of refugees (Ager & Strang, 2004). Ager and
Strang’s framework draws on social capital theorists such
as Putnam (2000) and Woolcock (2001) to distinguish
between three types of social connection that influence
successful integration of refugees within their host com-
munities; social bonds, social bridges, and social links.

1.1.1. Bonding and Bridging Social Capital

Bridging social capital refers to creating relationships
with heterogeneous groups, and is seen as having soci-
etal advantages when compared to bonding social cap-
ital as it helps to build relationships among diverse in-
dividuals and groups, guarding against exclusion, and
has been argued to promote social cohesion (Portes,
1998; Putnam, 2000). Putnam describes ‘bonding’ as a
sociological superglue which reinforces and strengthens
existing networks in comparison with ‘bridging’ being
the “WD-40 that binds communities together” (Putnam,
2000, p. 23). Ager and Strang (2008) suggest bridging
social capital helps create social cohesion amongst peo-
ple from different cultural, ethnic, and religious back-
grounds, creating opportunities to build understanding
and social connection.

1.1.2. Linking Social Capital

Woolcock has been credited with extending Putnam’s
concepts of ‘bonding and bridging,’ coining the term ‘link-
ing social capital’ to describe vertical connections that
link members of a community to individuals, groups and
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institutions outside of their local community (Woolcock,
2001). Linking social capital is seen as a mechanism
that can unlock opportunities, resources, and power
within society by creating relationships between “un-
like people in dissimilar situations” (Woolcock, 2001,
p. 13). Through these personal and institutional relation-
ships diverse and disadvantaged groups in society can
gain access to a range of resources outside of their cul-
tural, ethnic, and geographical communities (Szreter &
Woolcock, 2004; Woolcock, 2001). Linking social capital
is also argued to be more important for diverse popu-
lations such as migrants and refugees when resettling
in a new country, allowing connections to be estab-
lished with educational, occupational and social institu-
tions (Ager & Strang, 2004, 2008). Linking social capi-
tal is not only crucial in the period of resettlement, it
can also influence positive long-term educational, oc-
cupational and social outcomes (Ager & Strang, 2004,
2008; Correa-Velez, Gifford, & Barnett, 2010; Correa-
Velez, Gifford, McMichael, & Sampson, 2016).

The descriptions of social capital above provides an
overview of the potential to enhance social capital for
disadvantaged and diverse groups. Bourdieu (1986) how-
ever views social capital as an asset of and for the priv-
ileged and powerful within society, and that it is used
as a resource to maintain such power. For Bourdieu
disadvantaged individuals and groups do not have the
same access to social capital resources as the privileged
and powerful do, which perpetuates ongoing societal
inequities (Bourdieu, 1986). Aligned with this view, us-
ing SFSC programs to facilitate social capital has also
been criticised as a “micro-solution to macro-problems”
(Darnell, 2012, p. 95), which fails to take into account
complex social, cultural and institutional forces that con-
tinue to oppress disadvantaged and minority commu-
nities (Blackshaw & Long, 2005; Darnell, 2012; Kay &
Bradbury, 2009; Spaaij, 2009). Also, some SFSC scholars
have suggested that developing social capital through
SFSC programs serves only to legitimise an unjust ne-
oliberal ideology that has weakened the public system
and increased inequity (Blackshaw& Long, 2005; Darnell,
2012; Kay & Bradbury, 2009; Spaaij, 2009). In this con-
text, Darnell (2012) argued that facilitating social capi-
tal through SFSC programs help individuals succeed in a
largely unjust society and failed to address issues of struc-
tural inequality within society.

Other SFSC researchers and scholars acknowledge
the concerns relating to failure to address structural in-
equity, while also suggesting these programs have the
potential to enhance participants’ social capital (Adams,
Harris, & Lindsey, 2017; Coalter, 2010; Sherry, 2010;
Spaaij, 2012, 2014; Welty Peachey, Cohen, Borland, &
Lyras, 2011). For example, Spaaij (2012) examined the
building of social and cultural capital within a youth-
focused SFSC program in Brazil. While acknowledging
that the wider social context and lived experience of
young people translates into inequitable access to so-
cial capital resources, Spaaij’s study also demonstrated

that SFSC programs ability to build social and cultural
capital (Spaaij, 2012). Spaaij suggests this is achieved by
young people developing relationshipswith ‘institutional
agents’ such as mentors who have the capacity to link
participants to opportunities and resources outside of
their geographic and cultural community (Spaaij, 2012).
Both Spaaij (2012) as well as Adams et al. (2017), use
Coleman’s conceptualisation of social capital to demon-
strate that social capital is not only a resource accessible
to the rich and powerful, but also can benefit disadvan-
taged and diverse groupswithin society in some contexts.
Coleman states social capital can be viewed as:

The set of resources that inhere in family relations and
in community social organisations and that are useful
for the cognitive or social development of a child or
young person. These resources differ for different per-
sons and can constitute an important advantage for
children and adolescents in the development of their
human capital. (Coleman, 1994, p. 300)

Coleman’s conceptualisation of social capital is important
for this study as it relates directly to the development
of young people, and suggests access to social capital re-
sources is built on the strength of family and community
relationships, not only pre-determined by just privilege,
power or status within society (Coleman, 1994).

In this article we examine whether participants
viewed their life trajectories as being in part influenced
by bridging and linking relationships, in particular the re-
lationships created through their involvement with the
FUnprogram. The article also explores inwhatways these
relationships operated to influence their life trajectories.

2. Methods

A qualitative inquiry using in-depth interviews was un-
dertakenwith 20 former participants in the FUn program.
Underpinning this studywas a strengths-based approach,
with a focus on examining participants’ current and past
personal and social resources and assets that positively
influenced their life trajectories (Zimmerman, 2013). The
research team included a PhD candidate and three su-
pervisors from the University of New South Wales. It is
important here to note the past experiences and knowl-
edge of the research team and their potential impact
on the interpretation of the findings. The first author,
Rob Cunningham, has often used SFSC programs in his
20 years field experience working with young people.
The second author, Anne Bunde-Birouste, is the founder
and director of the FUn program. These experiences
could potentially lead to ‘overreach’ when it comes to
analysing potential impacts of this program, a valid criti-
cism of past SFSC research and evaluation (Coalter, 2010,
2015; Darnell, 2012; Kay & Bradbury, 2009). However,
two authors (Patrick Rawstorne and Sally Nathan) are not
involved in the delivery of SFSC programs. The make-up
of this research team allowed for reflexivity and guarded
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against overreach. Braun and Clarke (2019, p. 595) state
“assumptions and positionings are always part of qual-
itative research,” and what matters is the ability of re-
searchers to be reflexive and understand their own as-
sumptions and how such assumptionsmay inadvertently
or otherwise influence the research process. Reflexivity
was achieved in the current study through frequent team
meetings during data collection, data analysis and theme
development. During this process, the research team ac-
tively sought discrepant or negative cases to ensure the
reporting of findings was reflective of the entire data
set. This approach is consistent with Braun and Clarke
(2019) who state that working in a team should be “col-
laborative and reflexive, designed to develop a richer
more nuanced reading of the data” (Braun & Clarke,
2019, p. 594).

2.1. The Program: FUn

Following two years of background research and pilot ac-
tivities, FUn began in 2006 with the aim of supporting
refugee and newly arrived young people in their reset-
tlement into local communities in Sydney. This support
included providing opportunities to participate in foot-
ball activities with the goal of bringing people together,
fostering social inclusion and cohesion (Bunde-Birouste,
2013; Nathan et al., 2010, 2013). The program has since
evolved to become a multi-strategic capacity-building
program to engage with disadvantaged young people
from all cultural backgrounds. The FUn program has four
key areas of focus.

The first is to engage young people through sport.
This occurs through specially designed activities that in-
corporate a positive youth development and life skills
curriculum nested within football activities providing op-
portunities to develop personal, social and leadership
skills. Regular program sessions are run during week-
ends, and after school, and include special events such as
gala days, and school holiday camps. These activities are
free, safe, and accessible opportunities for young peo-
ple from diverse and disadvantaged backgrounds to play
football. A complementary goal of the football activities
and associated curriculum is the development ofmentor-
ing relationships between coaches, volunteers, and play-
ers. Mentoring is considered an integral mechanism of
the program and is considered to have a significant influ-
ence on the lives of participants (Bunde-Birouste, 2013;
Bunde-Birouste et al., 2012).

The second area of focus concerns personal and pro-
fessional development through more structured activi-
ties. Young people and their families can participate in
a range of courses and workshops in coaching, refer-
eeing, mentoring, life-skills, leadership, first aid, project
management and volunteering. This learning is then ap-
plied as participants engage in various roles within the
FUn program which includes the opportunity to start as
a participant and progress to a youth leader and coach
(Bunde-Birouste, 2013; Bunde-Birouste et al., 2012).

The third area of focus is the linkages between the
program participants and a range of community and
organisational stakeholders. These links between pro-
gram participants and institutions and agencies in the
education, community services, government, and corpo-
rate sectors is viewed by FUn as being critical in pro-
viding their young participants with opportunities and
networks for longer-term development (Bunde-Birouste,
2013; Bunde-Birouste et al., 2012).

The fourth area of focus is to create awarenesswithin
society of the challenges faced, but also the strengths
of young people from disadvantaged and diverse back-
grounds. Awareness raising is achieved through advo-
cacy and research, with the aim of positively influenc-
ing changes to government policy and public perceptions
(Bunde-Birouste, 2013; Bunde-Birouste et al., 2012).

Previous research into the impact of FUn has found
the program has consistently produced quantifiable im-
provements in the lives of individuals in the short
term (Bunde-Birouste, 2013; Bunde-Birouste et al., 2012;
Nathan et al., 2010, 2013). This research, conducted
with FUn participants at the time of their involve-
ment in the program and up to one year after engage-
ment, demonstrated a positive impact on young peo-
ple’s sense of self, and appreciation for and engagement
with peers from diverse backgrounds and pro-social be-
haviour (Bunde-Birouste, 2013; Bunde-Birouste et al.,
2012; Nathan et al., 2010, 2013). Results also indicated
connections between participating in FUn and learning
English, positive engagement with school, and building
self-confidence (Bunde-Birouste, 2013; Bunde-Birouste
et al., 2012; Nathan et al., 2013). This current study is
the first research to explore FUn’s influence on program
participants in the longer-term.

2.1.1. Sampling Approach

A purposive sampling design (Patton, 2015) was used to
recruit former FUn participants. FUn staff members were
asked to nominate former program participants who had
been involved in the program for any length of time be-
tween 2009–2012, allowing for a minimum six-year gap
between participants’ initial involvement in the program
and participation in the study. This timeframe is impor-
tant as the current study aims to examine participants’
perceptions of whether FUn had any influence on their
life trajectories. A six-year gap ensured all participants
were young adults at the time of this study. This en-
abled participants during their interviews to reflect on a
range of life experiences post their involvement with the
program, and whether FUn had any influence on their
life trajectories.

FUn staff members were asked to nominate former
participants with varying experiences of the program, in-
cluding the length of time they participated and their
type of involvement. The purpose of seeking these varia-
tions was to enable an examination of whether the type
and length of involvement in the program had any in-
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fluence on potential long-term development for partic-
ipants. Sixteen former FUn participants who were nomi-
nated by FUn team members were contacted by e-mail
to ask if they were interested in participating. Ten FUn
participants from this sample group agreed to an ini-
tial round of interviews. The remainder of the intervie-
wees were recruited via snowball sampling; all 10 partic-
ipants were asked to nominate a FUn peer that had also
started attending the program between 2009–2012. This
resulted in the recruitment of ten additional participants.

2.1.2. Data Collection

Interviews were conducted either face to face or via
Skype depending on factors such as location or pref-
erence of the interviewee. Interviews covered a range
of topics including life experiences prior to being intro-
duced to FUn, their experiences as a participant in the
program, and their life trajectories after the program.
A flexible semi-structured approach to interviewing was
used (Patton, 2015). While the interviewer guided the
discussion towards the overall research aims of the study,
flexibility enabled the exploration of unique insights and
ensured the experience of participants was prioritised
and respected (Nathan, Newman, & Lancaster, 2018).
The semi-structured interviewallowed for participants to
provide in-depth accounts of their experiences prior to,
within, and since their involvement with the program.

2.1.3. Data Analysis

This study initially employed an inductive thematic ap-
proach to analysis, influenced by the work of Braun
and Clarke (2006) and Terry, Hayfield, Clarke, and
Braun (2017), undertaking a six-phase analytic process.
Familiarisation of the data set began during the interview
process; the audio recordings of each interview were
listened to multiple times helping to create early ana-
lytic observations. This process provided added flexibil-
ity, allowing for interview questions to be shaped and
influenced by earlier interviews. Once interviews were
complete, familiarisation of the entire data set began,
which involved reading and re-reading transcripts mul-
tiple times. Going back to the original audio recordings
allowed for a full immersion and engagement with the
data. The research team also returned to the original
data set multiple times to confirm that the coding and
theme development remained true to the voices of par-
ticipants in the study (Terry et al., 2017).

Coding of the entire data set was also conducted in-
ductively. At this early stage coding was inclusive; ensur-
ing all data of interest was highlighted and recorded. The
research team met to examine codes, those with simi-
lar meanings were integrated, some codes required fur-
ther development, and others were deleted if deemed to
have little relevance to the research questions. Theme
development commenced following completion of cod-
ing for the entire dataset. As per Terry et al. (2017), the

study’s research aimwas used as a guide for themedevel-
opment. During this phase codes were examined, those
that demonstrated a pattern of meaning were grouped
together or combined, and a number of initial ‘candidate
themes’ were identified (Braun, Clarke, & Terry, 2015,
p. 102). Theme development was an extensive process
for the research team, with reflexivity achieved through
frequent team meetings to agree on key themes and
meaning and resulted in returning to the data set many
times to look for discrepant cases. At the stage of theme
refinement, the research team agreed that applying a
theoretical framework would provide a platform for a
more theoretically informed and deeper analysis of the
data. The research team examined and rejected a num-
ber of theoretical frameworks prior to committing to so-
cial capital theory which was more aligned to the candi-
date themes and research questions.

2.1.4. Ethics

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the
Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of
New South Wales. Participants of the study provided
written consent prior to interviews. To protect the iden-
tity of participants, their names and other personal de-
tails have been changed.

3. Results and Discussion

This section presents findings from the data analysis of
participant interviews. Table 1 presents a description of
participant characteristics including cultural and ethnic
backgrounds, the length and type of involvement in the
FUn program, their education and employment achieve-
ments, and their current involvement within their geo-
graphical, cultural, and ethnic communities.

As can be seen in Table 1, amajority of participants in
this study arrived in Australia as refugees. Prior to their
settlement in Australia their life histories were charac-
terised by trauma, loss, and grief. Participant histories
of displacement and resettlement are important in this
study. As we will argue throughout this article the lived
experience of participants influenced their experience
within the program, and also shaped how the program
may have influenced their life trajectories.

Participants in the current study were introduced to
the FUn program as children or adolescents. Participants’
type and length of involvement in the program was in-
fluenced by the structure and opportunities within the
FUn program at their school. It is important to note that
many SFSC programs run for a defined period and of-
ten do not extend beyond a few months (Spaaij, 2011).
FUn differs from this model and offers ongoing engage-
ment and the ability for participants to progress to facil-
itators, youth leaders and coaches within the program.
While the aim of the study had been to recruit a sam-
ple of participants with varying length and type of ex-
perience with the program, it was difficult to contact
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Table 1. Participant characteristics and experiences.

Current involvement in
Pseudonym community activities
and gender Country Refugee Current (includes cultural, ethnic
(M/F) of birth status FUn involvement study/occupation and geographic communities)

Shirisha (F) Nepal Yes 2010–Present Nurse SFSC facilitator
Participant Leader of a youth dance class
Youth leader/coach Youth events coordinator

Television presenter

Grace (F) Ghana Yes 2008–Present Full-time student in SFSC facilitator
Participant Social Science/ Youth group coordinator
Youth leader/coach Criminology Food bank volunteer

Part-time employee Refugee Council presenter
in customer service

Mohamed (M) Guinea Yes 2010–Present Full time student in SFSC facilitator
Participant Health Science/
Youth leader/coach Physiotherapy

Part time employee
in customer service
Semi-professional
footballer

Amar (M) Bosnia Yes 2009–2011 Trade/business Participation in
Participant owner Bosnian community

events

Zaida (F) Iraq Yes 2009–2012 Allied health No current community
Participant activities

Kirra (F) Australia No 2011–Present Teacher Leader of youth dance
(Indigenous) Participant group

Youth leader/coach Responsible for
implementing SFSC
program

Aamira (F) Kenya Yes 2006–2014 Refugee Creator and director of social
Participant resettlement worker change initiative
Youth leader/coach Full time student National Council Refugee

in International Women Committee member
Development

Jose (M) Australia No 2008–2014 International logistics Volunteer at church and
Participant youth groups

Brev (M) Iran Yes 2009–Present Professional SFSC facilitator
Participant footballer
Youth leader/coach Police officer trainee

Medi (F) Congo Yes 2008–2012 Full time student in Facilitates information and
Participant Education education sessions for

Employed in childcare Congolese community

Aida (F) Ethiopia Yes 2009–2016 Full time student in Supports and coordinates
Participant International Studies community events in the
Youth leader/coach (Human Rights) Ethiopian community
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Table 1. (Cont.) Participant characteristics and experiences.

Current involvement in
Pseudonym community activities
and gender Country Refugee Current (includes cultural, ethnic
(M/F) of birth status FUn involvement study/occupation and geographic communities)

Ram (M) Bhutan Yes 2010–2014 Electrical engineer Sydney Bhutanese
Participant Community Executive
Youth leader/coach Youth and sports Committee member

coordinator

Amira (F) Syria Yes 2011–2012 Medical receptionist Provides translation and
Participant interpretation services

Adama (M) Congo Yes 2012–Present Finance Volunteer at the Migrant
Participant Recently completed Resource Centre, Red Cross
Youth leader/coach a degree in SFSC facilitator

Commerce/Law Football coach

Kamelah (F) Afghanistan Yes 2012–2014 Full-time bachelor Afghan women’s football
Participant student in Health team Manager

Science Participation in Afghan
community events

Aliyah (F) Sudan Yes 2012–2014 Full-time student in Football club
Participant Social Sciences Community events

International football
scholarship

Abdul (M) Afghanistan Yes 2012–2014 Trade apprenticeship Football club
Participant

Majeeda (F) Australia No 2009–2012 Full-time student in Nil
Participant Social Work

Employed in childcare

Lana (F) Iraq Yes 2009–2013 Allied health Young women’s
Participant leadership programme
Youth leader/coach

Asim (M) South Sudan Yes 2012–2015 Performing arts Nil
Participant
Youth leader/coach

Note: Pseudonyms have been used for all participants in this study.

those with minimal involvement, and those with moder-
ate and intensive involvement were more likely to agree
to be interviewed.

While the sample of participants did not include
those with minimal experience, it did consist of young
people who had different experiences within the pro-
gram. Five participants described their involvement
within the programme as lasting two years, six partic-
ipants as lasting three to four years, and three partic-
ipants between six to eight years. Six participants de-
scribed their involvement as ongoing, undertaking a role
within FUn at the time of their interview. This ongoing

involvement often incorporated extended breaks where
they could not maintain involvement due to other com-
mitments. As the table indicates participants who were
involvedwith FUn for a shorter durationweremore likely
to be involved as participants. While those with longer
term involvementweremore likely to have progressed to
youth leaders and coaches within the program. All partic-
ipants were aged between 21 and 28 years of age at the
time of their interviews, and the gender split was 12 fe-
male and 8 male participants.

At the time of being interviewed for this study, all
twenty participants were either in full time education or
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employment, in professions as varied as teaching, allied
health, international development, electrical engineer-
ing, finance, and the arts. 18 participants reported being
active in their local communities either through playing
and coaching sport, creating their own SFSC programs,
facilitating youth programs, or organising and participat-
ing in community events. The following sections focus on
participants’ perceptions of how the FUn program influ-
enced their life trajectories.

3.1. Relationships with Peers: Bridging Social Capital

In this section we examine participants’ perceptions that
FUn facilitated long-term relationships with their adoles-
cent peers across cultural and ethnic divides within their
geographical communities. We argue that most partic-
ipants had limited social capital (Putnam, 2000) at the
time of their introduction to FUn, and through their par-
ticipation in the program were able to create new so-
cial networks that increased their sense of belonging.
Specifically, we use the concept of bridging social capi-
tal (Putnam, 2000) to understand how a sense of belong-
ing experienced by participants not only assisted them
at the time of their involvement in the program, but also
potentially influenced their life trajectories.

We use Grace, Shirisha, Kirra and Amar’s experience
in relation to bridging social capital, specifically their
search for a sense of belonging, and the role FUn played
inmeeting this need. Grace spent the first 13 years of her
life in a refugee camp and explained during her interview
that this undermined her sense of belonging: “It’s really
hard to feel like you belong anywhere…we all [want] to
belong, we all [want] to fit in, we all to want to feel at
home….I’ve always…wanted that feeling.” Growing up in
the camp, Grace explained that she had strong relation-
ships with family and friends; however, the insecure and
unstable nature of life as a displaced person did not allow
her to develop a sense of belonging. Grace shared that
her childhood experience created a strong desire to one
day live in a place she could call home, one that offered
safety, stability, and most of all a sense of belonging.

While resettlement in Australia provided hope to
Grace, the realitywas that she initially still felt socially iso-
lated and disconnected from her adolescent peers which
initially prevented her from achieving a sense of belong-
ing. Grace described her parents being overprotective
when it came to participating in social activities with her
adolescent peers. This was true for a number of partic-
ipants who described their care-givers as being fearful
of their new surroundings, preventing them from devel-
oping social relationships with their peers, particularly
those from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds.
The little contact Grace had with her peers at school was
characterised by racism: “I was called monkey, ape, ev-
erything, it was racial, it was the fact that I couldn’t speak
English.” This racism and lack of social connection under-
mined not only Grace’s resettlement experience, but her
well-being and actions towards others. Grace described

getting into fights and undertaking illegal activities. At
this point Grace had little social capital to draw upon to
help her meet the challenges of her new environment,
and her lack of social connection with her peers under-
mined the sense of belonging she had been searching for
in Australia.

It was at this time that FUn came into Grace’s life; she
was given permission to attend FUn program activities
as they involved a sport, football, that her family had a
deep connection to from their past. She explained that
she and her father, siblings and friends would often play
football in the refugee camp together and developed a
shared love of the sport. Grace’s introduction to FUn pro-
vided an opportunity to establish new friendships, and
she shared that she was able to build positive social con-
nections for the first time since her resettlement:

I went there and I played, and I made a lot of new
friends….There was just a connection there for the
first time I felt like there was hope. I feel some sort of
connection to Australia, you know, to my new home
in a way. (Grace)

Grace provided various accounts of how FUn activi-
ties such as camps and tournaments allowed her to
participate alongside other young people from a wide
variety of cultural and ethnic backgrounds, including
Anglo-Saxon Australians. This helped Grace and other
participants build awareness of other cultural groups, as
well as learning communication skills. Grace explained
how participation in FUn was able to break down pre-
conceived ideas she had about other groups of young
people from different backgrounds to her own. Grace’s
experience was consistent with a number of other par-
ticipants, for example Kirra and Amar discussed below
and Shirisha who explains the impact FUn had on her
developing relationships outside of her own cultural and
ethnic community: “I made so many friends, they were
different and they were so great, like they’re still friends
with me.”

Shirisha and Grace established long-term, positive
friendships that continue today. Grace continued in her
interview to detail how important these social connec-
tions were: “It’s positive because you feel connected and
you feel like you belong, that sense of belonging in that
space is so important and FUn offered me that.”

Grace, Shirisha, and several other participants new-
found sense of belonging was achieved by the creation
of bridging social capital, creating and sustaining rela-
tionships with young people from outside of her cultural
and ethnic community (Putnam, 2000). This was impor-
tant as prior to their engagement with FUn the little so-
cial capital they were able to draw upon was through
bonding relationships with a few family and friends from
within their own ethnic and cultural communities. While
these bonding relationships offered support, they could
not help participants integrate into a society made up
of many different ethnic and cultural groups, particularly
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the dominant cultural group of Anglo-Saxon Australians.
In facilitating these new relationships FUn created an
environment that promoted social connections amongst
previously disconnected groups of young people. As so-
cial capital theory suggests bridging social capital was
critically important for participants as it helped “create
relationships across cultural and ethnic divides” (Putnam,
2000, p. 23). This allowed Grace, Shirisha and other par-
ticipants to break down cultural barriers that were pre-
venting them from successfully adapting and integrating
into their new geographical communities.

While participants perceived FUn as providing a
sense of belonging by facilitating social connections at
the time of their resettlement, a number of participants
explained that this sense of belonging and connections
also impacted their life trajectories. Several participants
including Grace, Kirra and Amar explained that prior to
their involvement with FUn they were at risk of mak-
ing poor decisions that they believed would have nega-
tively impacted their future development. These partici-
pants often spoke about the ‘two roads’ they could have
gone down, the first involving illegal activities, conflict,
and withdrawal from school and/or career opportunities.
These participants explained that it was the relationships
they formed through FUn that helped them choose a sec-
ond road that ultimately led to social connection and en-
gagement in school, career, and community.

Kirrawho currentlyworks as a teacher and is involved
in creating her own SFSC program, explains shemay have
chosen a different path in life without the sense of be-
longing she found in FUn: “There’s no way that I would
have stayed on track, not when I look at where the peo-
ple that I was hanging out with are now…drugs, crime.”
Amar who currently owns his own trade business and ac-
tively participates in local Bosnian events in his commu-
nity, echoes Kirra’s experiences: “FUn came along and
then that got me away from those bad friends…like it
kept me on a straight path.” Kirra and Amar’s percep-
tions are important as they are two of only three par-
ticipants that were born in Australia, demonstrating that
FUn’s ability to create a sense of belonging through so-
cial connections went beyond those young people reset-
tling in Australia. At the time of their introduction to FUn
both Kirra and Amar had an existing social network of
young peoplewithin their geographic communities, how-
ever these relationships may be viewed as negative so-
cial capital with a potential to undermine a positive life
trajectory (Neale, Tompkins, & Strang, 2018). Through
their introduction to FUn they can be seen to have estab-
lished a new set of social relationships, creating bridging
social capital to others outside their existing community
of friendships which they perceived as positively influ-
encing their life trajectories.

Grace has recently completed a bachelor’s degree in
the social sciences. She is considering continuing study
with a master’s degree and has the goal to achieve so-
cial change through employment in the community de-
velopment field. Grace is also heavily involved in her local

geographic, cultural, and ethnic communities in a range
of part time employment and voluntary roles. These
roles include working as a SFSC facilitator, speaker for
a refugee council, and volunteering in the operation of
a food bank for disadvantaged members of the commu-
nity. Grace credits the relationships she established at
FUn and the sense of belonging it created, for what she
has achieved today. Grace suggests FUn changed the tra-
jectory of her life: “Coming here [Australia] I was offered
two options….To go off the rails and do everything but
good…then FUn was there. They offered the alternative
and I took that alternative.”

Grace and other participants believed that FUn
played an instrumental role in their resettlement expe-
riences and potential life trajectories. These findings are
supported by social capital literature that has focussed
on successful resettlement and long-term outcomes for
young people from refugee backgrounds (Ager & Strang,
2004, 2008; Correa-Velez et al., 2010). This literature ar-
gues that for young people from a refugee background, a
sense of belonging is a critical social determinant of both
well-being and successful resettlement in the long-term
(Correa-Velez et al., 2010). Ager and Strang’s model of
integration suggests that the social connections formed
through bridging social capital is one factor that can in-
fluence long-term education, employment, housing, and
health outcomes (Ager & Strang, 2004). This relation-
ship between bridging relationships, sense of belonging,
and successful long-term resettlement outcomes is im-
portant. It supports the findings of this study, that FUn’s
facilitation of bridging social capital may have not only
supported resettlement, it may have also contributed to
participants’ life trajectories.

3.1.1. Relationships with Mentors: Linking Social Capital

Perhaps the most critical relationship participants
formed during their association with FUn was with FUn
program staff who acted as mentors for them at the
time of the program, with some participants stating they
are still receiving mentoring support today from those
same people. In this section we examine how partici-
pants’ relationships with mentors created linking social
capital (Woolcock, 2001). Mentors in particular helped
participants connect to educational and employment in-
stitutions outside of their existing cultural, ethnic, and
geographical communities.

The mentoring in FUn is informal and there is no
set timeframe for mentoring to occur. Mentoring rela-
tionships are developed organically through participants
working alongside FUn program staff in the various pro-
gram elements. FUn participants suggested that trust,
built through a sustained period of time, was a criti-
cal component in the success of their mentoring rela-
tionships. Participants viewed the constant positive re-
inforcement from FUn team members as being instru-
mental in building confidence and belief in themselves
to achieve their personal goals. Participants spoke of hav-
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ing absolute trust in the FUn team, relying on them for
support and guidance, and being able to turn to them
for support when experiencing hardship and challenges.
Participants provided numerous examples of how their
FUn mentors assisted them in their long-term develop-
ment. One example was described by Aliyah, who follow-
ing her participation in FUn received a prestigious schol-
arship to attend an American university to play football
and study:

I know (FUn team members) played a massive role
into probably where I am at the moment…when I first
got into FUn I was pretty shy and quiet and I liked foot-
ball, but I didn’t think I was any good at it. I was con-
stantly being called by [FUn teammember] and she’ll
say: “You’re good at it.” And even with other aspects
of my life they were constantly encouraging me to go
out there and put my full potential into things….Just
listening to them constantly telling me all the positive
things is probably one of the main reasons I’m able to
achieve so many things today. (Aliyah)

Like Aliyah, other participants talked about how their re-
lationships with FUn mentors were influential in what
they have achieved both educationally and profession-
ally. Table 1 highlights that all 20 participants were either
engaged in full time study or employment at the time of
the interview. Participants went on to study and develop
careers predominantly in the allied health, education,
and welfare professions. Other participants pursued ca-
reers as varied as law, engineering, arts, and trade in-
dustries. Several participants detailed how FUn mentors
helped connect them to educational and career path-
ways. This was achieved through identifying individual
passions, then supporting and connecting participants
to a pathway that would lead them to reach their goals.
Aamira provides a clear example of this:

I was very lucky to get the first ever football schol-
arship from FUn/UNSW [University of New South
Wales]….I guess that was the key success to me.
I knew I wasn’t going to get enough ATAR [Australian
Tertiary Admission Rank] to getme into university. I re-
ally didn’t know where I was going. So, when I re-
ceived that scholarship I was like, this is my chance to
do something in academia in the future and tomaybe
get a degree. I decided on Sociology, Anthropology
and Development Studies. Those three majors led to
the community work. I’ve always had that idea of
working with the community and it’s not nationally,
I would want to work internationally as well. So, that
was the start of it. (Aamira)

Aamira was born in and spent the first 10 years of her life
in a refugee camp in Kenya. Both Aamira’s parents died in
her early childhood and she came to Australia at the age
of 10 with the support of a family member. At the time
of her interview for this study Aamira was completing

her master’s degree in international development, work-
ing as a refugee resettlement worker, and had created a
fashion event promoting and celebrating African women
and diversity. Since her interview for this study Aamira
has started a PhD in international development. Aamira
credits FUn mentors with ‘kick-starting’ her career:
“To be honest, if I didn’t get involvedwith FUn, I wouldn’t
know where I would be. I definitely credit FUn to my suc-
cess in terms of pointing me to directions and making
me focus.’’

Aamira and Aliyah provide examples of how FUn was
able to support participants to connect to an educa-
tion and career pathway, and this echoes other partic-
ipant’s experiences. The relationships created between
participants and their FUn mentors can be viewed as
a form of linking social capital (Woolcock, 2001). FUn
mentors helped participants make ‘vertical connections’
to education and employment opportunities (Szreter &
Woolcock, 2004; Woolcock, 2001). These opportunities
may have been out of reach of participants lacking in so-
cial capital resources prior to their involvement in the
FUnprogram, asmany of these opportunities existed out-
side their cultural, ethnic and geographic communities
(Szreter & Woolcock, 2004; Woolcock, 2001) and may
not have been part of their imagined future. FUn men-
tors helped participants to unlock resources and power
within society, accessing educational and vocational op-
portunities that they may not have been able to access
without these relationships (Woolcock, 2001).

FUn did not set out to achieve system wide struc-
tural change; and therefore the influence of the pro-
gram remains open to critique from SFSC scholars who
suggest social capital is used to maintain a social struc-
ture of inequality and promote a neo-liberal ideology
(Blackshaw & Long, 2005; Darnell, 2012; Kay & Bradbury,
2009; Spaaij, 2009). Instead FUn aimed to provide op-
portunities for young people from disadvantaged and di-
verse backgrounds to fully participate in the society in
which they live. The results in this section suggest partic-
ipants did benefit by enhancing their linking social capi-
tal, which was achieved by investing in relationships that
linked them to opportunities within the broader social
structure of society. While not creating societal change,
participants view FUn as being instrumental in provid-
ing linking opportunities that changed the trajectory of
their lives.

It is important to note that FUn’s influence on the
development of linking social capital was not achieved
by chance. As detailed in the program description, the
program considers mentoring to be an integral mecha-
nism of the program, as is creating linkages between pro-
gram participants and a range of community and organi-
sational stakeholders. Linking participants to institutions
and agencies in the education, community services, gov-
ernment, and corporate sectors is viewed by FUn as be-
ing critical in providing their young participants with op-
portunities and networks for longer-term development
(Bunde-Birouste, 2013).
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3.1.2. Giving Back to Community: Reciprocity and
Bounded Solidarity

In this section we examine participants’ long-term com-
mitment to ‘give back’ to their local communities, a
key finding in the analysis of participant interviews.
Participants did this by either staying involved in FUn,
developing other community projects, or going onto ter-
tiary study, or careers in social justice, welfare, health,
or education fields. The following discussion is framed
by key social capital concepts of reciprocity and bounded
solidarity (Portes, 1998; Putnam, 2000).

Not all participants were involved in community ac-
tivities at the time of their interviews for this study.
Majeeda started studying social work full time and work-
ing in childcare left her little opportunity for participation
in activities in her geographical community. Asim also
suggested his work as an actor, including constant travel,
impacted on his ability to be involved in community-
based activities. However, for the remaining 18 partici-
pants there was a strong connection and involvement in
their local geographic, cultural, and ethnic communities.

Medi is currently completing a bachelor’s degree in
education, works part time in childcare, and is involved
in her local Congolese community providing information
and education sessions for those that have recently reset-
tled in Australia. Throughout her interview,Medi demon-
strated a commitment andmotivation to give back, utilis-
ing the experience and skills she has developed to make
a difference in the lives of others:

In Uganda we lived in a refugee camp which meant
we didn’t have any early childhood education or early
primary school education. My dream was to just go
to school and study, then eventually when I came to
Australia…I had that opportunity to study and once
I finished high school I was just interested in learning
and eventually…teach my knowledge to others. Then
eventually I’ll go back to my country and teach young
children like myself who don’t have those opportuni-
ties to get an education, especially young girls.

Medi’s experiences are consistent with the majority of
participants in the study. Participant interviews suggest
that while FUn developed skills and helped themon their
career pathways, it was also their childhood experiences
of trauma, disadvantage and displacement that led to a
passion for creating social change. It appears that partic-
ipants lived experience created a drive to contribute to
others by helping those who had also experienced simi-
lar challenges in their lives enabled in part by the confi-
dence and skills they developed in FUn.

Ram who arrived in Australia following many years
living in a refugee camp in Nepal, is currently working as
an electrical engineer, and used the experiences he ob-
tained from FUn to organise SFSC programs and events
within this community. He described in his interview a
commitment to utilise the skills and knowledge he has

gained through life experience and formal study to make
a difference not only in his ethic community in Australia,
but also by returning to Nepal:

Yeah, that’s been my passion and I always wanted to
be an engineer and do something with electricity es-
pecially from the background that I come from. I come
from Nepal…there is not much infrastructure…there
is not much electricity production going on there.
Since I was young I always (wanted) to go into the en-
ergy field and make some contribution to the coun-
try…because I came from there, I still pursue that
dream. (Ram)

Some participants explained how they were currently
utilising their FUn experience to launch projects within
their own local communities. Dance classes, youth ed-
ucation groups, and SFSC projects, were just a few
of the varied projects and programs that former FUn
participants were running in their own communities.
Participants that had created their own programs or
were working to create social change were asked what
it meant to them to ‘give back.’ Consistently participants
suggested it had significant meaning because of their
childhood experiences, helping others in similar circum-
stances was their driving force. Some participants sug-
gested because they were helped and were given op-
portunities by FUn they were determined to provide
others with similar opportunities, which is described
by Grace:

I think its experience…once you’ve experienced some-
thing and you understand that you’re blessed to be
where you are, you will really want to give back. And
just appreciation of where you are today makes you
want to do something for other people.

Social capital literature often cites ‘norms of reciprocity’
as an integral component in creating social capital in
communities (Putnam, 2000). On the surface this could
help to explain participant’smotivations to ‘give back’; as
they were provided support in their resettlement, they
wanted to reciprocate by providing support to others ex-
periencing similar circumstances. However, this does not
appear to adequately reflect participants’ deep motiva-
tion and determination to make a difference within their
geographic, ethnic, and cultural communities. A deeper
look at the social capital literature, and particularly schol-
ars who have focused on diverse communities such
as refugees and immigrants, provides a stronger ex-
planation. Portes (1998, p. 8) suggests ‘giving back’ is
stronger in immigrant communities due towhat he terms
‘bounded solidarity.’ This is created within groups who
share similar experiences of disadvantage based on cul-
tural and religious ties, and in the case of the current
study a shared experience of trauma and displacement.
These communities often share a strong sense of belong-
ing and obligation (Portes, 1998). Gomez et al. (2015)
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used the term principled motivation to describe actions
that have a positive impact on individuals or commu-
nities, are usually voluntary, and are performed with
no expectation of being rewarded. Gomez et al. (2015)
suggested actions arising from principled motivation are
guided by individual and collective values or having a
sense of belonging to a group.

‘Bounded solidarity’ and ‘principled motivation’ pro-
vide an explanation of participants’ need to ‘give back’ to
their local communities. Participant’s life experiences of
trauma and displacement appeared to create a bounded
solidarity with their communities. We argue here, based
on participant interviews that FUn played a pivotal role
in fostering the principled motivation that led partici-
pants to ‘give back.’ FUn provided a sense of belonging
to participants. FUn also providedmentoring, developed
life skills, and provided opportunities for participation
in community based and international social change ini-
tiatives. These various program elements provided par-
ticipants with the knowledge and skill set to be able to
pursue social change activities aligned with their indi-
vidual values following program involvement. As stated
above, FUn did not set out to create systemwide societal
change, yet some participants made a significant contri-
bution to the communities in which they lived. In this
way, the results respond to some of the critique of social
capital in the SFSC literature, by showing that programs
may benefit an individual through access to social capi-
tal and in turn these individuals will help provide similar
benefits to their wider communities (Darnell, 2012). By
‘giving back’ to their geographic, cultural, and ethnic com-
munities, participants in this study were demonstrating
the potential that SFSC programs have to create change
beyond the individual.

3.1.3. Personal Development

While participants in this study perceived the relation-
ships, they formed through FUn as being instrumental
to their long-term development, they also viewed the
program as contributing to the development of life skills
which continue to be used today. One example used
by several participants was the development of leader-
ship skills. Skill building through leadership focusedwork-
shops, camps, international events, and football coach-
ing training, provided multiple opportunities for partici-
pants to develop leadership skills. A number of partici-
pants reported it was the leadership skills they acquired
through FUn that led to them undertaking long-term
leadership roles within their geographical, ethnic, and
cultural communities. Another personal development
outcome that was consistent amongst several partici-
pants was an increase in confidence. These participants
described their participation in a variety of FUn life-skill
activities had increased their confidencewhich had a pos-
itive impact on developing relationships, communicating
with a wide range of audiences, presenting their ideas,
and developing social change initiatives.

While it is outside the scope of this article, it
is recommended that further research examines per-
sonal development outcomes and how they are influ-
encedby the various programelements of youth-focused
SFSC programs.

3.1.4. Limitations

While this study has provided new insights to the field
by examining participant perceptions of whether and
how youth-focused SFSC programs have influenced their
life trajectories, there are several limitations. Firstly, this
study relied on the individual perceptions of 20 young
people who participated in the program. While sample
size can be a contentious issue the research team was
guided by Terry et al. (2017) who suggest between 15–20
qualitative interviews is appropriate for an exploratory
study. The research team also considers the sample size
of a mix of moderately and highly engaged participants
in the FUn program as being appropriate for an explo-
rative study, and important in identifying whether these
programs have the potential to influence the life trajecto-
ries of young people.While the findingsmay not be trans-
ferrable to all young peoplewho attend the FUnprogram,
nor generalizable to other programs, the potential influ-
ence of such programs on the lives of moderately and
highly engaged participants is illuminated by the study
findings. In particular the changes in bridging and linking
social capital, reciprocity and bounded solidarity are wor-
thy of further study and investigation.

Secondly it is probable that participants that chose
to respond and participate in interviews for this study
were motivated to participate because of a positive con-
nection to the program, and because they consider them-
selves to be ‘on-track’ with their lives. Former FUn partic-
ipants who had less of a connection to the program, or
who had considered themselves not to be ‘on-track’ in
their lives may not have been motivated to participate.

Finally, we wish to note the limitations and chal-
lenges of the retrospective approach taken in this study.
There are many factors influencing the life trajectories of
young people, and it is not possible to provide causal evi-
dence of the long-term influence of such programs with-
out a longitudinal experimental research design. Doing
so may also assist scholars in the area to further develop
conceptual and theoretical frameworks to better explain
the mechanisms by which these programs deliver bene-
fits to young people and society more broadly. However,
in the absence of such a study design it remains critical
to start to understand the potential long-term influence
of youth focused SFSC programs. The voices of partici-
pants in this study should not be undervalued in achiev-
ing these goals. Further qualitative and quantitative re-
search is being planned to test this explorative phase
and further examine these important areas of practice
and research.
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4. Conclusion

This study set out to examine whether and how for-
mer FUn participants perceived the program had influ-
enced their life trajectories. The findings demonstrate
that participants did perceive that the program had influ-
enced their life trajectories in positively described ways.
The relationships participants formed through FUn had
the greatest impact, in particular for participants who
had experienced displacement and trauma as refugees
prior to resettlement in Australia. Creating and sustain-
ing bridging social capital, through relationships within
and outside of their cultural and ethnic communities cre-
ated a sense of belonging in Australia and longer-term
connections for some participants. Findings also suggest
the mentoring relationships between participants and
FUn program staff created linking social capital which set
them on a path to pursuing their educational and career
goals. The study also argues the FUn program influenced
participants’ motivation to embrace a long-term commit-
ment to ‘give back’ to their local cultural, ethnic, and ge-
ographical communities.

The findings are important for youth-focused SFSC
programs. This study suggests these programs have the
potential to positively influence the life trajectories of at
least some participants. The findings of this study could
be used to inform future long-term impact studies. The
study could also inform the implementation and design
of youth-focused SFSC programs to include active strate-
gies to enhance bridging and linking social capital, par-
ticularly for young people from disadvantaged and di-
verse backgrounds.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the suburban landscape in Sweden, as
in many other Western welfare states (Dikec, 2017), has
undergone significant transformations regarding an in-
crease in segregation and exclusion (Franzén, Hertting,
& Thörn, 2016). Here, the significance of place, as a con-
tainer for problems and interventions, has been promi-
nent in contemporary policy discourse (Sernhede, Thörn,
& Thörn, 2016). In this context, sports-based interven-
tions have been suggested as a means of social change,
targeting in particular the youth of the urban peripheries

(e.g., Parker, Morgan, Farooq, Moreland, & Pitchford,
2019). Since sports-based interventions are becoming
more widespread and integrated as forms of governing
social policy (e.g., Collins & Haudenhuyse, 2015), our
point of departure is that such interventions can be ana-
lysed as sites of governing social problems, individuals
and populations (e.g., Ekholm, 2018; Kelly, 2013).

Even though places are a recurrent theme in studies
on sports-based interventions, there seems to be little
or no scrutiny in research of the formation of place as
such. We argue that understanding the productive role
and performativity of place is pivotal for assessing gov-
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erning interventions as part of contemporary social pol-
icy. Place is more than the location of problems and in-
terventions; it is a force of policy in its own right. Rather
than approaching the places and areas of the urban pe-
riphery simply as a background and context for sport-
based interventions, we position these in the spotlight
of investigation, interrogating the very discursive forma-
tion (cf. Foucault, 1972) of place in terms of domains of
governing (cf. Rose, 1999).

In this interrogation, we specifically direct our atten-
tion to two sports-based interventions, carried out as
part of the Midnight Football initiative, in the urban pe-
riphery of Sweden—more specifically, in West City (and
the suburban area Västerort) and East City (and the sub-
urban area Österort), two neighbouring cities and mu-
nicipalities of similar sizes (with populations between
100,000 and 200,000 people). The aim of this article is
to explore how the specific suburban areas where the
interventions take place are formed in discourse as gov-
ernable domains and how the particular rationalities are
interrelated to broader social policy discourse.

Midnight Football is a nationwide sports-based inter-
vention, designed by a national corporate social respon-
sibility foundation, and implemented in collaboration
with local agencies and associations. The activities take
place in an urban geography characterised by socioeco-
nomic disadvantages, in collaboration with Suburbia FC
in West City and Sumeria FC in East City. Both Västerort,
in West City, and Österort, in East City, are recognised
as prioritised areas in local social and municipal policy
and have been identified as particular targets for inter-
ventions. Participants, managers and coaches tend to
come from the specific residential areas where the activ-
ities take place. The interventions are performed by local
sports associations, one at each site, providing resources
in the form of local managers and coaches. Municipal
agencies are partners, providing support and collabo-
ration to varying degrees. In West City, the municipal-
ity provides minor association grants, while in East City,
the municipality provides significant funding through an
assignment agreement (Ekholm, 2019). Moreover, the
interventions are supported by sponsors and charita-
ble community actors (Ekholm & Dahlstedt, 2018). The
sport activities—five-a-side indoor football on Saturday
evenings at 20:00—target young people aged 12–25
(Ekholm & Dahlstedt, 2019). The overall ambition is to
use football to promote social inclusion, prevent crime
and facilitate employability. However, the interventions
do not have any clear programme theory (cf. Coalter,
2012), making these objectives difficult to achieve and
evaluate. Still, the activities have a general arrangement
and routine (the coaches divide the young people into
teams, the first team to score wins, the winning team re-
mains on the pitch, and subsequent teams come onto
the pitch in turn), as well as an implicit understanding
of socio-pedagogical elements of the learning and so-
cial relations provided through Midnight Football guid-
ing the arrangement of activities (Ekholm & Dahlstedt,

2019). Similar activities are carried out by the foundation
through a variety of cross-sector collaborations in up to
20 Swedish municipalities.

2. Research Context

In recent decades, economic inequalities have been in-
creasing in Sweden, creating geographic divisions in the
urban landscape, with growing patterns of social vulner-
ability and exclusion. Here, the concentration of sub-
sidised public housing in urban outskirts in conjunction
with socioeconomic divisions (shaped by ethno-cultural
segregation) have laid the foundation for advanced spa-
tial segregation (Franzén et al., 2016)—referred to in pub-
lic debate as “areas of exclusion” (Sernhede et al., 2016).
This context of segregation is not unique to Sweden.
Rather, such patterns can be recognised in most devel-
oped societies (Dikec, 2017).

A range of studies on the sociology of sport have paid
attention to the geographical locations where sports-
based interventions take place. Here, urban peripheries
have been seen as sites needing interventions for social
change, targeting certain populations, not least those
referred to as “at-risk youth” (e.g., Hartmann, 2016).
However, there is a tendency in existing literature to
take the conditions of exclusion and segregation in the
urban geography as a given context and framework
for the sports-based interventions examined. Such lit-
erature situates examinations to “social housing” areas
(e.g., Collins & Haudenhuyse, 2015) and “deprived ar-
eas” (e.g., Coalter, Allison, & Taylor, 2000), or specifically
to “inner-city” areas in the US (e.g., Bustad & Andrews,
2017), “estates” in the UK (e.g., Morgan, 2018), “disad-
vantaged communities” in Australia (e.g., Skinner, Zakus,
& Cowell, 2008) and “areas of exclusion” in Scandinavia
(Ekholm & Dahlstedt, 2017). Such terms for places are
euphemisms for deprived and distressed residential ar-
eas located in the urban periphery. In the existing lit-
erature, there has been a repeated focus on the forces
and consequences of neoliberalism, in terms of segrega-
tion and deprivation in the neighbourhoods of the poor
and the excluded (e.g., Collins & Haudenhuyse, 2015).
Importantly, this literature provides clear critical reflec-
tions on how inequalities and processes of exclusion play
out and on the conceptual foundation of the promotion
of sport as a response to such processes (e.g., Hartmann,
2016). However, in line with a predominant conception
of place, less effort is made to explore, in greater detail,
the various meanings and symbolic forces producing the
places themselves.

Turning to literature on critical urban geography, con-
siderable attention has been paid to the meanings of
place as something more than just a physical territory, a
landscapewhere various problems and interventions are
located. Here, the analytical focus is directed on the very
production of space, illustrating how social processes in
space, together with representations of space, help to
produce places in specific ways (Lefebvre, 1991). In this
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respect, the constructed meanings of place have produc-
tive effects in terms of conditioning how processes of
both inclusion and exclusion are formed (Zukin, 1995).
Thus, in order to further investigate places and their pro-
ductive effects, “it is necessary to examine the assump-
tions about inclusion and exclusion which are implicit
in the design of spaces and places” (Sibley, 1995, p. x).
Based on this assertion, we make no claim to provide a
full examination of the role of place in relation to sports-
based interventions. However, in this article, we make
the case that there is a point to be made about seeing
the formation of place as integral to the forms of govern-
ing promoted. Moreover, we provide the contours of a
framework for such an examination, beyond showcasing
how such an empirical examination can be conveyed and
what it may discern.

3. Theoretical and Methodological Framework

In line with a Foucauldian approach, discourse refers to
different ways of talking about and understanding cer-
tain things and objects (Foucault, 1980, 1982). Foucault
(1972) stresses that concepts are formed in relation to
other concepts, by association and differentiation. He
uses the term discursive formation to describe how ob-
jects (such as places) are formed. Two particularly im-
portant points about discursive formations can be made,
pinpointing how the world, concepts and the ways in
which objects are formed could be different and have
been produced through struggles and power relations,
and how discourse and statements constitute a produc-
tive and performative force, producing objects in ways
that enable them to be acted upon (Foucault, 1980,
1982). Following such an understanding, the conceptual
understanding of places can be approached as discur-
sive formations (cf. Foucault, 1972), with a focus on
how they are constructed by certain problematisations
and technologies of governing (Rose, 1999). The term
problematisation can be described as the discursive for-
mation of a problem. What are perceived as problems
become problems in relation to how solutions or tech-
nologies of governing are prescribed and talked about.
Problematisations are, so to speak, explicitly or implic-
itly embedded in interventions, solutions and technolo-
gies of various kinds and how these are talked about.
Thus, problems and solutions are not seen as oppo-
sites, but rather as being embedded in the same dis-
course (Bacchi, 2009). In this respect, the term govern-
ing means the actions and interventions promoted to
guide the actions and behaviours—or the conduct—of in-
dividuals and populations (Foucault, 1982). Accordingly,
problematisations and technologies of governing inter-
sect at certain domains. In this article, we use the term
domain to describe the discursive formations where the
problematisations and technologies of governing are lo-
cated. Accordingly, such domains can be referred to, for
instance, as places, localities, areas, territories or resi-
dential areas, meaning the geographical sites of prob-

lematisation and governing. Domains are the “abstract
spaces” (Rose, 1999, p. 31) and discursive formations
where statements about problematisations and tech-
nologies of governing are hosted. Thus, domains may
be understood as containers of problems and solutions
(Rose, 1999). In this sense, domains cannot pre-exist the
articulated problematisations and technologies of gov-
erning, but are produced through such discourse (Rose,
1999). Forming these domains is an act of animation
(cf. Foucault, 1980; Rose, 1999). Animation refers to how
the articulation of discourse produces—or animates—a
conceptual understanding of the world and its objects
(i.e., place) that can be acted upon (Foucault, 1980). The
production of domains, in this sense, has been likened to
the efforts of a cartographer, animating spaces and ob-
jects as visible and controllable demarcations of reality
(Rose, 1999).

The empirical material analysed in this article com-
prises of observations of sports activities carried out at
the two sites investigated as well as interviews withman-
agers, coaches, participants, partnering agencies and a
variety of representatives from community agencies and
authorities. The empirical material presented and inves-
tigated in this article was gathered as part of a wider
research project, examining both the organisational di-
mensions of the interventions (Ekholm & Holmlid, 2020)
and the socio-pedagogical outline of social work pro-
moted (Ekholm & Dahlstedt, 2019). Observations were
conducted on five occasions at each site, and field notes
were taken and transcribed. In this article, field notes pro-
vide a context for the interpretations and analysis made
(cf. McSweeney & van Luijk, 2019), not least with re-
spect to the familiarity of the suburban geography and
the meaning attributed to it, as scrutinised in this arti-
cle. 60 semi-structured interviews were undertaken, fo-
cusing on the role of sport in combating social problems.
Three intervention managers, male, aged 25–40 years
old, were interviewed (one in West City and two in East
City) alongside ninemale coaches, aged 18–30 (all in East
City). Further, interviews were conducted with 21 partici-
pants aged 15–21, 19 male (seven inWest City; twelve in
East City) and two female (both in West City). Alongside
this, 27 interviews were conducted with sponsors, chari-
table contributors, municipal partners, community agen-
cies and authorities such as representatives from local
schools, social services and the police (nine respondents
were involved in both cities, ten in West City and eight
in East City). Even though not all these interviews are
featured in the presentation of the analysis, all the inter-
views were analysed and constitute the empirical mate-
rial explored.

Interviews and observations were conducted by the
authors of the article and two research assistants; a
few additional interviews were conducted by a team
of undergraduates. Both the authors and the assistants
are familiar with the areas (and similar areas) where
the research was conducted. The authors have a native
Swedish background, while the assistants are from mi-
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grant backgrounds. The composition and previous expe-
riences of the research team have provided access to the
field as well as a basis for reflexive approaches to the ex-
plorations made.

Guided by the conceptual framework outlined, this
empirical material is examinedwith a focus on how sport
is articulated as a response to a variety of social prob-
lems. More specifically, we examine how place emerges
as a domain in relation to such articulations, as a con-
tainer for problematisations and technologies of govern-
ing. We examine how places are described, how specific
meanings are ascribed to places and how certain places
are demarcated from other places. In this process of ex-
ploration, four themes have been identified, concerning
how place is formed around the practices of sport, how
places are demarcated from the city and society, how the
problems responded to are discursively located in the
particular places of intervention, and how danger is as-
cribed to and reflected upon in relation to the place de-
marcated. Altogether, the analysis displays the discursive
formations and interrelations between how problems
and responding interventions are articulated, and how
places emerge and are constituted by such discourse.

4. Results and Analysis

This analysis is divided into four subsections. First, the
analysis shows how place is constituted in association
with sport. Second, the localities are discursively made
distinct from the rest of the cities by means of mate-
rial and symbolic borders. Third, these differentiations
underpin a discourse and attributions of the locality in
terms of otherness and exclusion from the rest of soci-
ety. Fourth, the localities are demarcated by being ani-
mated as full of danger, while narratives challenge this
discourse. In this sense, the places are formed as do-
mains integrated within the promoted forms of govern-
ing. Notably, these discourses of differentiation and the
demarcation of the places are articulated in similar ways
via the different positions fromwhich they are examined.

4.1. Centring the Suburb around the Practices of Sport

Through a variety of articulations, place is associated
with sport practices and the notion of sport as a means
of intervention and social change. Three main intercon-
nected facets of the suburban locality centring around
sport can be discerned, emphasising how sport practices
are conveyed at central locations in the studied areas,
how these practices reach out to the local youth in par-
ticular, and how coaches are recruited and granted their
position on the basis of their local connection.

First, the importance of the sports-based practices
conducted at central places in the demarcated suburbs is
repeatedly stressed in the discourse. In Västerort, there
are two sports centres and football grounds. One is just
outside the suburban area, or beyond the road demarcat-
ing the boundaries of the residential area and was tra-

ditionally used by local football clubs. The other sports
field and complex, including the upper secondary school
and the main school building, is located in the park at
the centre of the surrounding area. When asked in an in-
terview if it would be possible to conduct the activities
at the sports ground beyond the road, Martin, the West
City Midnight Football manager, responds, “never,” fur-
thermore explaining that “the important thing is that it is
so local…that it is close,” suggesting that “the kids should
just get their bags and run out from school and be on the
sports ground in two minutes.” In this way, he animates
a domain where access to sport grounds is constitutive
of the place and the movements enabled.

Localising sport activities in general, and the
Midnight Football activities in particular, to the central
park in Västerort also has a certain importance for the
young people in terms of how theymovewithin the area.
When sixteen-year-old participant Boban describes how
he spends time with his friends, he emphasises that they
meet up “around the park…and play football and so on.”
The park is located near the football field and the upper
secondary school. It is also there that young peoplemeet
up to attend the Midnight Football activities and hang
around during theMidnight Football activities when they
are not playing.

The sports complex is also part of the local school in
Österort, located centrallywithin the area. Abraham, one
of the managers for East City’s Midnight Football activi-
ties, says: “Now, the sports centre happens to be where
it is….If we want to carry out indoor activities…well, then
we need a sports centre.” He explains that the location of
the venue is not intended to be part of the design of the
intervention. Still, the location at the centre of the area
gives young people from the area easy access to the activ-
ities. Here, the important thing is how the location is part
of a general discourse of the place, and how the partic-
ular domain is animated around the sports centre even
though the infrastructure just “happens” to be located at
a particular place.

Second, respondents repeatedly describe how par-
ticipants are reached out to in relation to where
they live within the demarcated suburban areas. The
young people’s movements revolve around the sports
centres in these areas. Almost all the young partic-
ipants come from Västerort. There are some excep-
tions, for example young people who live in other socio-
economically disadvantaged areas of West City. This is
reaffirmed by seventeen-year-old participant Ali, who
states that—and animates how—the young participants
are “mainly from [Västerort],” adding that “some might
come from other parts,” mentioning other areas of so-
cioeconomic deprivation.

Here, it is important to note the primarily local reach
of young people when they move around. When excep-
tions do occur, they move from similar areas to the lo-
cation of the activities. Looking at East City, Sulejman,
East City’s other manager, reflects on how young peo-
ple from Österort are agile in their movement, articulat-
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ing how borders and movements are constructed from
different positions. Accordingly, the local young people
sometimes attend recreation centres and activities in
other parts of the city. However, young people from
more affluent residential areas rarely come to Österort
and the Midnight Football activities held there:

You can tell by the kids…something I have no-
ticed….Kids from [Österort]…go to the recreation cen-
tres in [two other areas]. There is a lot of move-
ment nowadays. It’s incredible. They move…they are
everywhere.

Interviewer: Do kids from other areas come to
[Österort]?

No, I don’t think so. Not into these areas. It’s usually
the kids who live here.

According to this description, recreation centres and
sports activities in the area, such as Midnight Football,
are more or less exclusively attended by local young peo-
ple. Local youngsters may move around the city, but
young people from other areas do not come to the area.
The perceived borders limit movements into the area
(of exclusion), and in that sense reinforce the demarca-
tions. The area of exclusion, discursively located in the
periphery—the outside—of the city, forms its own logic
of exclusion and inclusion. In this sense, it is the young
people fromareas and localities beyond the area of exclu-
sion that do not enter it, reconfiguring the notions of in-
side and outside borders and demarcations. Accordingly,
young people from outside the (perceived) outside do
not enter. Thus, the locality, reach and movement of
young people constitute a contrasting discourse of inclu-
sion, re-forming the notions of inside and outside; the
area of exclusion (outside) is demarcated from the rest of
the city, forming its own ‘inside’ through the movement
of young people.

Third, interrelated to the local movements of par-
ticipating young people, the discourse formative of the
interventions pinpoints how local leaders are a corner-
stone of the interventions. Almost all leaders have their
backgrounds in these areas and still live there. According
to Niklas, who works for the foundation, there is a need
for “locally rooted leaders, who know the young peo-
ple and their movements and who have good connec-
tions,” in order to reach out to young people. This ar-
gument and discourse is generally put forward by man-
agers and coaches (Ekholm & Dahlstedt, 2019), but also
by Harald, a police officer in West City. Harald explains
how “[Västerort] is kind of….they don’t accept anyone…,
but in an area of exclusion, it is essential for leaders to
know the locality, principally, to be accepted.” The same
discourse is repeated in East City. Here, Hans, who repre-
sents the elite sport club involved in supportingMidnight
Football, pinpoints the importance of a “connection to
the area….It’s not a game going out there on a Saturday

night, I can tell you,” emphasising that Saturday nights in
the area are dangerous and that this is not a time or a
place for recreation.

4.2. Separating the Suburb from the City and Society

In order to make the domain distinct, the place needs to
be formed and animated as something else, compared
to the rest of the cities and society at large. Accordingly,
people from other areas do not enter the sites of inter-
vention. Rather, they move within the localities, centring
their movements around the sport sites. This discourse
can be grasped in two synchronic dimensions, pinpoint-
ing howmaterial and symbolic dimensions of separation
are articulated and intertwined, reinforcing each other.

First, a range of material dimensions of separation
are articulated. In West City, physical borders are clearly
marked in the territory. The residential area where
Midnight Football takes place, centred around the park,
school and sports centre, is clearly demarcated on three
sides, bordering the rest of the city: on one side by the
main railway tracks, on another side by large industrial
sites, and on a third side by a busymotorway. These phys-
ical barriers, in turn, are surrounded by large bushes and
fields. Demarcated in these directions, the apartment
blocks that make up the area are surrounded by a circu-
lar road, encapsulating the area from the outside.Martin
(Suburbia FC) describes this:

[Västerort] has a geographical barrier in the form of a
road that goes around the whole area. So, [Västerort]
is geographically encapsulated, with only a few cross-
ing points…difficult bus connections…and if you don’t
have a driving licence then it’s not natural to get out.
It’s not a prison, definitely not. But there is a very clear
mental barrier.

Accordingly, the area is clearly demarcated in the urban
geography, with recognised passages directing themove-
ment that is possible (without a car). Importantly, this
way of perceiving and reiterating the cartography of the
suburban geography is an act of animation, enforcing
the contours of the domain in relation to the perceived
barriers. Apartment blocks face the inside of the area
where the park, school, sports centre and football fields
are located. Demarcations to the outside allow for open
spaces in the park and suburban centre—as commented
on by Klas, the owner of an industrial factory that spon-
sors Midnight Football. Referring in particular to the cir-
cular road, he says that “this ring isn’t very fortunate,
but the inside provides…a community space, and that’s
a real opportunity.’’

In Österort, the borders are more invisible to the
uninitiated visitor, although they are clear to residents.
Neighbouring residential areas blend into each other.
Despite being demarcated by large motorways in two di-
rections, there are generally more passages compared
to Västerort. When asked about the border towards
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the neighbouring residential area of Österort, manager
Abraham (Sumeria FC) says that the border “is not there,
it’s not physically there.” He then explains which apart-
ment blocks and buildings belong to which residential
area, thereby introducing and animating the symbolic
borders in the landscape. He emphasises that people
who move between the areas recognise the boundaries,
in terms of both material and symbolic dimensions, and
says that there is a general notion that “you shouldn’t
be on the other side,” in that sense describing the nor-
mative significance of symbolic borders restricting the
movement of young people.

Second, as noted above, the material dimensions
of separation become meaningful and able to be acted
upon in their symbolic dimensions. The material borders
are highly visible inWest City but are primarily described
in terms of their symbolic manifestation in East City. In
the following, Abraham expounds on the borders sepa-
rating Österort from nearby localities:

You can compare [Söderort] to [Österort]. They are
really close. There is a damn invisible border in
between. It has been there ever since I was a
kid. If you live in [Söderort], you go to [Söderort
school], you are a [Söderort] guy, then you don’t
hang out in [Österort]….We have thought about shar-
ing weeks…one week [Österort], the other week
[Söderort]….Damn, this is great fun. Yes, excellent.
Then you cross the border next week if you want
to join.

The borders are traditional; they are “invisible,” but
are still powerful in terms of steering the movement
of young people, limiting the extent to which Midnight
Football participants cross into other areas. Moreover,
borders are continuously mobilised, for instance by ad-
ministrative divisions into school areas, creating sym-
bolic demarcations that help to shape a sense of residen-
tial belonging.

Notwithstanding the degree to which borders are
physical, they become symbolic barriers in discourse on
how areas are demarcated. Even when they are not as
clearly visible in the territory, the symbolic boundaries
are clearly noticed by residents. Confirming the symbolic
observance of borders expressed by Abraham, Eva—a
civil servant with the East City municipal culture and
leisure administration—speaks about the municipality’s
general interest in supporting the intervention. She says
it is important to “have a connection…like integration be-
tween areas, where…there is like a wall [and] sharp de-
lineation,” limiting the opportunities for young people
from outside Österort to “get to the sports centre” and
participate in Midnight Football. Accordingly, the policy
objectives guiding the municipal administration’s inter-
est in reaching out to young people via sport have to
challenge the symbolic forces of barriers in the subur-
ban geography.

4.3. Problematising the Place

When separated from the rest of its city, each locality has
its own internal characterisations. In the discourse, the
local residents are described in various ways as being ex-
cluded and as other, and in particular as being vulnera-
ble. These problematisations concern how vulnerability
and exclusion create specific challenges located to and
contained within the areas, suggesting that certain con-
ditions need to be taken into account for those who op-
erate there.

First, socioeconomic vulnerability is associated in
a variety of ways with the areas where the Midnight
Football interventions take place. This vulnerability cre-
ates difficult conditions and specific challenges for organ-
ising sports practices within traditional associations, in-
cluding due to difficulties in terms of paying member-
ship fees and parental involvement. Habwir, a partici-
pant in West City Midnight Football in his early twen-
ties, describes how Midnight Football “provides an op-
portunity to practise football for free” for young people
who cannot afford to join teams. Marika, the chair of the
municipal board for leisure and culture in West City, ex-
plains how the vulnerability in Västerort result in a cer-
tain sense of despair among young peoplewho live there.
According to Marika, “a lot of people are unemployed
and have nothing to do during the day.” They “live on so-
cial benefits and many of the kids have never seen their
parents go to work,” so the kids “have no hope of ever
getting a job themselves” and “they lose hope.” Through
discourse and animation, the domain is formed as a site
for challenges and needs as well as governing measures,
which are specifically located to the area and not to other
parts of the city.

Marika acknowledges how the residents’ socioeco-
nomic vulnerability also creates challenges for sport as-
sociations, recalling that “there were so many failures
[and] difficulties in forming lasting associations.” Along
these lines, Azad, who works as an integration coordina-
tor with the district sports federation, describes how “as-
sociations out in these areas face severe difficulties…and
they are weak in terms of resources.” Specifically, he
mentions an association previously active in Västerort,
saying “they were an association with many teams…but
teams just disappear.” It is on this basis that Bernt, sec-
retary of the charitable gentlemen’s club, justified the
club’s support for Midnight Football: “We could have
givenmoney to some team in [an affluent area], but they
are too privileged.” There, “they have money, coaches,
adults around who can provide support,” but “that’s
not the case in [Västerort].” All of these challenges are
mirrored in East City and Österort, with the exception
that Sumeria FC functions well as a sports club, with a
long tradition of providing sport activities. Still, Sulejman
from Sumeria FC believes that the activities of Midnight
Football can be seen as a form of social work, responding
to challenges of deprivation and exclusion. Accordingly,
many young people “were excluded because they could
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not afford…membership fees.” But the open forms of
Midnight Football “mean a form of integration,” which,
for Sulejman, “is, in a sense, social work.”

Second, the current patterns of segregation in each
city, and the socioeconomic deprivation in Västerort and
Österort, are also recognised in local policy and munic-
ipal administration (Ekholm, 2019). Both Västerort and
Österort are repeatedly talked about, and thus animated,
as places in need of support and governing interventions.
Therefore, Midnight Football has appeared on the local
political agenda. Sulejman reflects on the terms under
which Österort is targeted by the benign forms of gov-
erning in the municipal administration:

We were at a meeting with the municipality on
how to change [Österort], make [Österort] a bet-
ter place….It’s the last time I will go to such a
meeting….Even if there are good intentions…there
is a constant focus on people being different, im-
migrants….What difference does it make? Why does
[Österort] have to be different? [Österort] is as much
a part of [East City] as [two affluent areas]! Just let it
be a part of [East City]. There is too much focus on
this stuff….Even if there are good intentions, there is
always a focus on…people being immigrants.

Even through the support and care from the municipality
are seen to be benevolent, the discourse of aid and sup-
port are underpinned by stigmatisation and exclusion, as
noted by Sulejman. The position from where the needs
and challenges are articulated comes from outside the
area, animating and enforcing the distinction as an area of
exclusion perceived to be outside the city. Not least, these
articulations are underpinned by a repeated emphasis on
the migrant background of the residents. However, in a
contrasting narrative, resistance towards this discourse
can arise. In such contrasting discourses, in the dialectics
where these discourses confront each other, a differenti-
ation and a border are animated and introduced.

4.4. Attributing and Refusing Danger

In relation to the aforementioned demarcations, two di-
alectic dimensions of articulating danger vis-à-vis sport
practices are constitutive of the place as a domain, con-
cerning both how dangers are located in the places
and how the discourse of danger attributed to the
places, from positions outside the areas, is refuted in
counter-narratives.

First, there is talk about dangers being prevalent, for
instance in the form of young people burning cars and
throwing stones (Ekholm & Dahlstedt, 2020). At times,
such articulations may be exaggerated and utilised for
the purpose of legitimising the activities promoted in
the intervention (cf. Hartmann, 2016). However, even
such articulations play a role in the discourse animat-
ing and forming the places of intervention. Most vividly,
Martin (Suburbia FC) in West City recounts the dangers

of life in Västerort. He describes how kids “pick up stones,
throw them at things,” “start fights,” how “older guys sit
on benches selling bags of stuff,” how “you hear peo-
ple screaming [and] your hear people fighting,” how “all
your friends are unemployed,” and how the area is a
“slum…and when you become part of this slum…you risk
losing your grip.” The situation resonates well with how
Darko, an East City Midnight Football coach, describes
East City as a place “with a lot of crime, burning cars and a
lot of negative things.” According to Sead, another coach
in East City, “if the Midnight Football wasn’t there, the
kids would have learned from the older guys…hanging
aroundoutside the shoppingmall…andbelieveme, there
are no positive things happening there.”

This problematisation of impending danger is a dis-
cursive underpinning for understanding the sports activ-
ities as an intervention to prevent crime and promote
social inclusion. Such rationality is also embraced by
some of the young people participating in the activities.
Saman, a fifteen-year-old boy participating in the West
CityMidnight Football activities, touches upon the signifi-
cance of placewhen describing the relationship between
problems and sport as a responding solution and an ac-
tivity of intervention:

If there is nothing to do at home, there is Midnight
Football. Young people go there and play football.
When you don’t play, you sit down on the benches
and just talk about whatever. You’re not entirely fo-
cused on football….People go there instead of doing
bad things, like burning cars and stuff that happened a
couple of weeks ago…like selling drugs. There are a lot
of criminals in [Västerort]. Especially young people.

Here, the sports intervention appears as both a response
and an alternative to the dangers present in the area,
in the form of burning cars and selling drugs. Such
a discourse forms a strong imagery, recognising that
Västerort is a particular place. Thus, as a place, Västerort
is constituted as dangerous, and in need of govern-
ing intervention.

Second, in the light of the various dangers attributed
to the localities, there are counter-narratives, not least
in the form of discursive battles with current media dis-
courses. In these counter-narratives, the suburbs are de-
scribed as not necessarily being more dangerous than
other areas of the cities. Accordingly, there can be a vari-
ety of animations of the domain that come into conflict
with each other. However, these are still articulated with
respect to the perceived boundaries and demarcations.

Even after animating the particular dangers above,
Martin says that “we never say that we have a problem
in [Västerort]—because we don’t….Our problem is that
other people have a problem with [Västerort].” When re-
flecting on current discourses in the media, he says:

Do they have to picture it that way? The only thing
they want to tell the world is that [Västerort] is a scary
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place. Those who read the papers don’t live in the
area, and the only information they get is about how
bad [Västerort] is….We shouldn’t stigmatise these ar-
eas…..Stop recounting examples in themedia without
explaining what lies behind the shootings….There is a
structural problem.

Here, the animation of the place is recognised, ques-
tioned and countered. Accordingly, the media stigma-
tises and animates the place in an unfair way, andMartin
provides a counter-narrative on the basis of this ani-
mation. Furthermore, Martin specifically highlights a re-
peated focus on danger in his dialogues with both poten-
tial partners and supporters of the activities. When Klas
recalls a recent visit, he says that other people, “from
outside” Västerort, asked him where he would park his
car, implying that he cannot park his car within the resi-
dential area. But in his counter-narrative, Klas describes
Västerort as “a very warm place…filled with people,”
mentioning that “it is a very open space with the play-
grounds and hills and a large green park” next to the
sports centre and the football ground where the football
activities took place during his visit.

With respect to the situation in East City, Abraham
focuses on the images and misinterpretations dissemi-
nated by the media. He says that “what is written in
the media about fights and guns and stuff…is about
real criminals, older people” and not about young peo-
ple in the area. Therefore, “all these words…are mis-
representations from the media that don’t correspond
to reality….From the outside, there is so much preju-
dice about crime and bad things…but that’s from peo-
ple who haven’t set foot in this neighbourhood.” Notably,
this discourse about the situation in the area, as articu-
lated from within, conflicts with the discourse from the
outside. Contrasting these conflicting discourses against
each other makes the symbolic demarcations of the sub-
urban geography clear. Both discourses are constitutive
of the demarcated domains. This formative dialectic, at-
tributing dangerwhile simultaneously refusing such attri-
bution of danger articulated from the outside, facilitates
the formation of the domain, constituted by problemati-
sations as well as by discourses about sport as a means
of responding to such problematisations.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

In this article, we have analysed how the two places
of Västerort and Österort are discursively formed as do-
mains of problematisation and governing intervention
(cf. Rose, 1999). Accordingly, it is the discourse of social
problems and sport as a means of response that facili-
tates the construction of these places. Places are thus
discursively formed in specific ways, but the formation of
place also has a political significance and potential which
need to be recognised when exploring (cf. Rose, 1999)
sports-based interventions, for instance. We argue that
the places of intervention are discursively disassociated

and demarcated from the rest of society in bothmaterial
and symbolic dimensions. In this respect, social change
is located to the places portrayed as separate from and
marked as being outside the city; demarcated from the
city and in that sense from society as a whole.

There is a clear discursive pattern throughout the
analysis. The places of problematisation and intervention
are differentiated in contrast to the discursive outside. In
one instance, places are differentiated through the inter-
vention outreach of youth participation and through the
recruitment strategies for coaches. In another instance,
places are differentiated by marking borders in the sub-
urban geography and ascribing certain meanings, not
least in terms of limiting the movements of young peo-
ple (in particular, the inward movement of young people
from the demarcated outside). In a third instance, places
are differentiated through the localisation and contain-
ment of problems and by pointing out the specific condi-
tions for establishing sport practices. In a fourth instance,
places are differentiated by the dialectics between dan-
gers attributed and dangers resisted. Interestingly, and
most importantly, differentiations are made not least in
a dialecticmanner between articulations from the discur-
sive inside (from people residing in the areas) and from
the discursive outside (from people and positions out-
side the areas), against which counter-narratives can be
formed, in turn constituting the borders. In the variety
of instances, people, attention and language are drawn
and directed towards the insides of the places, erecting
symbolic borders towards the outsides. Manifestly, this
performs the areas of exclusion as the discursive inside.
Accordingly, such articulation needs to be viewed as a
struggle to form and reform the distinctions between in-
side and outside the borders, animating the places, or
residential areas, as part of the promoted sports-based
interventions. Demarcations between inside and outside
are not pre-determined but are continually (re)formed
in discursive struggles. What is (on) the inside and what
is (on) the outside is not given, and even the governing
ambitions of development and reform may contribute
to the resurrection of symbolic borders. Still, conceptu-
alising the (re)formation of demarcations is important in
terms of how people in general, and young people in the
areas in particular, make sense of their place in the sub-
urban geography and in society.

Here, the struggle for representation of the place,
to articulate the conditions of life in the place, and to
animate the domain of intertwined problematisation
and technologies of governing, is a matter of opportu-
nities for forming counter-narratives. This aligns with
what is referred to in the scientific literature on sports-
based interventions as critical pedagogy (e.g., Nols,
Haudenhuyse, Spaaij, & Theeboom, 2018; Spaaij &
Jeanes, 2013), the development of a counter-conduct
(Luguetti, Oliver, Dantas, & Kirk, 2017) that is po-
tentially facilitated through socio-pedagogical arrange-
ments within sports activities providing pockets of re-
sistance (Sabbe, 2019). For this potential to be realised,
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awareness of the socio-political context of segregation,
marginalisation and inequalities needs to be raised and
platforms for articulation and resistance need to be pro-
vided. In order for practitioners to develop and refine
sports-based interventions such as those described in
this article, knowledge about the productive power of
place needs to be acknowledged. In one instance, this
involves the ways in which places are othered, stigma-
tised and made separate from society as a whole, in
turn making them specific targets of governing interven-
tions. Here, opportunities to form critical and emanci-
patory perspectives and counter-narratives, intrinsic in
the socio-pedagogical arrangements of activities, can be
fore-fronted. In another instance, knowledge about the
significance of place relates to the basic recognition that
places differ from each other and that different places
have their own conditions that need to be recognised
when arranging activities (Ekholm & Holmlid, 2020). In
relation to the concerns raised here, it is necessary to ex-
plore the significance and meaning of the football activ-
ities and Midnight Football arrangement for the young
participants themselves, as well as the potential to pro-
vide arenas for resistance. This involves scrutinising the
meaning of the sports activities as a place located and
enacted within the place of the urban periphery and
marginalised areas of exclusion mapped out in this arti-
cle. This, however, is a future effort within the research
project of which this article is a part. In order to un-
derstand the meaning and discourse of the young par-
ticipants in greater detail, we argue, knowledge about
how place is animated and constituted in the discourse
of problematisations and as subjects of technologies of
governing is fundamental. In forthcoming publications,
we aim to provide such knowledge on the basis of inter-
views with the participants briefly introduced here, and
on the ethnographic fieldwork conducted at the site—
and in the areas—of the intervention activities.

These results on the mobilisation of sports-based in-
terventions as a means of social change, targeting in par-
ticular the young people of the urban peripheries, pro-
vide knowledge on how place is made and what place
in turn can do and enable (cf. Sibley, 1995). Such knowl-
edge contributes to current research on sports-based in-
terventions, where little interest has so far been paid in
the scientific literature to further investigating themean-
ing of specific places where sports interventions are car-
ried out. We have provided one example of how place
can be explored as something more than just a surface
or a background for specific interventions (cf. Lefebvre,
1991). By interrogating place as a discursive formation
and domain, we have provided an opportunity for scruti-
nising not only how specific meanings are attributed to
place and how place is formed, but also the political and
governmental potential of place as intertwined in tech-
nologies of intervention (cf. Rose, 1999). The discursive
formation of place is an ongoing process. It is continually
articulated from a variety of actors with different posi-
tions, and with different meanings attributed to and as-

sociated with the places of problematisation and govern-
ing. In these ongoing processes, researchers are also in-
volved in contributing towards and challenging the dis-
courses that are discerned and presented. On the basis
of our framework and approach, we hope to provide crit-
ical reflections that challenge and problematise how cer-
tain places are demarcated as being separate from soci-
ety and become targets of specific forms of intervention.
This contribution has a particular validity for literature
on sports-based interventions, but also for research ad-
dressing a range of other interventions far beyond the
practices of sport.

Acknowledgments

The authors want to thank James Frempong, Catarina
Lack, Nedžad Mešić, Senad Mutic, Anna Oksa, Julia
Schossner and Bengt Tall for their contributions in the re-
search project.

Conflict of Interests

The authors declare no conflict of interests.

References

Bacchi, C. (2009). Analysing policy: What’s the problem
represented to be? Frenchs Forest: Pearson.

Bustad, J. J., & Andrews, D. L. (2017). Policing the void:
Recreation, social inclusion and the Baltimore Police
Athletic League. Social Inclusion, 5(2), 241–249.

Coalter, F. (2012). ‘There is loads of relationships here’:
Developing a programme theory for sport-for-change
programmes. International Review for the Sociology
of Sport, 48(5), 594–612.

Coalter, F., Allison, M., & Taylor, J. (2000). The role of
sport in regenerating deprived areas. Edinburgh: Uni-
versity of Edinburgh Press.

Collins, M., & Haudenhuyse, R. P. (2015). Social exclusion
and austerity policies in England: The role of sports in
a new area of social polarization and inequality? So-
cial Inclusion, 3(3), 5–18.

Dikec, M. (2017). Urban rage: The revolt of the excluded.
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Ekholm, D. (2018). Governing by means of sport for so-
cial change and social inclusion: Demarcating the do-
mains of problematization and intervention. Sport in
Society, 21(11), 1777–1794.

Ekholm, D. (2019). Mellan självständighet och kontroll:
Civilsamhället som samhällsbyggare genom idrott
som socialpolitiskt verktyg [Between autonomy and
control: The role of civil society in building commu-
nity through sport as a means of social policy]. In
J. Syssner (Ed.), Ett nytt kontrakt för samhällsbyg-
gande? [A new contract for building society?] (pp.
125–150). Stockholm: Linnefors.

Ekholm, D., &Dahlstedt,M. (2017). Football for Inclusion:
Examining the pedagogic rationalities and the tech-

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 177–186 185



nologies of solidarity of a sports-based intervention
in Sweden. Social Inclusion, 5(2), 232–240.

Ekholm, D., & Dahlstedt, M. (2018). Rationalities of
good-will: On the promotion of philanthropy through
sports-based interventions in Sweden. Managing
Sport and Leisure, 23(4/6), 336–349.

Ekholm, D., & Dahlstedt, M. (2019). Pedagogies
of (de)liberation: Salvation and social inclusion
by means of Midnight Football. Sport, Edu-
cation and Society. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13573322.2019.1694504

Ekholm, D., & Dahlstedt, M. (2020). A model of disci-
pline: The rule(s) of midnight-football and the pro-
duction of order in subjects and society. Journal
of Sport and Social Issues. http://doi.org/10.1177/
0193723520919818

Ekholm, D., & Holmlid, S. (2020). Formalizing sports-
based interventions in cross-sectoral cooperation:
Governing and infrastructuring practice, program
and preconditions. Journal of Sport for Development,
14, 1–20.

Foucault, M. (1972). The archaeology of knowledge. Lon-
don: Tavistock.

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/knowledge. Harlow: Har-
vester Press.

Foucault, M. (1982). The subject and power. Critical In-
quiry, 8(4), 777–795.

Franzén, M., Hertting, N., & Thörn, C. (2016). Stad till
salu. Entreprenörurbanismen och det offentliga rum-
mets värde [City for sale. Entrepreneurial urbanism
and the value of public space]. Gothenburg: Daidalos.

Hartmann, D. (2016). Midnight basketball. Race, sports,
and neoliberal social policy. Chicago, IL: The Univer-
sity of Chicago Press.

Kelly, L. (2013). Sports-based interventions and the local
governance of youth crime and antisocial behavior.
Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 37(3), 261–283.

Lefebvre, H. (1991). The production of space. Oxford:
Basil Blackwell.

Luguetti, C., Oliver, K. L., Dantas, L. E. P. B. T., &
Kirk, D. (2017). An activist approach to sport meets

youth from socially vulnerable backgrounds. Re-
search Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 88(1), 60–71.

McSweeney, M., & van Luijk, N. (2019). Leaving the com-
fort zone: Utilizing institutional ethnography in sport
for development and peace research. Qualitative Re-
search in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 559–572.

Morgan, H. (2018). Enhancing social mobility within
marginalized youth: The accumulation of positive
psychological capital through engagement with
community sports clubs. Sport in Society, 21(11),
1669–1685.

Nols, Z., Haudenhuyse, R., Spaaij, R., & Theeboom, M.
(2018). Social change through an urban sport for de-
velopment initiative? Investigating critical pedagogy
through the voices of young people. Sport, Education
and Society, 24(7), 727–741.

Parker, A., Morgan, H., Farooq, S., Moreland, B., &
Pitchford, A. (2019). Sporting intervention and social
change: Football, marginalized youth and citizenship
development. Sport, Education and Society, 24(3),
298–310.

Rose, N. (1999). Powers of freedom. Reframing political
thought. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sabbe, S. (2019). Community sport and social cohesion:
A social work perspective (Unpublished Doctoral dis-
sertation). Ghent: Ghent University.

Sernhede, O., Thörn, C., & Thörn, H. (2016). The Stock-
holm uprising in context. In M. Mayer, C. Thörn, &
H. Thörn (Eds.), Urban uprisings (pp. 149–173). Bas-
ingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Sibley, D. (1995). Geographies of exclusion. Society and
difference in the West. London: Routledge.

Skinner, J., Zakus, D. H., & Cowell, J. (2008). Develop-
ment through sport: Building social capital in disad-
vantaged communities. Sport Management Review,
11, 253–275.

Spaaij, R., & Jeanes, R. (2013). Education for social
change? A Freirean critique of sport for development
and peace. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy,
18(4), 442–457.

Zukin, S. (1995). The culture of cities. Oxford: Blackwell.

About the Authors

David Ekholm is a Researcher and Lecturer at Linköping University, Sweden. Ekholm’s main research
interests are in the sociology of social work and social policy. Here, he has a particular focus on youth
interventions aiming for social inclusion and utilized by means of sport and leisure activities. Ekholm’s
research is characterized by critical and constructionist perspectives on contemporary social policy
transformations.

Magnus Dahlstedt is a Professor in social work at Linköping University, Sweden. His research con-
cern citizenship and democracy in times of migration andmarket-orientation, welfare and social policy
changes. Dahlstedt’s main research interests are the politics of inclusion/exclusion. In particular, his
research is oriented towards the formation of citizenship in the context of the multi-ethnic city, social
polarization and social inequality.

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 177–186 186

https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2019.1694504
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2019.1694504
http://doi.org/10.1177/0193723520919818
http://doi.org/10.1177/0193723520919818


Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183–2803)
2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 187–196

DOI: 10.17645/si.v8i3.2748

Article

Sport and Incarceration: Theoretical Considerations for Sport for
Development Research

Mark Norman

Department of Health, Aging & Society, McMaster University, Hamilton, L8S 4L8, Canada; E-Mail: normam2@mcmaster.ca

Submitted: 30 December 2019 | Accepted: 23 March 2020 | Published: 17 August 2020

Abstract
Despite a rapid expansion in research on Sport for Development (SfD), there remain numerous untapped veins of explo-
ration. This article makes a novel argument for increasing the theoretical and substantive depth of SfD research by linking
it to the relatively small, yet developing, body of literature on sport and incarceration. Drawing from the emergent field
of carceral geography and the literature on prison sport, this article provides critical theoretical considerations for SfD
programs that occur in ‘compact’ sites of confinement, such as prisons or refugee camps, or are enmeshed in ‘diffuse’
manifestations of carcerality. Given the structures of inequality that have led to the confinement of more than 13 million
people in prisons, refugee camps, and migrant detention centres across the globe, as well as the multitude of ways that
groups and individuals are criminalized and stigmatized in community settings, there are compelling reasons for SfD re-
search to more deeply engage with concerns of space and carcerality as they relate to sport. As such, this article provides
an important foundation for future analyses of SfD and carcerality, and signposts some potential ways forward for a deep-
ening of theoretical perspectives in SfD research.

Keywords
carceral geography; incarceration; prison sport; space; sport for development

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Sport for Development: Opening Transdisciplinary and Intersectoral Perspectives” edited
by Pascal Delheye (Ghent University, Belgium), Kirsten Verkooijen (Wageningen University & Research, The Netherlands),
Dan Parnell (University of Liverpool, UK), John Hayton (Northumbria University, UK) and Reinhard Haudenhuyse (Vrije
Universiteit Brussel, Belgium).

© 2020 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

Despite a rapid expansion in research on Sport for
Development (SfD), there remain numerous untapped
veins of exploration for scholars. One area that has, thus
far, been largely neglected in the SfD literature, is sport
and other diverse forms of physical culture (hereafter col-
lectively referred to as ‘sport’), as well as other forms of
recreation and leisure, in prisons and other sites of incar-
ceration. This article makes a novel argument for increas-
ing the theoretical and substantive depth of SfD research
by linking it to the relatively small, yet developing, body
of literature on sport, leisure, and incarceration. In doing
so, it brings the SfD literature into dialogue with critical
theoretical developments in criminology and human ge-

ography, specifically the emergent field of carceral geog-
raphy, and advocates for a deeper consideration of space
and carcerality within SfD research.

There are compelling reasons to consider and de-
velop connections between these bodies of literature.
There are over 10.7 million people held in prison or
pre-trial detention around the globe (Walmsley, 2018),
as well as an additional 2.6 million refugees living in
camps (UNHCR, 2018) and an uncertain number of mi-
grants forcibly confined in over 2,200 detention camps
in 100 countries (Global Detention Project, 2019). While
there is considerable variation of conditions within and
between these types of confinement, these carceral
spaces share many characteristics—including the promi-
nent social role of sport, and in some instances SfD inter-
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ventions, in the daily lives of many people living therein.
Further, and critical for the theoretical analysis of SfD
and incarceration, carceral geographers have recognized
how the spatial characteristics and embodied effects of
incarceration aremanifested in amyriad of ‘diffuse’ ways
beyond these physical sites (Moran, Turner, & Schliehe,
2018). As this article details, there are numerous ways
in which these theoretical developments contribute to a
more critical analysis of some SfD interventions.

As such, this article develops some initial theoreti-
cal connections between the literatures on SfD, prison
sport, and carceral geography. The article is theoretical
in its orientation, drawing from existing literature to per-
form its analysis. However, much of the work on carceral
space and sport that is discussed in this article is derived
from the author’s broad, ongoing investigations into the
social meanings and organization of sport in Canadian
prisons and youth custody centres. The article begins by
sketching some initial points of connection between re-
search on SfD and prison sport, before introducing the-
oretical perspectives from carceral geography that pro-
vide insights into sport and carcerality. The bulk of the
article is devoted to a deep theoretical consideration of
critical considerations for SfD research through the lens
of compact and diffuse models of carcerality. These ana-
lyses provide novel insights, raise critical questions, and
signpost ways forward for a deepening of theoretical per-
spectives in SfD research.

2. SfD and Prison Sport Research: Initial Points
of Connection

SfD, despite its similarities to historical ‘sport-for-good’
efforts, is a relatively recent phenomenon that focuses
on leveraging sport to achieve a wide array of social, ed-
ucational and health outcomes (Darnell, 2012; Darnell,
Field, & Kidd, 2019). SfD interventions are typically imple-
mented in Global South countries with funding and ide-
ological support from governmental, nongovernmental
and corporate donors based in the Global North (Darnell,
2012); however, the logic of SfD is increasingly being ap-
plied to programs targeting supposedly ‘vulnerable’ or
‘at-risk’ groups in Global North countries (e.g., Hayhurst
& Giles, 2013; Nols, Haudenhuyse, & Theeboom, 2017;
Scherer, Koch, & Holt, 2016). Scholarship on SfD has pro-
liferated in the past two decades (Schulenkorf, Sherry, &
Rowe, 2016). While a recent overview of SfD research
(Darnell, Chawansky,Marchesseault, Holmes,&Hayhurst,
2018) notes a paucity of critical theoretical perspectives
amongmost SfD scholarship, researchers have developed
critical analyses of SfD using diverse approaches, such as
political economy (Darnell, 2012), postcolonial feminism
(Hayhurst, 2016), critical race theory (Forde, 2015), and
the Capabilities Approach (Dao & Smith, 2019; Darnell
& Dao, 2017), among others. Less common, but signifi-
cant, are analyses of SfD spaces (e.g., Forde, Waldman,
Hayhurst, & Frisby, 2017; Oxford & Spaaij, 2017), which
will be discussed in greater detail in a later section.

At first glance, there may seem to be little to link SfD
with sport and physical recreation in prisons. Unlike SfD,
prison sport is not institutionalized—rather, its form and
availability will vary widely depending on the jurisdiction,
the type and security level of confinement, and the pris-
oner subculture in specific institutions (Norman, 2018a).
Further, although some youth custody institutions pro-
vide sport initiatives that are, like much SfD program-
ming, explicitly linked with specific social or pedagogical
outcomes (Meek, 2014; Meek & Lewis, 2014; Norman,
Ricciardelli, & Sonoda, 2020), in adult institutions activ-
ities are often detached from such intentions and are
viewed by staff a way for prisoners to expend aggression
and thus be more docile (Martos-García, Devís-Devís, &
Sparkes, 2009; Norman, 2017). Indeed, there is scant ref-
erence to prison sport in the SfD literature. The most
explicit connection between the two was provided in
a study by Gallant, Sherry, and Nicholson (2015), who
framed the outcomes and management of sport partici-
pation by prisoners—such as improved health, skill devel-
opment that could contribute to desistance, and partner-
ship between prisons and external sport organizations—
as SfD. Although the authors did not deeply develop this
connection or situate their study in the SfD literature,
their explicit linking of prison sport and SfD nonethe-
less provides a valuable entrée to bridging these areas
of study.

Whereas SfD is a burgeoning realm of research
(Schulenkorf et al., 2016), socio-cultural research on
sport in prisons remains relatively limited. Among
the major sociological themes in the existing litera-
ture are the contributions of sport to: constructions
of hegemonic masculinity in male prisons (Andrews
& Andrews, 2003; Sabo, 2001), the control and man-
agement of prison populations (Martos-García et al.,
2009; Norman, 2017) and prisoners’ micro-resistances
to these regimes of social control (Martinez-Merino,
Martos-García, Lozano-Sufrategui, Martín-González, &
Usabiaga, 2019; Norman, 2017; Norman & Andrews,
2019), and the likelihood of prisoners desisting from
crime after being released into the community (Meek,
2014; Meek & Lewis, 2014). A new vein of recent re-
search (Gacek, 2017; Norman, 2019; Norman&Andrews,
2019), which this article builds upon, explicitly engages
with theoretical developments in carceral geography to
consider the spatial significance of sport in prisons.

Yet, despite their differences, there are a number
of substantial ways in which these areas of study po-
tentially align. For example, the SfD sector’s major fo-
cus on providing programming in the Global South par-
allels a trend in which, with the notable exception of
the United States, the highest prison populations and
rates of incarceration are found in BRIC or Global South
countries (Walmsley, 2018). Meanwhile, as incarceration
rates of girls and women have skyrocketed by over 50%
since 2000 (Walmsley, 2017), SfD’s core interest in gen-
der equality and female empowerment, and important
critiques thereof (Chawansky & Hayhurst, 2015), take on
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relevance in prison sport programs. Further, both SfD and
prison sport can be rationalized or analyzed through a hu-
man rights lens. The SfD sector has placed a strong em-
phasis on sport as a human right and/or a vehicle toward
achieving human rights (Darnell, 2012). In prisons, the
right to outdoor recreation and exercise is enshrined in
various global guidelines and policies (Norman, 2018a)
and its significance to prisoners’ health, social life, and
dignity is acknowledged in some considerations of hu-
man rights in prisons (Coyle & Fair, 2018).

While such overlapping interests provide a small
window into how the SfD and prison sport literatures
might inform each other and offer some fertile ground
for further analysis and critique, this article argues that
there are deeper theoretical reasons to link these ar-
eas of research. In so doing, the article suggests that
research on SfD could more deeply consider both its
spatial significance and its relation, in at least some in-
stances, to carcerality. In these efforts, the article draws
inspiration from Darnell and colleagues’ critique of the
narrow focus of the SfD literature and call for critical
scholars to adopt “an increasingly holistic approach to
[SfD] research, rather than an exclusive or bordered
one” (Darnell et al., 2018, p. 147). To perform this anal-
ysis, the article draws heavily from theoretical devel-
opments in carceral geography, most notably the dis-
tinction between compact and diffuse carceral models
(Moran et al., 2018).

3. Carceral Geography: Novel Theoretical Insights
into Sport

Carceral geography is an emergent subfield of human ge-
ography that is concerned with the critical examination
of the “the nature of carceral systems and experiences
within them, the spatial geographies of carceral systems,
and the relationship between the carceral and an increas-
ingly punitive state” (Moran, 2015, p. 2). Philo’s (2012,
p. 4) influential articulation of this area of study consid-
ered its focus to be “the spaces set aside for ‘securing’—
detaining, locking up/away—problematic populations of
one kind or another.” However, carceral geographers
have demonstrated that the effects and characteristics
of incarceration spread far beyond the physical bound-
aries of sites of confinement and, further, that there
is significant mobility of bodies, material goods, and
ideas “within, between, and beyond carceral institu-
tions” (Moran, 2015, p. 72). Carceral geography can be
understood as focusing on two closely related models
of carcerality: compact and diffuse (Moran et al., 2018).
The inspiration for analyzing these carceral models is the
work of Michel Foucault (1977), who argued that the so-
cial control apparatuses of the prison “merge and inter-
twinewider societywith the carceral in a diffuseway…via
‘carceral circles,’ which, like ripples in water, extend far
from the prison” (Moran et al., 2018, p. 668).

Drawing on a wide range of theoretical and disci-
plinary perspectives, carceral geographers have deep-

ened and extended Foucault’s postulation by analyzing
a variety of “other compact carceral sites [beyond the
prison] which resemble the prison both in functional
form and in mode of operation” (Moran et al., 2018,
p. 669) and by considering how carcerality is manifested
in diffuse ways through social means (e.g., the social
stigma faced by former prisoners) or technological ap-
paratuses (e.g., surveilled spaces for youth deemed ‘at-
risk’ of criminal behaviour). Further, critical scholars have
increasingly recognized how spaces of incarceration en-
gender embodied practices and corporeal transforma-
tions that endure far beyond the period of confinement
and can contribute to social stigma or difficulty adjusting
to life in the community (Caputo-Levine, 2013; Moran,
2015). The horizons for critical analysis of various SfD
interventions are significantly broadened by the insight
that compact carceral sites share notable similarities
and that carcerality is manifested and embodied in dif-
fuse forms beyond these spaces of confinement. Further,
carceral geography provides an intriguing lens through
which to engage in nuanced analyses of carceralitywithin
specific sport spaces.

The handful of studies that consider sport within a
carceral geography framework provide some important
entry points for theoretically deepening SfD research.
Gacek’s (2017, p. 73) analysis of Canadian male prison-
ers’ ‘imaginative mobilities’ included a nuanced consid-
eration of how sport and recreation enabled “inmates to
psychologically enter the inner spaces of their minds to
avoid and distance themselves from the prison life that
exists ‘outside’ their anatomical control.” According to
Gacek (2017, p. 82), these activities enabled prisoners to
psychologically transcend the boundaries of the prison,
stave off boredom and enjoy pleasurable (imaginary)
experiences—and, in so doing, “to endure the boredom,
mundanity, uncertainty, and (in)security of the prison
culture.” Norman and Andrews (2019) similarly consid-
ered how prisoners used sport to produce spaces that
enabled them to copewith their confinement, while also
recognizing how sport shaped prison spaces in unique
and sometimes contradictory ways, including promoting
violence or exclusion and “asserting [prisoner] agency in
the face of administrative control” (Norman & Andrews,
2019, p. 459). Finally, Norman (2019) examined yoga as
an alternative formof physical culture that facilitates con-
tact between the ‘inside’ (prisoners) and ‘outside’ (mem-
bers of the community), creates spaces for otherwise
suppressed emotional expression, and, notable for this
article, interacts outside the prison with diffuse carceral
effects such as the stigmatization of former prisoners.
While sharing a general focus on sport in carceral space,
these studies also suggest the possibilities for a carceral
geography perspective to deepen the analysis of specific
forms of sport and human movement within particular
carceral sites.

Given the great social and geographic diversity of SfD
programs, there are numerous ways in which consider-
ations of carcerality and space might enrich the critical
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analysis of SfD. This article represents an initial consid-
eration of these, with the aim of laying a foundation for
deeper future research in this area.

4. SfD, Prison Sport and Carceral Space: Theoretical
Considerations

Despite the significance of socially-produced space to
SfD, spatial analyses are limited in the SfD literature.
Scholars have rightly noted that complex phenomenon
of SfD must be understood as occurring “across local,
global and transnational levels within the [SfD] sector”
(Giulianotti, 2011, p. 52), while specific SfD interventions
have been found to cultivate ‘safe spaces’ for emotional
expression, psychosocial wellbeing, or social support
(e.g., Oxford & Spaaij, 2017). Using vignettes arising from
their research, Forde et al. (2017) provided a compelling
insight into considering how SfD programs facilitate a va-
riety of types ofmovement in and through diverse spaces
and, in so doing, produce complex and contradictory
spatial meanings related to neoliberalism, community,
gender, and social injustice. SfD research has thus only
tentatively linked to potentially-relevant developments
in the broader field of sport geography, such as disci-
plinary surveillance and resistance in sport spaces (Bale,
1993), the contradictory meanings of physical activity
as a ‘therapeutic landscape’ (van Ingen, 2004), the pol-
itics of health promotion through physical activity space
(Fusco, 2007), or emerging non-representational analy-
ses of movement, time and space (Andrews, 2017). This
article contributes to initial efforts to deepen the connec-
tion between SfD and sport geography research through
its engagement with the prison sport and carceral geog-
raphy literatures.

4.1. SfD and Compact Forms of Carcerality

A clear entry point to connecting the prison sport and
SfD literatures is found where similarities exist between
prisons and various other compact carceral sites SfD in-
terventions occur. Indeed, in his research on prison sport,
Norman (2017, 2018a, 2018b) has argued that theremay
be considerable value in comparative research on sport
across a range of ‘total institutions’—such as military fa-
cilities, youth custody centres, and refugee camps—that
share carceral features. Though not explicitly describing
them as compact carceral sites, researchers have exam-
ined the social meanings of sport in a variety of spaces
fitting this description, including camps for refugees and
migrants (Dukic, McDonald, & Spaaij, 2017; McGee &
Pelham, 2018; Spaaij et al., 2019) and various historical
sites, such as mental institutions (Ellis, 2013), Japanese
internment camps in the United States (Mullan, 1999),
and Canadian residential schools for Indigenous youth
(Forsyth, 2013; Te Hiwi & Forsyth, 2017). In cases where
SfD programs have operated in compact sites, carceral
geography offers researchers rich insights for analyzing
the oppressive daily experiences of confined people and

the potential liberatory or punitive effects that sport
may generate.

A notable feature of certain compact carceral sites is
the social construction of time and its relation to space.
Prisoners, for example, experience time both as a fixed
passage of years, months and days (‘clock time’) and in
temporal flows, relating to the monotonous daily rou-
tine of prison life, which may be made to feel faster by
tactically engaging in particular activities (Moran, 2012).
As such, prisoners often speak of ‘killing’ or ‘passing’
time and describe particular spatial and temporal ex-
periences as facilitating ‘hard’ or ‘easy’ time (Wahidin,
2006). In sites of incarceration, “the embodied experi-
ence of time is inextricably bound up with the embod-
ied experience of space, and vice versa” (Moran, 2012,
p. 310). Further, at a macro-level, Gill, Conlon, Moran,
and Burridge (2018) noted that contemporary carceral-
ity is defined in part by the relationship between time,
space, and global structures of inequality, leading to:

The organized warehousing of sections of the global
population forced to wait purposelessly on the mar-
gins of developed economies in prisons, camps, slums
and detention centres in response to global political-
economic conditions. The calibration of carceral space
to accommodate this wastage, over and above aspi-
rations to reform or even punish the incarcerated, is
a hallmark of the neoliberal carceral landscape. (Gill
et al., 2018, p. 190)

Some prison sport literature has engaged with questions
of time, space, and carcerality in ways that may be trans-
latable to SfD research. Notably, some research on prison
sport has identified its impact on the perceived pas-
sage of time as one of the most significant outcomes
for prisoner participants (Gallant et al., 2015; Martos-
García et al., 2009; Norman & Andrews, 2019; Sabo,
2001). At an instrumental level, Gallant et al. (2015, p. 53)
suggested that prison sport programs “may distract in-
mates…[and] positively impact individual mood as well
as the overall mood of the facility.” More critically, Gacek
(2017) argued that sport and recreational activities could
not just help pass time, but also be a form of ‘imagina-
tive mobility’ that could temporarily transport the par-
ticipant beyond the daily frustrations of their incarcera-
tion. Building upon these findings, Norman and Andrews
(2019, p. 462) found that prisoners’ engagement with
sport could facilitate stillness and mental escape, and in
so doing help them “cope with the spatial and temporal
restrictions placed upon them, both in their regular daily
routine and in exceptional circumstances such as being
confined to their cells during a lockdown.” Research on
leisure in prisons (Fortune & Whyte, 2011; Yuen, Arai, &
Fortune, 2012), meanwhile, has highlighted the possibil-
ity for leisure activities to bring prisoners and commu-
nity members together in a shared venture and, in so do-
ing, increase the possibility for carceral spaces to “be re-
imagined as spaces that are vital for promoting commu-
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nity cohesion and increasing social acceptance” (Fortune
& Whyte, 2011, p. 31).

These findings have significant implications for un-
derstanding the experiences of SfD participants living in
compact carceral sites, such as refugee camps. Insights
about time and carceral space raise questions about
both the liberatory and punitive possibilities of sport in
such environments. For example, might an SfD program
in a refugee camp enable participants to experience
time and space in more pleasant ways? Or, given the
global pressures within the SfD sector to produce ‘posi-
tive’ outcomes that may not align with participants’ ex-
periences or interests (Donnelly, Atkinson, Boyle, & Szto,
2011),might an SfD program in a compact carceral space
reinforce the slow passage of time and bureaucratic
spatial management of residents’ daily lives? And, in
line with critiques of SfD’s enmeshment in global forms
of structural inequality and circuits of capital (Darnell
et al., 2018; Darnell & Dao, 2017; Forde et al., 2017;
Oxford & Spaaij, 2017), to what extent does SfD in com-
pact spaces contribute to or challenge “the institution-
alized disposal of time…[and] wastage of human life”
(Gill et al., 2018, p. 190) that characterizes contempo-
rary carceral logic?

A further consideration arises from the possibility for
SfD or prison sport programs to operate as a form of
social control within a compact carceral site. Carceral
spaces, both compact and diffuse, are characterized by
“the deployment of a new range of strategies of so-
cial control and coercion” (Moran et al., 2018). Prison
sport studies (Martos-García et al., 2009; Meek, 2014;
Norman, 2015, 2017) have found that prison adminis-
trators may view sport as a means for diverting pris-
oners’ energy and attention away from their punitive
conditions of confinement, making sport participation a
short-term management tool “with no implications for
the long-term development of the prisoner in terms of
their rehabilitation into…society at the end of their sen-
tence” (Martos-García et al., 2009, p. 86). Further, the
opportunity to engage in certain forms of sport (and the
possibility of this privilege beingwithdrawn)may be used
as an incentive to induce particular forms of behaviour
(Meek, 2014; Norman, 2017), while the instrumental ra-
tionales underpinning sport provision may contribute to
a broader correctional philosophy that sees individual
choice, rather than structural factors, as the sole cause
of criminal behaviour (Norman, 2015). In such a context,
specific uses of sport may represent resistance, however
small, against regimes of control. For example, prison-
ers may participate in weightlifting or bodybuilding to
develop muscular physiques that visibly represent the
threat of violence (Norman, 2017), play sport to demon-
strate agency in the face of inherently disempowering
experiences of incarceration (Martinez-Merino et al.,
2019), repurpose recreation spaces or equipment for il-
licit means (Norman, 2017), or simply shape the experi-
ence of carceral time and space inmore pleasurableways
(Gacek, 2017; Norman & Andrews, 2019).

Historical research on compact carceral sites offers
further insight into the operation of social control and
resistance in these spaces through sport. For exam-
ple, Indian residential schools—which were government-
funded, church-run boarding schools for Indigenous chil-
dren in Canada, operating between 1880 and 1996—
used sport as part of their broader agenda to eradi-
cate Indigenous culture and assimilate youth into Euro-
Canadian society (Forsyth, 2013). Students, who were of-
ten forcibly removed from their families and forced to
endure abusive and austere treatment, participated in
physical training exercises and military drills that were
intended to control their bodies, assimilate them into
Canadian culture, and teach them deference to author-
ity (Forsyth, 2013); meanwhile, boys’ ice hockey, which
flourished at some residential schools, was viewed by
administrators as a way to generate “student compli-
ance, obedience, and discipline…[translating] into well-
behaved,moral, and disciplined boys off the ice” (Te Hiwi
& Forsyth, 2017, p. 82). Yet, participation in sport could
bring benefits and prestige, as well as a temporary relief
from the pains of the carceral experience. As Te Hiwi and
Forsyth (2017, pp. 107–108) noted, despite the social
control impetus behind an ice hockey programat one res-
idential school, “many boys took up the opportunity for
fun, competition, and recreation, and to escape from the
struggles of daily life at the school, albeit temporarily.”
Similarly, for some Japanese Americans held in intern-
ment camps during WW2, participation in or spectator-
ship of competitive baseball matches represented an im-
portant social activity and “a way to deny the oppressive
facts of wartime imprisonment” (Mullan, 1999, p. 17).

These insights on social control and resistance in
carceral spaces provide an important point of connection
with existing SfD research, which has recognized that
sport programs may attempt to socialize young people
into hegemonic values and promote a neoliberal view
of individual responsibility for ‘development’ (Darnell,
2012; Darnell & Dao, 2017; Hayhurst & Giles, 2013). Yet,
there is scope for a deeper investigation of how coercion
and autonomy operate in SfD contexts. Howmight SfD in-
terventions, like sport programs in carceral facilities, be
“both a carrot and a stick…, sometimes being viewed as
an attractive activity for prisoners that can also promote
good behaviour, and other times being withheld, as a
form of punishment” (Norman, 2017, p. 603)? And how
might SfD participants, particularly in compact carceral
sites in which their agency is severely curtailed, find
ways to engage in tactical forms of micro-resistance to
the oppression experienced in their daily lives (Martinez-
Merino et al., 2019; Norman, 2017)? In this vein of analy-
sis, carceral geography’s sensitivity to the ways in which
carceral time and space are embodied (Moran, 2012)
offers a useful entry to considering how SfD programs
in compact sites inscribe the carceral upon the bodies
of participants and, notably, how participants can use
sport in unintendedways to produce spaces that are sites
of pleasurable or meaningful experiences. Such ques-
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tions have begun to be explored in prison sport research
(Norman, 2019; Norman & Andrews, 2019), and would
align well with cutting edge theoretical concerns in SfD
research around human movement and space (Forde
et al., 2017), “hope and social change” through sport
(Forde & Kota, 2016, p. 445), and “questions of social-
ization, identity, bio-politics, and the body [as they are]
produced and constrained within the terrain (both ma-
terial and discursive) of the [SfD] sector” (Darnell et al.,
2018, p. 140).

4.2. SfD and Diffuse Forms of Carcerality

While some SfD initiatives occur at compact carceral
sites, these are clearly the minority of programs. Yet,
there are a myriad of ways in which diffuse forms of
carcerality may be manifested in and through SfD in-
terventions. Firstly, there are impacts of imprisonment
felt by individuals and communities beyond the phys-
ical site of the prison. As Moran et al. (2018, p. 670)
explain, “techniques and technologies of confinement
leach into everyday domestic, street, and institutional
spaces with which both former inmates and their loved
ones…come into contact.” This may be seen in a variety
of SfD programs in Global North countries for ‘vulner-
able’ or ‘at-risk’ (usually young) people (e.g., Bustad &
Andrews, 2017; Nols et al., 2017; Scherer et al., 2016;
Schulenkorf et al., 2016), a group that may well include
participants who have been incarcerated or who have
been subjected to diffuse manifestations of carcerality
such as police surveillance. Further, sport activities are
sometimes used in community programs that exist as al-
ternatives to incarcerating young people (e.g., Joseph,
2015); yet, as Fishwick and Wearing (2017, pp. 49–50)
demonstrated, such diversionary programs, although
avoiding direct incarceration, nonetheless “govern and
direct mobilities—that is, where young people go (or do
not go)…creating ‘liminal’ spaces of semi-confinement.”
Lastly, returning to Gill et al. (2018), spatially—and
economically-segregated slums or urban townships sit
alongside compact carceral sites as spaces for “the orga-
nized warehousing of sections of the global population
forced towait purposelessly on themargins of developed
economies” (Gill et al., 2018, p. 190). Some scholars have
fruitfully examined the deployment of SfD programs in
slums (Forde & Kota, 2016; Willis, 2000), yet critical ana-
lysis of sport, poverty and urban space remains limited
(Gruneau, 2015).

In the SfD literature, Scherer et al. (2016) offer one
of the most significant considerations of diffuse carceral
effects in their examination of an urban SfD program
in Canada. They observed that the young men in their
study were “subjected to a nearly insurmountable set
of obstacles associated with an urban carceral network”
(Scherer et al., 2016, p. 190) and argued that some for-
merly incarcerated men “are still doing hard time in the
‘free’ market as a result of the additional punitive con-
ditions that they are subjected to in the carceral city”

(Scherer et al., 2016, p. 193). Another example of the in-
tersections of diffuse carcerality with SfD can be seen in
Midnight Basketball programs in the United States in the
1990s (Hartmann, 2001). These programs can be consid-
ered a forerunner of SfD, for although “there may not
have been a direct through-line fromMidnight Basketball
to the emerging global [SfD] sector, but they inhabited
the same conceptual and historical frame” (Darnell et al.,
2019, p. 6). Midnight Basketball targeted “poor, inner-
city youth and young men of color” in an attempt to re-
duce crime and drug use (Hartmann, 2001, p. 350). These
programs not only racialized and criminalized partici-
pants, but also created spaces of surveillance and diffuse
carcerality: early iterations featured prison guards as
coaches and police vehicles parked prominently outside
gyms,while programs typically had a significant presence
of uniformed police officers at each session (Hartmann,
2001). Yet, within diffuse carceral spaces such as slums,
sport—albeit, often outside of or in opposition to insti-
tutionalized SfD programs and organizations—may be
part of larger efforts by residents to create local solidar-
ity, advocate for social change, or create spaces that de-
velop collective hope and resistance (Forde& Kota, 2016;
Gruneau, 2015).

Another important characteristic of diffuse carceral-
ity is that the effects of incarceration are “mobile and
embodied” (Moran et al., 2018, p. 670)—that is, confine-
ment can generate bodily practices and comportments,
or what Caputo-Levine (2013) terms the ‘carceral habi-
tus,’ that are carried with individuals after they leave the
physical site. AsMoran (2015, p. 35) explained, “incarcer-
ation has a particular set of prison-dependent, tell-tale
inscriptions [and] the stigma prisoners may experience
after release is to some extent enabled by the ‘lack of
fit’ between these inscriptions and the circumstances of
release.” This revelation has implications for sport prac-
tices within and beyond carceral spaces. For example,
in a consideration of the spatial dynamics of yoga prac-
tice during and after incarceration, Norman (2019) iden-
tified a potential incompatibility between former pris-
oners’ ‘carceral habitus’ and the (racialized and classed)
spaces of private yoga studios where they might seek to
practice upon their release. More positively, research on
Stride Circles—communities of volunteers and incarcer-
ated women formed through weekly leisure nights at a
prison in Ontario, Canada—found that the post-release
continuity of the Circles enabled former prisoners to nav-
igate enduring carceral effects, such as social isolation,
difficulty adjusting to life on the ‘outside,’ and stigma
(Fortune, Thompson, Pedlar, & Yuen, 2010).

In the case of SfD, these insights raise questions
about how sport spaces are constructed in ways that
might create or exacerbate social marginalization. For ex-
ample, understanding how immersion in carceral spaces
or exposure to diffuse forms of carcerality can inscribe
the body in ways that are stigmatizing in other contexts
(Moran, 2015) could enable more nuanced critiques
of various SfD or sport and social inclusion initiatives.

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 187–196 192



Indeed, many sport interventions operate from a ‘deficit
discourse,’ “which positions ‘at-risk’ youth, refugees, im-
migrants or the poor as fundamentally lacking in skills,
abilities or motivations” (Darnell et al., 2018, p. 6; see
also Nols et al., 2017; Spaaij, 2011). In such a context,
how might the sport participation of refugees and asy-
lum seekers, many of whom have extensive experience
living in carceral spaces such as camps or detention cen-
tres (e.g., Spaaij, 2011; Spaaij et al., 2019), be affected
by their embodied experience of involuntary confine-
ment? And how might this carceral habitus interact with
the ‘football habitus,’ or other sport, which has been
shown to facilitate social interaction and engagement by
asylum seekers in sport-based social inclusion programs
(Dukic et al., 2017)? Similar questions might be asked
of SfD interventions aimed at reintegrating child soldiers
(e.g., Dyck, 2011; Kath & van Buuren, 2013) who carry
with them into sport spaces the embodied experiences
of immersion in carceral (para)military cultures from a
young age.

Another pertinent line of inquiry relates to SfD or
sport-based social inclusion programs geared at urban
(often racialized) youth who are criminalized in various
ways (e.g., Bustad & Andrews, 2017; Hartmann, 2001;
Scherer et al., 2016). Indeed, Scherer et al. (2016) high-
lighted how some participants at an inner city SfD pro-
gram experienced and embodied diffuse effects of past
confinement through limited employment prospects and
social stigma; and Bustad and Andrews’ (2017) analysis
of anAmerican Police Athletic League demonstrated how
sport-based social inclusion efforts can be used to at-
tempt to control poor, racialized youth in a broader con-
text of neoliberal carcerality. Conversely, the fact that
leisuremay provide a site for developing intentional com-
munities that endure beyond the period of incarceration
(Fortune et al., 2010) opens up intriguing possibilities for
combatting the detrimental impacts of diffuse carceral-
ity through SfD programs. In either case, such insights
are crucial for better understanding the diverse experi-
ences of SfD participants in order to “connect everyday
lives to the broader contexts of sport, development and
[SfD]…[and] developing an understanding of the com-
plexities of [SfD]” (Darnell et al., 2018, p. 11). Developing
deeper theoretical connections along these lines will en-
hance not only the SfD literature, but also the significant
body of research on sport and social inclusion.

5. Conclusion

Scholars have increasingly argued that we have entered
a ‘carceral age’ that is “characterized by unprecedented
fluidity between forms of confinement, be they state-
sanctioned, quasi-legal, ad-hoc, illicit, spatially fixed, mo-
bile, embodied or imagined, and in which the scale of
deployment of carceral techniques and infrastructures
demands critical attention” (Moran et al., 2018, p. 668).
As has been extensively discussed in this article, carcer-
ality is manifested not only in compact sites of confine-

ment, but in a host of diffuse ways that, to use Foucault’s
(1977)metaphor, ‘ripple’ outward from these spaces and
shape experiences and relationships on a much wider
scale. Coincidentally, the idea of a ‘ripple effect’ has also
been deployed in the SfD literature to describe how so-
cial changes that occur at a local level may have broader
sociopolitical effects (Sugden, 2010). These two very dif-
ferent applications of the same metaphor point to rele-
vant questions arising from this article. Specifically, are
there compelling reasons to build theoretical bridges be-
tween the study of sport in carceral spaces—or, perhaps,
a ‘carceral geography of sport’—and SfD? And, if so, are
there practical considerations for SfD research that arise
from this connection? It is hoped that this article has an-
swered the first question in the affirmative. As for the
latter question, this article offers a number of new lines
of consideration for SfD researchers.

Firstly, a greater recognition of how some SfD
programs occur in carceral spaces, including compact
carceral spaces beyond the prison, will enable re-
searchers to more fully and critically consider the array
of sites at which such interventions occur. Secondly, in-
sights from prison sport and carceral geography litera-
ture may inform more nuanced theoretical analysis of
time, space, social control, and resistance in and through
SfD initiatives. Thirdly, considering the diffuse “mobile
and embodied” (Moran et al., 2018, p. 670) effects of
carcerality in SfD spaces could provide opportunities to
more deeply understand the lived experiences of par-
ticipants and the ways in which sport interventions em-
power or further marginalize them. Finally, by highlight-
ing the links between SfD and diverse bodies of literature,
particularly those focused on prison sport and carceral
geography, this article supports ongoing efforts by SfD
researchers to deepen engagement with critical interdis-
ciplinary perspectives. As the critical SfD literature con-
tinues to expand its theoretical horizons and consider
a wider range of types and locations of sport interven-
tions, there is a great deal of potential for research to
grapple with the complexities of carcerality that may be
present in SfD interventions in diverse global settings. It
is hoped that, by providing an initial effort to link the SfD
and prison sport literatures and critically analyzing them
in light of theoretical developments in carceral geogra-
phy, this article has provided a platform upon which fu-
ture research can advance.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Virtual Spaces and the Business of eSport

eSport originated in Stanford University’s Artificial
Intelligence Laboratory in 1972 as students gathered to
play Spacewar (Li, 2016). eSport has now become a thriv-
ing industry, with revenues reaching $1.1 billion in 2019
(Pannekeet, 2019), and international contests attended
and viewed by millions globally. The primary user groups

engaging and captivated by eSport, both as participants
and spectators, tend to be adolescents and young people
(Hamari & Sjöblom, 2017). ‘eSport’ is used as an overar-
ching termencompassing numerous eSport genres and is
often referred to by synonyms such as gaming, electronic
sports, virtual sports, and cyber sports (Jenny, Manning,
Keiper, & Olrich, 2016). eSport takes many forms in-
cluding first person shooter games (i.e., Counter-Strike),
fighting games (i.e., StreetFighter IV), multiplayer on-
line battle arena games (i.e., League of Legends), real-
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time strategy games (i.e., StarCraftII), and sport-based
video games (i.e., FIFA), all of which are owned and
managed by the game developers and publishers (Funk,
Pizzo, & Baker, 2018). eSport’s (largely digital) poten-
tial for inclusion (dos Santos, Moreira, Coutinho, &
Maia, 2018) lies in its virtual accessibility through on-
line streaming platforms, like Twitch, which have been in-
strumental in the development, engagement, and global
reach of eSport.

When examining virtual spaces, it is critical to con-
sider the, often concealed, gender dynamics to under-
stand what influence they may have on access, en-
gagement, and participation. Within Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs; e.g., e-commerce,
computer games, emails, and the Internet), there is a
known global digital gender divide, with women hav-
ing lower engagement with ICTs compared to their male
counterparts (Huyer & Sikoska, 2003; Wagg, Cooke, &
Simeonova, 2019). Gender specific social and structural
barriers, such as education and cultural practices, influ-
ence access and have led to this disparity. Importantly
for the scope of this article, this divide has resulted in
specific gendered behaviours and practices affecting vir-
tual spaces. Accordingly, it is via empirical analysis that
we explore this gendered discourse within digital gam-
ing environments.

Hypermasculinity embedded in sporting contexts is
not a new narrative. Coavoux (2019) notes the hege-
monic nature of playing video games forms part of the
gendered culture of adolescence reinforcing masculine
domination. The opportunities for males aremore preva-
lent as “for boys, games fit into normal forms of sociabil-
ity” (Coavoux, 2019, p. 3). This has resulted in gendered
differences in gaming patterns (Amazan-Hall et al., 2018;
Crawford, 2005; Vossen, 2018). Therefore, research sug-
gests that women continue to face stigmatisation, dis-
crimination, and entry barriers into new virtual sport-
ing paradigms and gaming networks. Despite scholars
observing the rise and, in some cases equal numbers
of females within gaming environments, the disparity
of experience and treatment reveals contested inclusion
outcomes (Paaßen, Morgenroth, & Stratemeyer, 2017;
Royse, Lee, Undrahbuyan, Hopson, & Consalvo, 2007).
Consequently, the ‘male gamer stereotype’ and ‘cul-
tural inaccessibility’ of eSport has led to discrimination
and toxic practices towards females (Crawford, 2005;
Mortensen, 2018; Paaßen et al., 2017; Vossen, 2018).
This emergence of toxicity and gendered practices con-
cealed within eSport frames the context of this article.

1.2. Toxicity in Virtual Spaces

Online communities and platforms serve many oppor-
tunities to exercise prosocial attitudes and behaviours.
Märtens, Shen, Losup, and Kuipers (2015, p. 2) claim
that “communication channels might be abused to ha-
rass and verbally assault other players” and define toxic-
ity as the use of profane language by one player to insult

or humiliate a different player. Further research suggests
that online gaming toxicity and hostility against marginal
groups does not discriminate and is evident across gam-
ing platforms. KishonnaGray’s (2014) ethnography of the
Xbox Live gaming community, for example, describes sus-
tained cultures of gendered and racially motivated ha-
rassment directed at women of colour who opt to com-
municate with teammates via voice chat. According to
the Scholars Strategy Network, “problems are worsened
by gaming community leaders who claim that gender-
based harassment is a ‘non-issue’ and dismiss their re-
sponsibility for fostering rape cultures,” and warns that
“unless hostile online behaviours are reduced, vulnera-
ble people,marginalised groups, and the public generally
will all be further harmed” (Miller, 2019).

This article empirically exposes the challenges as-
sociated with gendered norms and practices present
within eSport, whilst exploring the utility and poten-
tial for eSport to support Sport for Development (SfD)
agendas. SfD refers to the intentional use of sport as
a mechanism to achieve non-sport development goals.
Actors and stakeholders in sport, academia, the private
sector, non-profit and non-governmental organisations,
government agencies and international organisations,
among others, look to use sport’s potential as a tool to
serve personal, community, national, and international
development objectives (Sportanddev.org, 2019). A crit-
ical component of the SfD movement centres on utilis-
ing sport to achieve the 2017 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), which outline the 17 priority areas such
as peace and security, reducing inequalities, health, and
education (United Nations, 2019). Such goals provide
leveraging opportunities and the legitimisation of sport
beyond its traditional spaces. Here, the eSport industry
has been recognised as a potentially innovative addition
to the catalogue of mainstream sport offerings within
SfD programming (Heere, 2018; Oillaux, 2018). However,
underneath the veil of technology, little is understood
about the quality of experience, that often young, par-
ticipants encounter, especially women and girls. It is this
confrontation of inclusion versus quality of experience
that frames the methodological approach and theoreti-
cal frameworks applied in this article.

1.3. Selling eSport to Outsiders?

Due to the various forms eSport can take, alongside
themultiple platforms andplaying contexts, constructing
a universally accepted definition is complex. Moreover,
there is limited consensus on how to define and classify
eSport (Wagner, 2006). The most comprehensive defini-
tion was provided by Wagner (2006, p. 2) who defines
eSport as “an area of sport activities in which people
develop and train mental or physical abilities in the use
of information and communication technologies.” Yet,
this presents a significant challenge as before eSport can
be utilised or considered in new spaces (such as SfD) it
needs to be further understood and acknowledged.
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The potential of eSport to contribute to the SfD
movement and specific SDGs is slowly being realised.
In December 2018, at the seventh Olympic Summit
held in Lausanne, Switzerland, the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) led discussions about the rapid devel-
opment of eSports and the current involvement of vari-
ous Olympic stakeholders. The Summit agreed that “the
Olympic Movement should not ignore its growth, par-
ticularly because of its popularity among young gener-
ations around the world” (IOC, 2018). The recognition
by the IOC of eSport as a rapidly growing industry has
two consequences. Firstly, it gives credibility to a sport
that is building mainstream capital, and secondly pro-
vides potential new opportunities for both the Olympic
Movement and SfD.

eSport is still evolving as an industry and, formany ex-
ternal stakeholders within mainstream sport, academia
and the SfD sector for example, there is a lack of knowl-
edge and acceptance (dos Santos et al., 2018; IOC, 2018).
Concerns have specifically been noted regarding the
commercially driven nature of the industry compared
to traditional sports’ orientation as value-driven (IOC,
2018). The coming together of sport (in this case eSport)
and the corporate business sector can be a beneficial, yet
challenging, partnership. As we explore, this has conse-
quences for participants when considering how eSport
has exponentially grown (in both business capital and
participation) in the absence of universal governance
structures, and consequences for behaviours that may
cause harm. This lack of regulation may hamper eSports
acceptance as a credible social inclusion platform as the
potential for eSport to be envisioned as an unbounded
‘sport for all’ tool may be questioned. Evidence suggests
that digital and social inclusion, as well as gender inclu-
sivity, are currently fragile within the eSport space.

1.4. Social Inclusion

Warschauer (2004) claims the concept of social inclusion
well reflects imperatives of the current information era
in which issues of identity, language, social participation,
community, and civil society are performed and nego-
tiated. The multiple conceptual framings and historical
considerations of ‘inclusion’ goes beyond the scope of
this article. However, in developing the empirical frame-
work of this research, the following influences and defi-
nitions shaped the nuanced connections made between
social inclusion and the eSport industry. In political and
educational spheres inclusion is about the participation
of all children and people and the removal of exclusion-
ary practice (Armstrong, 2003). Participation lends itself
as the key component to the inclusion paradigm. Yet,
access and alienation are also the key principles of so-
cial ‘exclusion’ (Collins, 2003). Quality of experience and
of inclusion outcomes must therefore position a host
of social justice, equality, ethno-linguistic, gender, and
socio-economic factors (Gidley, Hampson, Wheeler, &
Bereded-Samuel, 2010). It is the aforementioned recog-

nition of ‘quality’ as an indicator for inclusion that drives
this article’s empirical analysis.

From the perspective of sport organisations, gover-
nance, and participation, social inclusion is about fair-
ness, and changing the structure of sport to ensure that
it becomes equally accessible to all members of soci-
ety (Sport England, 2001). This article recognises this
importance of access and participation, though centres
the analysis and critique of social inclusion outcomes re-
lated to gender inclusivity within eSport by using Bailey’s
(2005) framework to map the quality of experience.
‘Quality’ here is important and will be empirically analy-
sed through the lens of social connectivity or, as Bailey
(2005) refers, spatial distances, as well as feelings of ac-
ceptance and belonging, equal opportunities, and em-
powerment. The tension, often seen in sport and SfD,
is the misnomer between equal access and inclusion.
Therefore, Bailey (2005) and Lefebvre’s (1991a) theoret-
ical accounts allow the empirical findings to investigate
the quality of inclusion in relation to gender.

Gender inclusivity and equality is a foundational
development objective embedded in global social in-
clusion agendas. Indeed, this is core to the SDGs fo-
cus on empowering all women and girls and eliminat-
ing gender-based discrimination (United Nations, 2019).
Throughout this article we focus our attention on ‘gen-
der inclusivity.’ Specifically, examination of gender dy-
namics within eSport spaces and related gendered expe-
riences of equal participation, opportunities, and treat-
ment. Often, especially in the context of SfD, inclusion
narratives are supported by the goal of empowerment.
Again, this indicates that access and participation is not a
true reflection of development, unless a social outcome
is accompanied by the act of engagement. This illustrates
the importance of examining the ‘quality’ of experience
as a unit of analysis to investigate gender inclusion and,
more specifically, the experience of girls andwomen. The
notion of social inclusion highlights that the rights of all
should be equally invested in and promoted, and it is the
action (or quality of experience) of gendered inclusion
dynamics that are contested within this article.

Applying Bailey’s (2005) conceptual model of social
inclusion and Lefebvre’s (1991a) conceptualisation of
space as a theoretical grounding, we suggest that so-
cial inclusion in relation to gender is fractious and con-
tentious within eSport, in part due to the multiple and
competing agendas of the industry.

2. Theoretical Framework

Bailey’s (2005) conceptual model of social inclusion can
be understood and applied through a group of social,
emotional, economic, and cultural characteristics that
contribute to the process of cultivating and experienc-
ing social inclusion. Drawing upon the work of Donnelly
(1996), Freiler (2001) and Bailey (2005, p. 76), we apply
the connected dimensions of social inclusion:
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1) Spatial: Social inclusion relates to the proximity and
the closing of social and economic distances;

2) Relational: Social inclusion is defined in terms of a
sense of belonging and acceptance;

3) Functional: Social inclusion relates to the enhance-
ment of knowledge, skills and understanding;

4) Power: Social inclusion assumes a change in the lo-
cus of control.

The fundamental principles of SfD align with Bailey’s
(2005) social inclusion framework, which broadly aims to:
bring people together from diverse economic and social
backgrounds through a shared activity or interest which
is intrinsically valuable (spatial); create or incite a sense
of belonging and acceptance of others, irrespective of dif-
ferences (relational); offer opportunities for the enhance-
ment and development of skills, knowledge, and compe-
tencies (functional); and increase social networks, civic
pride, and community cohesion to enhance community
capital (power). These four components construct qual-
ity indicators or sites of inclusion that require exploration
to question gendered dynamics of eSport participation.

In applying Bailey’s (2005) framework of social in-
clusion, we also consider a deeper exploration of the
inter-sectoral relationship between the commercial busi-
ness entities and objectives of the eSport industry and
how this impacts the quality of inclusivity in relation
to gender. In doing so, we apply a philosophical analy-
sis of space, based on the work of Henri Lefebvre and
colleagues (Lefebvre, 1991a, 1991b, 2003; Lefebvre &
Réguiler, 1986/2004; Sheilds, 1999), as a frame through
which the complex foundations and characteristics of
this unique and largely under researched space may be
deconstructed. Lefebvre’s work surpasses conventional
conceptualisations of space. First and foremost, space
can be understood in philosophical terms (Lefebvre,
1991a; Lefebvre & Réguiler, 1986/2004) and, in this con-
text, takes the form of ideas, opinions, discourses, and
imagination. Such spatial analysis requires the establish-
ment of social concepts (i.e., interaction, identity), meta-
physical constructs (i.e., beliefs, values), alongside under-
standing power relations and spatial (re)production. It is
these social concepts that connect the conceptualisation
of spacewith Bailey’s (2005) inclusion framework and sig-
nificantly advance previous applications by confronting
and acknowledging spatial and relational dynamics with
social inclusion indicators. Often seen as stagnant or
passive, the conditions that both connect and disrupt
the quality of experience are challenged through the in-
tersection of Lefebvre’s (1991a) triad of spatial terms
and Bailey’s (2005) social inclusion indicators. Lefebvre’s
(1991a) three spatial conceptualisations are:

1) The First Space: Thought is seen as an important
philosophical precondition; a metaphysical starting

point for understanding spatial construction. These
ideological framings of a space could be evidenced
(or ‘felt’) in the social dissemination of messages,
ethics, and beliefs. In this case, the coming together
of eSport participants, consumers, and key stakehold-
ers through collective thought and interest.

2) The Second Space:With thought comes the produc-
tion space; the combination of tangible institutions
and structures, and their connections and relation-
ships to individuals, communities and organisations
that form around thought commonalities. eSport pro-
duction involves multiple and diverse stakeholders,
all of whom appear to share (to varying degrees)
imperatives, and form production relations, with re-
spect to increasing eSport’s popular appeal, reach,
and potential.

3) Third Space: Beyond production, we take interest
in eSport as an action space; in which processes of
thought and production affect individual and collec-
tive identity and behaviours. Action comprises of par-
ticipants interacting, establishing groups to belong
and enacting practices within eSport spaces.

Essentially, through Lefebvre’s (1991a) thought, produc-
tion, and action schema, a critical analysis of eSport can
be undertaken. This analysis illustrates internal, exter-
nal, and inter-sectoral considerations as current struc-
tures and conditions threaten social inclusion, feed dis-
criminatory cultures affecting women participants, and
disrupt the lack of uptake by the SfD sector. To this
conceptualisation, Bailey’s (2005) framework provides
four key quality indicators (spatial, relational, functional,
and power) as means to empirically explore the gen-
dered behaviours, attitudes, and actions which have
manifested in each phase of eSports’ participatory evo-
lution. It is this intersection of spatial analysis and
inclusion indicators that allows for this nuanced ap-
proach to exploring gender dynamics, namely by provid-
ing a framework which examines the philosophical no-
tion of eSport spaces, its social construction, and how
this influences the quality of inclusion experienced by
its participants.

3. eSport, Sport Management, and the SfD Sector

In contrast to other sports, commercial business enti-
ties, and stakeholders, eSport has not been widely em-
braced or accepted by the global SfD movement or by
those contributing to SfD scholarly and policy level dis-
course. Importantly, however, it should be noted that SfD
practitioners are starting to cautiously consider eSport
as a viable sport intervention to support social develop-
ment outcomes (Kids in the Game, 2019; Oillaux, 2018).
In Schulenkorf, Sherry, and Rowe’s (2017) extensive re-
view of SfD research undertaken between 2000–2015,
for instance, all virtual forms of sport (video games)
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were excluded. Such exclusion highlighted the lack of ac-
ceptance, implementation, and inter-sectional consider-
ation between these two fields.

Since Schulenkorf et al.’s (2017) review advance-
ments have been made, not only in the level of schol-
arship, but also in the continued development and pro-
fessionalisation of eSport. Sport management has been
particularly active in producing new forms of academic
discourse around eSport (Cunningham et al., 2018; Funk
et al., 2018; Heere, 2018), and the potential of eSport
has been recognised, but not without contestation. With
numerous perspectives globally, there remains a lack of
consensus regarding eSport’s place within the sporting
movement (British eSports Association, 2017; Wagner,
2006). This has legal, policy, and litigation implications
for sport business (Holden, Kaburakis, & Rodenberg,
2017), which impacts eSport’s access into traditional
sporting frameworks and the SfD sector. This lack of clar-
ity around eSport’s status and position limits our under-
standing of how appropriate eSport might be as a tool to
promote social inclusion and gender inclusivity.

4. Method

This exploratory research consisted of two main phases
whereby three focus groups were followed by semi-
structured interviews (Bryman, 2012). Drawing on
Scholz’ (2019) work, we identified primary and sec-
ondary eSport stakeholders, including national eSport
federations, trade unions, game publishers, teams and
gamers, tournament organisers, and media entities.
Additionally, SfD organisations and practitioners (exam-
ple stakeholders outlined in Section 1.2) who plan to or
were using eSport interventions as part of their program-
ming, were invited to attend the focus groups. All stake-
holders were invited to participate via email. Snowball
sampling was then utilised to extend participant net-
works (Lewis-Beck, Bryman, & Liao, 2004). Data collec-
tion was undertaken in 2019 (April to July) and included
81 participants (focus groups, n = 28, n = 20, n = 17;
interviews, N = 16). Diverse stakeholder representation
was achieved (see Tables 1 and 2) and, critically, female
participation was reflective of industry trends (Taylor,
2020; Women in Games, 2018).

The methodological approach to data collection re-
quired utilising multiple tools to extract the level of infor-
mation needed to apply Lefebvre’s (1991a) conceptuali-
sation of space and Bailey’s (2005) inclusion indicators to
our analysis. Therefore, within the focus groups, partici-
pants responded to pre-determined statements focused
on the notion of space, gendered behaviours, and social
inclusion, which encouraged debate and dialogue (Carey
& Asbury, 2012). Other activities included the comple-
tion of persona templates where participants reflected
on their experiences and any challenges faced. Alongside
these organised data collection activities, expert speak-
ers provided multiple perspectives on the industry that
provoked group discussions.

Focus groups lasted between three and three and
a half hours, one was hosted in the UK, with a further
two hosted in the USA. These two international contexts
were chosen due to the national popularity of eSport,
as well as their positioning close to some of the sector’s
most significant stakeholders. Focus group worksheets,
recordings, and researcher reflections were used to de-
termine key thematic areas, which were subsequently
used to guide the semi-structured interviews. Themes
included: current industry practices; notions of belong-
ing and community ideals; unequal participation, toxic
and male dominated environments; and eSport’s poten-
tial to inhibit or encourage socially inclusive practices.
Interviews enriched understanding gained through the
focus groups, and typically lasted between 25–60 min-
utes and were primarily conducted via Skype (Hanna,
2012). All data sources were subsequently transcribed
verbatim and analysed. Analysis was guided by the theo-
retical framework drawing from thework of Bailey (2005)
and Lefebvre (1991a). Open and axial coding (Bryman,
2012) was undertaken independently by the researchers
to develop initial codes. Codes were then discussed and
confirmed by bothmembers of the research team to con-
firm agreement and validity. Pseudonyms were provided
for interviewees and focus groups to ensure confidential-
ity and anonymity.

From a methodological standpoint, the thematic fo-
cus around inclusion exposed and focused discussions
around toxicity which defined much of the data in re-
lation to gender. This focus led to deeper analysis of
gender discrimination and how this manifested within
eSport spaces. The paradox between the ideological be-
lief in eSport, and the quality of experience encountered
by women, girls, and male observers to such practices,
made the SfD element of the research complex and mul-
tifaceted. It was these contestations and critiques of ex-
perience by eSport participants that allowed for a rich
theoretical debate.

5. Discussion

Through Lefebvre’s (1991a) and Bailey’s (2005) theoreti-
cal framework, we examined the complexity of the space
and the realities of gender inclusivity within eSport. The
ideological belief (thought space) is that eSport has be-
longing and community at its core and here lies the po-
tential for SfD. Yet, the fractured industry, fuelled by
a lack of governance (production space) had resulted
in unequal participation and hypermasculine, sexualised
environments encased in tribal dynamics, leading these
digital gaming environments (action space) to subse-
quently enact toxic and discriminatory behaviours to-
wards females.

5.1. Competing Teams? Business vs Sport

The origins of eSport are rooted in the notion of commu-
nity, and all participants identified eSport as a space to
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Table 1. Focus group characteristics.

Titles/Games Mentioned
Focus Group Gender Sector (Competing & Spectating)

1 M = 75% (n = 21) 46%—eSport Industry (n = 13): Call of Duty
London F = 25% (n = 7) • eSport Organisations (trade FIFA
(N = 28) union, private, non-profit, CounterStrike: Global Offensive

suppliers, sponsors) = 6 Fortnite
• eSport Leagues = 3 Overwatch
• eSport Team Managers = 3 League of Legends
• Media = 1 RPGs strategy games (i.e., Final

Fantasy Tactics)
29%—Gamers-University Students (n = 8): Rocket League
• Amateur = 7
• Semi-Professional = 1

25%—SfD (n = 7):
• Charitable Foundation = 4
• International Charity = 1
• SfD Researchers = 2

2 M = 75% (n = 15) 65%—eSport Industry (n = 13): Rocket League
USA F = 25% (n = 5) • Game Publisher = 3 Dota 2
(N = 20) • Live Streaming Platform = 1 Super Smash Bros

• eSport Organisations (trade League of Legends
union, private, non-profit, Overwatch
suppliers, sponsors) = 5 Rainbow Six Siege

• eSport Team Managers = 1 NBA 2K
• Collegiate eSport Director = 3 Madden

Playerunknown’s Battlegrounds
15%—Gamers-University Students (n = 3): League of Legends
• Amateur = 3 Fortnite

StarCraft 2
20%—SfD (n = 4): World of Warcraft
• Charitable Foundation = 2 Hearthstone
• Mental Health Non-Profit = 1 Neverwinter
• Sports Association = 1

3 M = 65% (n = 11) 88%—Gamers-University Students (n = 15): League of Legends
USA F = 35% (n = 6) • Amateur = 10 Overwatch
(N = 17) • Collegiate Team = 4 First Person Shooter (i.e., Call of Duty)

• Professional = 1 Fortnite
Apex Legends

12%—SfD (n = 2): CounterStrike: Global Offensive
• Non-Profit = 1 Quake Champions
• Sports Association = 1 NBA 2K

belong (spatial and relational), as “eSports can give peo-
ple a good outlet and community” (FG 3—USA). eSport’s
initial conception and purpose as a safe space of thought
and connectivity, founded by gamers themselves, has
evolved into a commercial industry. Herein reside com-
peting agendas and new motivations which are con-
stantly negotiated in what Lefebvre (1991a) considered
the ‘production’ or second space. This creates a primary
tension between the competing, yet interdependent,
sport and non-sport business sectors. Unlike traditional

sport, eSport operates through a business model based
around the priority of selling games and growing a brand.
As one interviewee states, “I would say there’s almost
no focus on that [social impact/responsibility] because
there’s such a focus on making money” (Interviewee 7).

The business focus and commitment to commercial
growth has beenwelcomed bymany. Nonetheless, when
considered as a safe, communal space and source of con-
nection (spatial and power), the risks associated with
growth on participants has largely been ignored. This

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 197–208 202



Table 2. Characteristics of interview participants.

Titles/Games Mentioned
Interview Gender Sector (Competing & Spectating)

N = 16 M = 75% (n = 12) 62%—eSport Industry (n = 10): Madden
F = 25% (n = 4) • Game Publisher = 4 League of Legends

• eSport Organisations (trade FIFA
union, private, non-profit, Call of Duty
suppliers, sponsors) = 4 Overwatch

• Media = 1 Hearthstone
• eSport Team Managers = 1 Fortnite

13%—Gamers (n = 2):
• Amateur = 2

25%—SfD (n = 4):
• Professional Sport Foundation = 1
• International Charity = 2
• Non-Profit = 1

has significant consequences for eSport’s ability to be
recognised as a legitimate and safe tool within SfD and,
more worryingly, the detrimental effects on the often
young and female participants who have been exposed
to the culturally inaccessibility and toxic eSport spaces
(Vossen, 2018).

5.2. Thought Space: Opportunity for Inclusion
and Engagement

The philosophical foundations of eSport and its commu-
nities are foundedon ideals, values, and beliefs surround-
ing identity and a sense of belonging. Within these pre-
dominantly online spaces, participants come together
through a shared interest and passion, which “is cen-
tred on the community” (Interviewee 1). This concep-
tual starting point, which Bailey terms spatial construc-
tion, can be understood through the notion of collec-
tive thought. The potential for eSport to create inclu-
sive spaces, with further links to the functional construct
of social inclusion (by enhancing skills and knowledge),
brings enthusiasm and interest from external stakehold-
ers within SfD. As one participant states, eSport is a
“new way to attract younger audiences, links to STEM
[Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths] work…can
drive female engagement” (FG 1—UK). Heere (2018, p. 4)
also noted eSports’ potential within SfD, as in “certain
cases traditional sport might no longer serve as the
most effective hook, and activities such as video gaming,
dance, andmusicmight offer equally effective returns on
their investment.’’

This acknowledgment that eSport could provide a
new opportunity to engage and attract individuals has
led to the identification of multiple points of entry for
SfD stakeholders, as it is possible to “reach a new target
group through eSports [and] Influence the gender imbal-

ance” (FG 1-London). eSport has the capacity to operate
in the absence of traditional gender imbalances and dis-
parity (Kim, 2017) due to the virtual format and its intrin-
sic and reduced focus on the ‘physical’ dynamics of sport.
The capability of eSport to be a socially inclusive practice
was noted during our research, as one participant states:

If you look at it from a very purely physical dimen-
sion, there’s not I guess, those barriers which exist,
which lead to separation in traditional, you know, or
mainstream sports and so it’s interesting to…think
about why that might have happened within eSport.
(Interviewee 9)

Therefore, eSport has the potential to offer an inclusive
environment that is open to all (regardless of gender,
race, geographical location and, to some degree, disabil-
ity and socio-economic status). The digital modality also
heightens eSport’s inclusive properties as the online for-
mat “makes it really simple, it reduces the barriers to en-
try. You can pick it up and play and it’s just easier…amain-
stream tool to spread to themasses” (Interviewee 7). Yet,
the financial capacity of individuals to access competi-
tions and purchase needed equipment may limit inclu-
sion of certain groups (dos Santos et al., 2018).

Although eSport has potential to contribute to the
SfD sector as a tool to enhance social inclusion, some cur-
rent practices and cultures need addressing. Power im-
balances exist between participants and businesses, for
example, influencing the locus of control (Bailey, 2005)
with “exploitative companies. Over promising and un-
der delivering as developers control and own the space,”
there are instances of “sexism being more accepted,
sort of…developers like supporting that culture….The
communities are much more fractured than real life”
(FG 3—USA).
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The contest and interdependency between the com-
mercial realities and priorities of the industry, juxta-
posed against the values and beliefs that eSport pro-
vides a safe space for online communities, resulted in a
fractured reality impacting the relational quality of expe-
rience. Yet, these contested realities were not encoun-
tered by all participants.

5.3. Production Space: Unequal Participation and
Fractured Space

The reality of eSport experiences demonstrate splintered
and disrupted spaces, with competition, exclusionary
boundaries, and tribal mentalities developing between
eSport games and participant groups (Xue, Newman, &
Du, 2019). As one participant states: “There’s very dis-
tinct separate tribes…generally split by game [and] by
company too, so there’s an Overwatch tribe, there’s a
World of Warcraft tribe…” (Interviewee 1). This serves as
an exclusionary structure that antagonises the homoge-
nous and inclusive potential of eSport by restricting, as
Bailey’s (2005) framework illustrates, the closing of so-
cial and economic distances between participants (spa-
tial and relational). Tribalism, via the fractured competi-
tive structures eSport prescribes, explicitly counters the
spatial and relational dynamics many participants hold
as the foundational value of their sport. This tension is
also present when examining participants’ awareness of
gender dynamics and access to online gaming commu-
nities. As one participant claimed: “I wish there were
more females involved as a girl myself” (FG 3—USA).
Displays of hypermasculine behaviours and its impact
were also highlighted:

Early on, you need to really think about how to make
sure that girls feel safe in this world because I know
the gaming industry could probably trot out a few
players and say look we have a couple of women/girls
that play. I mean I’m sure if I say it 90% to 10%,male to
female, I know it’s close to that. I would assume that
it doesn’t feel like a very approachable thing for girls
versus boys. (Interviewee 3)

Safety and a sense of acceptance (relational) is needed
within the space for females to feel welcomed into dig-
ital environments. However, research has shown when
women do compete, they are marginalised or rendered
invisible (Paaßen et al., 2017). Even though there is
a need to address the negative gendered practices,
Neerukonda and Chaudhuri (2018) highlight that tech-
nology has the potential to be a mechanism to achieve
gender equality. If we reflect broadly on SfD objectives,
and the embeddedprinciples to empower all womenand
girls (United Nations, 2019), we might question if eSport
could contribute to help achieve these aims.

It must be remembered, nevertheless, a clear gap ex-
ists between technological usership, digital skills, eSport
participation, and gender. Neerukonda and Chaudhuri’s

(2018) examination of Artificial Intelligence, for instance,
demonstrated the reproduction of human and gender
biases, noting that ICTs are often designed and created
within male-dominated environments (Huyer & Sikoska,
2003). The politics of gender is also an important in-
fluence in this context due to the “global gender digi-
tal divide” where women often lack access to informa-
tion and digital skills (Wagg et al., 2019, p. 1). Therefore,
the resulting gender disparity in digital spaces (includ-
ing eSport) may be leading to the (re)production of tra-
ditional social/gender inequalities, often through the
prism of male hegemony and objectification (Coy, 2009;
Sherry, Osborne, & Nicholson, 2016).

Within eSport, representations of females through
avatars are often highly sexualised in nature, with fe-
male characters being eight timesmore likely to be wear-
ing revealing clothing (Delamere & Shaw, 2008; Downs,
& Smith, 2009; Vandenbosch, Driesmans, Trekels, &
Eggermont, 2017). This highly gendered space is fuelling
traditional masculine stereotypes and cultures which, in
part, is being addressed and tackled by businesses at
the core of the industry. One interviewee from a lead-
ing game publisher states “in our values …as a com-
pany…everything we do is very much focused on eq-
uity [and] inclusion…making everyone feel that they are
equal, and that helps gender” (Interviewee 5). A further
participant highlights the specific structural changes that
are happening within a specific eSport title:

We’re doing a lot of things internally tomake sure that
we are as inclusive and diverse as we claim to be…If
you look at the…diversity of the Overwatch roster, we
have a female engineer on there, Tracer is an LGBT
woman character; she’s super empowered…..There
are somany rolemodels that they’ve embedded…that
I think people have started to identify with and res-
onate with, in ways that never really could have hap-
pened if theywere playing…a game [that] had another
huge roster of white males or women in like skimpy
garments. (Interviewee 1)

This is potentially an example of how the eSport space
is being (re)produced by key stakeholders who are try-
ing to address the gender imbalance and increase social
inclusion by removing the hypersexual depictions of fe-
males (Delamere & Shaw, 2008). This is an attempt to
create in-game role models that may encourage more fe-
males to participate. As Paaßen et al. (2017.p. 13) claim,
the “lack of visible female rolemodels in gamingmay…be
an additional obstacle which keeps female gamers from
visibly performing the role of a gamer.” Even with exam-
ples of industry adaption to reduce the gender-related
differentiation of gaming practices, when considering
the fractured nature of eSport, coupled with the im-
portance of competition and beliefs surrounding who
eSport is ‘for’ (relational), there are significant negative
behaviours and actions evident.
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5.4. Action Space: Toxicity and Negative Gender
Discourses

Gender dynamics have been the focal point used to ex-
plore and contest social inclusion barriers and oppor-
tunities that are experienced and acted upon within
eSport spaces. eSport has developed certain gendered
norms and cultures through which women are made to
feel unwelcome (Vossen, 2018). This is fuelled, in part, by
the nature of eSport’s competitive online environments
and its participants’ anonymity; essentially, the “com-
munity is still anti diversity because it can hide behind
screens. Developers are [at the] centre of control and
need to lead on this,” as “anonymity empowers, enables,
and emboldens toxic behaviour” (FG 2—USA). This has
led to the proliferation of negative behaviours, displays
of dominant masculine cultures, and gender inequality
which has infiltrated and distorted the ideals held in the
thought space.

The contested nature and outcome of the produc-
tion space has led to acts of gender discrimination, which
has been referred to as ‘toxic gamer cultures’ (Consalvo,
2012). One participant identifies “gaming has a bad rep-
utation, especially with female audiences [and] toxic
player behaviour” (FG 2—USA). By reducing acceptance
and belonging (relational), as well as potential interest
from females (spatial), negative gender discourses being
enacted here specifically impede two of Bailey’s (2005)
social inclusion indicators. As “right now, it’s very difficult
for female gamers to enter the eSports scene,” another
participant noted, “…because there are so many neg-
ative stereotypes about women’s competency in gam-
ing” (FG 3—USA). Another interviewee recalls the ex-
clusionary behaviour she was exposed to, “if you’re in
voice chat and you’re, you know, very clearly female,
people may harass you for being female in voice chat”
(Interviewee 9). The culture of gender discrimination has
been seen in broader video gaming throughMortensen’s
(2018, p. 796) research into GamerGate which identi-
fied the “protectiveness of the male space of video gam-
ing.” This defensive, hypermasculine behaviour centred
around collective identity has also been seen in tradi-
tional sports, such as football, and canbe likened to hooli-
ganism (Spaaij, 2008). Notwithstanding potential, eSport
in many ways suffers the same consequences as other
mainstream and corporate fuelled sports enterprises de-
spite the illusion of a new form of sporting movement
and safety via virtual participation.

The toxicity and the exclusionary practices noted re-
sults in a level of concern regarding eSport’s acceptance
by SfD stakeholders and themainstream sport landscape.
The current behaviours paradoxically conflict with the
ideological notion that eSport is a tool that can bring peo-
ple together (relational). As one participant reflects:

I hate to say I think as a community right now, we
are quite hypocritical….We talk about all being di-
verse and from different backgrounds. Together we

are gamers, but then we log on and we’ve become a
different person. (Interviewee 16)

Lefebvre’s (1991a) third space (as applied to the tox-
icity and gender discrimination experienced within
eSport gaming spaces), demonstrates the harmful conse-
quences of inter-sectoral power negotiations that man-
ifest when commercial entities enter eSport spaces.
Whilst online toxicity is not exclusive to eSport, the busi-
ness infrastructure in which it has been sustained, and
evolved from, has done little to prevent, protect, and reg-
ulate against sexism and toxicity within competitive for-
mats and playing cultures.

6. Conclusion

By using Bailey’s (2005) and Lefebvre’s (1991a) concep-
tualisation of space and social inclusion we have been
able to critically analyse and explore the structures, com-
plexities, and realities at play within the eSport industry.
More importantly, we have introduced a new framework
in which to consider the quality of access and participa-
tion in relation to social inclusion. The implications of
this are significant for both the consideration of eSport’s
insertion into new spaces (SfD and mainstream sport-
ing platforms) and the nuanced approach to scrutinising
gender dynamics. This is particularly relevant to exami-
nations of eSport where the spatial, relational, and ex-
periential outcomes are often blurred and distorted by
the contestation between gaming values and brand loy-
alty versus the reality and quality of experience. In many
ways, the intersection of Lefebvre (1991a) and Bailey
(2005) allows the framing of social inclusion to go beyond
access and participation and facilitates a deeper under-
standing and visibility of the concealment andmanifesta-
tions of gender dynamics in eSport and potentially sport
more broadly.

Although this research provided valuable insights into
the gendereddynamics of online eSport spaces, this study
was limited to two global contexts. Due to the relative
scarcity of academic research (dos Santos et al., 2018), fu-
ture studies should look to examine other international
settings and diverse eSport communities to enhance un-
derstanding. Additionally, although this research focused
on gender inclusivity, other priority areas relevant to so-
cial inclusion agendas such as disability, race, and social-
economic status require further investigation.

More specifically, the ideological construction of the
space (thought) and the potential for eSport to provide
a socially inclusive environment for SfD has been exam-
ined.While clear synergies and opportunities exist, there
are tensions and sites of contestation present that chal-
lenge any future partnership. Participants acknowledge
the fragmented and hypermasculine nature of the indus-
try, which is exacerbated by corporate businesses agen-
das, that disrupt idealised notions of community (produc-
tion). Fuelled by anonymity (action), this has led to toxic
behaviours and gender inequalities being created within
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eSport communities. Ultimately, resulting in a contested
depiction of social inclusion within the space as cur-
rent practices, beliefs, and behaviours restrict eSport’s
advancement across spatial, relational, functional, and
power components (Bailey, 2005).

Despite the above critical analysis of eSport’s toxic be-
haviours towardswomen, there is no lack of desire for ac-
tivism from participants who recognise the need for chal-
lenging such behaviours. As one interviewee claimed,
we need to “build campaigns to promote [and] stop
people being so toxic….I think teams need to come to-
gether…and tackle it” (Interviewee 15). Critically, along-
side gender disparity in participation, it is paramount to
acknowledge the underrepresentation of women deci-
sion makers within the eSport industry as “at the top
level and working in industry, very few leaders in eSports
are women” (FG 2—USA). Moreover, as with any other
sector (Kalaitzi, Czabanowska, Fowler-Davis, & Brand,
2017), gender disparity is evident within eSport’s organ-
isational levels and this may affect its long-term efforts
to challenge gender dynamics.

There are, however, signs of organisations and insti-
tutions advocating for diversity and inclusion enhance-
ment (Amazan-Hall et al., 2018; AnyKey, 2019), as well
as specific female participation initiatives aiming to ad-
dress discrimination (GirlGamer, 2019;Women inGames,
2019). Yet, eSport is in a nascent stage of development
(production phase). The current focus placed on stabil-
ising its business models and associated legal and eco-
nomic infrastructures has, significantly, halted focus to-
wards inclusive practices, governance, and gamer wel-
fare. We suggest this requires openness to inter-sectoral
involvement to support developments around gover-
nance and regulation as the current structure appears to
have limited focus on regulating eSport, with growth and
consumerism outweighing the risks of marginalising par-
ticipants. Critically, the ideological foundations of eSport
support the SfD agenda, but in the absence of regulation,
and a universal effort to enhance the quality of experi-
ence ‘for all,’ the blurred lines between inclusion andwel-
fare damages eSports forecasted projection into develop-
ment spaces.
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1. Introduction

Participation in physical activity can be beneficial on
a variety of levels (Son, Kerstetter, & Mowen, 2008).
Research on megatrends in sport shows that increas-
ingly, governments, businesses, and communities are
recognizing the broader benefits of sport (Hajkowicz,
Cook, Wilhelmseder, & Boughen, 2013). Such benefits
include improvements to mental and physical health,

crime prevention, social development, leadership, so-
cial capital, and achieving international cooperation ob-
jectives (Darcy, Maxwell, Edwards, Onyx, & Sherker,
2014). However, national and international sport poli-
cies (Independent Sport Panel, 2009; Sport England,
2016) identify people with disabilities (PwD), among
other marginalized groups, are significantly disadvan-
taged by national sporting systems. For example, in
Australia, some ten years after the Independent Sport
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Panel, Australia’s 2030 strategy has again identified the
marginalized position of PwD as a serious social policy sit-
uation requiring newapproaches to change the low sport
participation by PwD (Sport Australia, 2019). While the
Australian ethos and national identity emphasizes the
importance of participation in sport for all and a ‘level
playing field,’ many groups including children with dis-
ability (CwD) are marginalized from sport participation
(Veal, Darcy, & Lynch, 2013).

The aim of this article is to employ a transdisciplinary
approach to reconceptualize the constraints to sports
participation experienced by CwD. We bring together
two different traditions to understanding constraints:
the leisure constraints framework and the social model
of disability. The specific questions addressed in this ar-
ticle are:

RQ1: What are the perceived constraints to participa-
tion in mainstream sport for CwD, as viewed through
the leisure constraints framework?

RQ2: How are these constraints viewed through a so-
cial model of disability lens?

RQ3: What implications do the findings have for de-
veloping more enabling sports participation practices
for CwD?

To address these research questions, this article will
firstly examine ableism and the social model of disabil-
ity as a lens underpinning the United Nations (2006)
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(CRPWD). We then examine the leisure constraints
framework as a way of understanding the lived experi-
ences of CwD and the perceptions of other stakeholders
towards the inclusion of CwD. The research design is out-
lined together with the frames of analysis. The findings
are then presented together with a discussion of the re-
search questions.

2. Literature Review

An extensive body of research has identified the lower
participation rates in sport of PwD (e.g., Lauff, 2011).
Other studies have sought to understand the difference
between those with disability who participate in sport
and those who do not (Darcy, Taylor, Murphy, & Lock,
2011; Sotiriadou & Wicker, 2014). Similarly, there has
been a great number of studies reviewing CwD and their
involvement in sport (e.g., Shields, Synnot, & Barr, 2012).
Yet, there has been little to no change in the participa-
tion rates of PwD in sport for the last three decades
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2015). This study seeks
to explore whether a transdisciplinary approach to un-
derstanding leisure constraints through a social model
of disability lens can contribute to our understanding.
These two areas of literature are now briefly reviewed
for their contribution.

2.1. Ableism and the Social Model of Disability

It is widely recognized that people living with disabilities
do not experience the freedoms and opportunities in life
to which they have a right, or in the same measure as
non-disabled people. The United Nations (2006, para. 1)
acknowledges this in addressing why it is necessary to
have a convention saying:

Although existing human rights conventions offer con-
siderable potential to promote and protect the rights
of persons with disabilities, it became clear that this
potential was not being tapped. Indeed, persons with
disabilities continued being denied their human rights
and were kept on the margins of society in all parts of
the world.

This includes being excluded from, or at best, kept in
the margins of sport (Darcy & Dowse, 2013; Misener
& Darcy, 2014). Such marginalization is because ability
is at the centre of sport (Darcy et al., 2011; DePauw
& Gavron, 2005). Therefore, the concept of disability
and sport for many is a contradiction. Even at the elite
Paralympic level, disability sport is perceived by many as
inferior to non-disabled sport (Darcy, Frawley, & Adair,
2017; DePauw & Gavron, 2005). The assumption that
sport is only for the able-bodied reflects a culture of
ableism that is even apparent at pinnacle events like
the Olympics, Paralympics, and Commonwealth games
(Darcy, 2019). Chouinard (1997, p. 380) defines ableism
as “ideas, practices, institutions and social relations
that presume ablebodiedness.” The presumption of abil-
ity consequently privileges people with typical abilities
while labelling people with ‘impairment’ as deficient,
and undesirable (Wolbring, 2008). Ableism is different to
disablism. Whilst ableism presumes ability, disablism in-
volves deliberate discrimination of people with actual or
presumed disabilities and their families, friends, and col-
leagues (Campbell, 2008).

The social model of disability challenges ableism and
the taken-for-granted nature of normalcy, rejecting the
dominant bio-medical model understanding of disability
promoted in terms of functional deficit. The social model
makes a distinction between impairments (which peo-
ple have) and disability (social barriers faced; see Oliver,
1996). For this reason, whilst recognizing that many
disability services and allied health professionals look
to the World Health Organization’s 2001 International
Classification of Functioning, operationalized through
the Disability Assessment Schedule (Üstün, Kostanjsek,
Chatterji, & Rehm, 2010), the tool assesses and classi-
fies people according to abnormal body structures or loss
of function. We find the deficit-focused definition linking
disability with impairment is unacceptable. In this article
we argue that a social model approach to disability is a
more appropriate framework to use. This aligns with the
CRPWD that is based on social approaches to disability
that focus on the lived experience, identify the barriers
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facing people and seek transformative solutions (Oliver,
1996; United Nations, 2006).

2.2. Leisure Constraints

Leisure constraints are those factors impeding an indi-
vidual’s participation in their chosen leisure activities
(Jackson, 1991). Leisure constraints have been grouped
into three categories: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and

structural (Crawford & Godbey, 1987). Table 1 provides
an interpretation of Smith, Austin, Kennedy, Lee, and
Hutchison’s (2005) three constraint categories in which
barriers to recreation for PwD are presented by intrinsic
(intrapersonal), communication (interpersonal), and en-
vironmental (structural) categories.

It was from this foundational framework established
by Smith et al. (2005) that leisure constraints were de-
veloped to examine the hierarchical nature and negotia-

Table 1. Leisure constraints for people with disability reinterpreted from Smith et al. (2005).

Category Constraint Definition

Intrapersonal/Intrinsic Cognitive Lack of knowledge about leisure programs, facilities, resources
and other information are required for informed choice

Social ineffectiveness Some people with disability may have ineffective social skills

Health related issues These may impact upon participation

Physical and Some people with disability have physical dependency
psychological due to their impairments, while others may have a
dependency ‘learned’ psychological dependency e.g., attendant assistance

Skill/Challenge gaps As conceptualized in ‘flow’ theory, skill/challenge gaps are
a major consideration in leisure activity choice

Interpersonal/Communication Other people Through socialization skills and dependency, some people
do not have others to participate with, support their
participation or are unable to interact socially

Communication This involves reciprocal interaction between the individual
and their social environments. Constraints can arise between
the sender, the receiver or both. Some people with disability
have impairments that affect communication (e.g., speech,
hearing, sight, cognitive function etc.).

Structural/Environmental Attitudinal This includes negative behaviour towards individuals
(e.g., exclusion, verbal abuse, violence, etc.), paternalism
(e.g., treated as childlike, assumed decision-making roles etc.)
and apathy (e.g., ignoring existence and, hence, inclusion)

Architectural The built environment which includes construction, legislation,
design and planning

Rules and regulations Rules and legislation enacted which deliberately discriminates
against people with disability (e.g., international air carrying
regulations)

Transport For people with higher support needs, there is a lack of
suitable and affordable accessible transport

Economic People with disability experience much higher rates of
unemployment (from the average to 99% depending upon
a range of factors) and, therefore, are economically
disadvantaged. Further, many impairments have additional
costs that must be met by the individual (e.g., equipment,
wheelchairs, personal care consumables, etc.).

Omission This includes all those facilities, programs, policies and
procedures that do not incorporate inclusive practices for
people with disability (e.g., modified rules etc.)
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tion of constraints. The hierarchy’s assumption of a pro-
gression from the intrapersonal to the interpersonal to
the structural has been criticized, with the work on con-
straint negotiations suggesting a more iterative process
(Jackson, 1993). Darcy, Lock, and Taylor’s (2017) com-
prehensive review of PwD’s sport constraints to partici-
pation reviews research conducted in the areas of gen-
der, natural area visitation, elite athletes, and participa-
tion of an ageing population. There is scant reference
to leisure constraints of children’s participation or par-
ents’ perceptions of the constraints to their children’s
leisure (Pule, Drotsky, Toriola, & Kubayi, 2014). There are,
however, studies examining factors affecting recreation
and leisure participation of children from a medical per-
spective (King et al., 2003) and factors influencing phys-
ically active leisure of children (Thompson, Rehman, &
Humbert, 2005). More recently outside of constraints-
based research there have been studies examining chil-
dren with diverse backgrounds in sports clubs (Spaaij
et al., 2019), volunteer perception’s of inclusion of young
people with disability in sports clubs (Jeanes et al., 2018)
and childrenwith specific impairments experiences as re-
ported by parents (McMahon, 2019).

In reviewing the leisure constraints studies to date,
they have focused on either one specific disability type
or compared participation of PwD to those without a dis-
ability. Empirical evidence to determine the range of fac-
tors that are antecedent to nonparticipation for PwD re-
mains under researched, as does understanding of how
the factors that constrain participation for PwD inter-
act to create dynamics of exclusion through ableism and
disableism. This study addresses these gaps to exam-
ine the perceptions of constraints to children’s participa-
tion in community clubs and/or school sport. This study
crosses transdisciplinary boundaries with the leisure con-
straints and the social model of disability to reconceptu-
alize our understanding of leisure constraints within a so-
cial model understanding.

3. Research Design

The research design was informed by an interpretive so-
cial constructionist position (Burr, 1995; Veal & Darcy,
2014). The research is premised on social model (Oliver,
1996) and human rights (Darcy & Taylor, 2009; French &
Kayess, 2008) conceptualizations that sport should be ac-
cessible to all children. However, as the literature shows,
clearly it is not (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010). The
voices of CwD are more difficult to incorporate in for-
mal studies. This research has drawn on the voices of
CwD, parents of CwD, parents of nondisabled children,
schoolteachers, coaches, and sports club officials regard-
ing their perceptions of what hinders the participation
in mainstream sport of CwD. The research was a collab-
orative effort between a not-for-profit disability service
organization which undertook the survey questionnaire
design and data collection, and a University data analysis
team who were commissioned after the research design

and data collection to analyse the results. The organiza-
tion was interested in understanding what inhibits the
participation in mainstream sport of CwD aged between
5–14 years that has been reported anecdotally but re-
quired empirical examination.

3.1. Survey Instrument

The survey drew on best practice methods for online re-
search as guided by Dillman (2000). Two online surveys
were undertaken using the Survey Monkey platform to
distribute a survey instrument for (1) community sport
clubs and (2) schools. The questionnaires for each con-
sisted of the same 26 questions, with wording adjusted
to address the two contexts. The introductory questions
were about respondent category (parent, teacher, coach,
PwD, etc.) and depending upon the response, the ques-
tionnaire then asked specific questions for that category.
For example, parents were asked to respond about their
child’s sporting engagement, including: characteristics of
the child with disability that the parent was respond-
ing on behalf of (disability type; age within 5–14 year
group; gender; suburb; state; regional/metropolitan);
sport played; frequency of participation; whether they
would like to play more often; reasons for not playing
sportmore often; howoften theywould like to play sport.
For the school or community sporting club environment
theywere asked about the state of inclusion for CwD, the
type of sports programs, whether they were accommo-
dating of CwD, reasons for lack of inclusion, a statement
of attitude to inclusion, whether disability awareness
training had been offered, likelihood of uptake of dis-
ability awareness training, demographic questions (age,
gender, suburb; state; regional/metropolitan), and open-
ended responses as to a person’s perception of inclusion
in sport or other comments.

The nature of the surveys was considerate of the so-
cial constructionist approach taken through the open-
ended question where respondents were asked to pro-
vide their experience and further comments. The quali-
tative data provided the rich responses from stakehold-
ers’ perceptions of CwD in school and community sport
clubs. The open-ended responses were analysed to iden-
tify key constraints, and their interpretation through a
social model and human rights lens that is the focus of
this article.

3.2. Population, Sample Frame, and Sample Size

The survey link was distributed by email through the
not-for profit disability service organisation’s clients as
well as via contact with every state school and local
council in the states of New South Wales and Victoria,
Australia. The survey period was from December 2013
through February 2014 and generated interest from 880
respondents (429 responses from Schools and 451 re-
sponses from Clubs). The qualitative responses came
from 170 respondents from the Schools survey and 209
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from the Clubs survey. There were an equal number
of responses received from metropolitan and regional
participants. Responses were received from parents of
CwD, teachers, school principals, coaches, officials asso-
ciated with community-based sporting clubs, and CwD
themselves. However, most participants in both surveys
(74% Schools and 76% Clubs) were parents of CwD, to-
talling 483 responses. Twenty-four participants identi-
fied as CwD under the age of 18 and another 24 iden-
tified as PwD over the age of 18. The most identified dis-
ability group was developmental/intellectual (34% Clubs
and 31% Schools).

3.3. Data Analysis

The findings present some basic descriptive statistics
of the survey respondent characteristics with the re-
mainder of the data analysis being qualitative. In par-
ticular, the respondents were asked to detail any other
comments relating to children with a disability play-
ing mainstream sport. The question allowed for a writ-
ten response to the open-ended question. The analy-
sis was undertaken by combining social model (lived ex-
perience, barriers faced, and transformative solutions)
and leisure constraints frameworks (intrapersonal, inter-
personal, and structural) as outlined in the background
literature (Smith et al., 2005). The data were manually
coded separately by each member of the data analysis
team to follow the constraints framework and then fur-
ther analysed into sub themes based on an exhaustive
list identified in the literature and emergent themes. The
teammembers came together to reach consensus on the
theme and sub-theme categorizations. The themes and
sub-themes were then viewed through a social model
lens, challenging the dominant world view of medical
model conceptualization present in constraints theory
and amodified thematic approach to understanding con-
straints emerged (Veal & Darcy, 2014). A comparison of
the constraints findings and the social model lens iden-
tified similarities and contrasts consistent with the onto-
logical tensions.

The data analysis presented in the findings is struc-
tured differently for intrapersonal constraints as op-
posed to interpersonal and structural constraints. For in-
trapersonal constraints (Section 4.1), Table 2 presents
each of the themes and sub-themes, an exemplar quo-
tation from the data illustrating the sub-theme and the
re-conceptualization of the sub-theme constraint to ei-
ther interpersonal or structural constraints as viewed
through the socialmodel lens. This transdisciplinary com-
bining of leisure constraints and the social model brings
a new understanding to the effects of impairment as
opposed to the compounding nature of interpersonal
or structural disability with the correct supports. The
sections on interpersonal (Section 4.2) and structural
(Section 4.3) constraints are presented as a narrative un-
der the sub-themes.

3.4. Ethical Considerations

An internal Human Research Ethics review was under-
taken by the not-for-profit disability services organiza-
tion prior to the project commencing. The decision to
solicit the views of parents of children with disabilities
was an ethical one. The organization recognized in ac-
cordance with National Health and Medical Research
Council guidelines on research with those from vulner-
able populations and made the deliberate decision to
limit the research accordingly. Provision was however
made to accommodate the voices of CwD, provided that
parental permission was given. The university data analy-
sis team was commissioned after the data had been col-
lected by the organization.

3.5. Limitations

The three major limitations of the study include survey
design, sample bias, and timeframe. All three limitations
are connected. We recognize that the predominantly
quantitative survey included open ended qualitative re-
sponses thatmayhavebeen far better addressed through
in-depth interviewing. Self-selection is always an issue
with samplingwhere theremay be an overrepresentation
of some groups (those with negative experiences) and an
under representation of other groups. Lastly, all surveys
are a limited snapshot of issues covered for a period. This
study had a limited timeframe that included the end to
the year and summer holiday period: December through
to the beginning of February. If resources and budget had
allowed the study would have been strengthened if it
could have been carried out over a full 12 months.

4. Findings

The original work on barriers and the development of
this work into the leisure constraints framework was
used to analyse the online qualitative findings. As Table 1
suggests, all levels of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
structural constraints were present in the study. In using
the constraints framework as an interpretive overlay, the
findings have identified the key themes under each of
those categories.

4.1. Intrapersonal

A child’s impairment or condition was sometimes re-
garded by participants as an inherent constraint, per-
ceived or otherwise, to participation in mainstream
sports. A child’s capacity to undertake tasks required in
mainstream sporting teams, such as following instruc-
tions and adhering to the rules of the game, or their
physical agility or the relative age appropriateness, was
perceived as a constraint identified by some parents.
However, participants recognized that, like all children,
those with disabilities might be more suited to some
sport activities than others.
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Table 2. Intrapersonal constraints perceived by parents with children with disability (developed from findings).

Intrapersonal Social Model
Constraint Description Supportive quote interpretation

Physical
Movement or
Agility Issues

Some of the physical conditions
include wheelchairs users, low
muscle tone and physical body
weakness. Depending upon the
sport, mainstream inclusion
may be prohibited under the
rules of the game. Concern
regard the safety of the child
due to the physicality of sport
was discussed. Some children
are unable to play sport due to
their physical fragility.

“My son might be 13 years old
but he only weighs
12 kilograms and is 89 cm in
height. Could you imagine him
being tackled for a ball?’’

All people are constrained by
physiology and intellectual
capacity to some degree.
We cannot all be elite athletes,
mathematicians, artists or
concert pianists. All people are
constrained by their physical
body and intellectual capacity
as well as their environment.
For people with disabilities a
lack of alternative sport
options suited to their abilities
prevents inclusion, e.g.,
perhaps a child weighing 12 kg
is better suited to an activity
less rigorous than rugby.

Cognition/
Understanding
the rules

Understanding the often
complex rules of sport may be
an obstacle for children with a
developmental or intellectual
disability. Parents identified the
need for one-on-one training
as a key factor in participation.

“Unless the child has
everything explained about the
rules of a sport over and over,
the child will feel angry about
being made to feel dumb when
he still has no understanding of
the game.’’

The social model of disability
recognises the problem arising
from the ableist assumption in
sport that one size fits all.
Inclusive sport acknowledges a
diversity of skills and abilities,
recognising sports can be
modified to accommodate
players (e.g., Tee ball evolved
as a modified version of
baseball) with different levels
of understanding and ability.
Lack of accommodation, or the
provision of one-on-one
training, is a structural
constraint.

Sensory Issues The ability for a child to follow
instructions in an often noisy
environment was identified as
a significant issue for children
with autism, sensory
impairment or sensitivity
issues. Whether the loud
background noise inhibited the
child’s ability to hear and
comprehend the instructions
or exacerbated their sensitivity
through sensory overload the
end result was a difficulty to
understand instructions and
therefore gain skills because of
the noisy environment.

“Loud background music…no
sensory awareness
whatsoever....Unstructured
activities, no visual schedule.
These are the very basic
fundamental requirements [for
a person with sensory issues],
not to provide these did a lot of
damage and caused a huge
amount of stress to me and
my child.’’

A social model interpretation of
this issue recognises that it is
not the child but the noisy
environment or the lack of
structure to the activity that is
the issue. The parent’s
comment of “no sensory
awareness” also indicates an
interpersonal constraint on the
part of the teacher/coach
running a sporting activity
without due consideration for
the needs of all players. From a
social model perspective this is
a structural and interpersonal
constraint.
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Table 2. (Cont.) Intrapersonal constraints perceived by parents with children with disability (developed from findings).

Intrapersonal Social Model
Constraint Description Supportive quote interpretation

Social
Ineffectiveness

Team sports require a large
degree of compromise and
cooperation. Impulsiveness,
anti-social and unpredictable
behaviour and inattention or
daydreaming combines to
make participation, especially
in team sports, difficult for the
participant and the team as
a whole.

“My child’s local school
encourages my son to play
school sport however, he has
never been chosen for the
school teams to play outside of
the school as they see his
behaviour as ‘difficult
to manage.’’’

A social model interpretation of
this issue recognises that it is
not the child’s behaviour but
the inability of the school to
manage the situation that is
the issue. From a social model
perspective this is both an
interpersonal and a structural
constraint.

Life
Threatening
Illness

There is a disconnect between
allowing a child with life
threatening illness to be
involved and making teachers
and coaches aware of the
condition in such a way that
the child remains safe. This is
particularly important if the
child presents with no outward
signs of the disability and look
physically able.

“With a heart condition...the
complication is that the child
can be well and seem physically
able to do all sports, but at the
age of 8 he or his teachers may
not be able to fully
understand/be aware of the
importance of managing his
activity to remain inside a safe
zone (e.g., non-competitive)
but remain involved. This is a
hurdle that I face as a parent of
not excluding him or of placing
panic around his activities but
raising a reasonable level
of concern.’’

A social model interpretation of
this issue recognises that it is
not the child’s frailty but a lack
of understanding on the part of
the sport facilitator of how to
safely include the child in sport.
From a social model
perspective this is an
interpersonal constraint.
However, the lack of
understanding may stem from
an ableist and inadequately
designed teacher-training
curriculum, making this a
structural constraint also.

Health
Condition
Related Issue

There may be issues directly
relating to a child’s health
condition that make
participation very difficult. This
can involve temperature
control or medication issues
and their needs may not be
able to be met within a
sporting context.

“In a town of over 100 000
people, there is not anywhere
my son can go swimming due
to incontinence.’’

A social model interpretation of
this issue recognises that it is
not the child’s disability (such
as incontinence) but the
unaccommodating
environment that is the issue.
From a social model
perspective this is a structural
constraint.

Issues directly associated with a child’s impairment
that were identified as providing constraints to main-
stream sport participation using the leisure constraints
framework are presented with a description of the
constraint and demonstrative quote alongside a social
model comparison of the same issue in Table 2. The im-
pairment related sub-themes recurrent in the data anal-
ysis include limited physical movement, cognition, sen-
sory limitations, social ineffectiveness, life threatening ill-
ness, and health related issues.

Some impairments may be significant constraints to
participation in particular sports. Yet, as evidenced in
the social model comparison, there needs to be care-
ful consideration of whether it is the underlying im-
pairment that is constraining the child or interpersonal

or structural constraints that are imposed on top of a
child’s impairment. It is clear that the ‘intrapersonal’ or
intrinsic constraints presented in Table 2 can be inter-
preted as extrinsic constraints imposed upon the indi-
vidual by the social actors involved in sport provision at
school and club, and as interdependent and overlapping
with interpersonal and structural constraints. For exam-
ple, ‘Cognition—Understanding the Rules’ could be inter-
preted as a lack of provision for children to play in age
groups matching their intellectual development rather
than their actual age. From a social model perspective,
this would be interpreted as a structural constraint of
training and support. This important differentiation is
philosophically aligned to the CRPWD and social model
debate (Barnes,Mercer, & Shakespeare, 2010). This high-
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lights the importance of interpersonal and structural con-
straints for sports participation and is the focus of the
following two sections.

4.2. Interpersonal

Placing a social model lens on interpersonal constraints
focuses on communication and interactional issues expe-
rienced by some people when relating to PwD. Such is-
sues can be isolating for PwD, as one respondent from
the Clubs survey noted “the coach didn’t include him as
he had no idea how to handle our son and his disabil-
ity.” However, effective communication is a two-way pro-
cess where sporting organizations also need to commu-
nicate to those across the diversity of marginality. For
PwD, this may be as simple as providing information in
accessible formats or providing training for coaches on
interacting and supporting mobility, sensory or cognitive
disability. The interpersonal constraints sub-themes re-
current in the data analysis were support for participa-
tion; cotton-woolling; communication; and critical mass
for participation. These are now briefly discussed.

4.2.1. Support for Participation

All children aged between 5 and 14 are reliant on oth-
ers to ensure their participation. Their participation is
heavily dependent on assistance from their parents, car-
ers, or coach to source, fund, and provide transportation.
If there is unwillingness by a third party to facilitate the
participation, then their involvement is unlikely. It must
be acknowledged that caring for CwDwill often be a time
consuming and exhausting role for a parent or guardian.
Sport may be a luxury rather than a necessity for some
children and their families: “I am too tired to advocate for
things such as sport, even though I know it is important”
(parent response).

4.2.2. Cotton-Woolling

Parents may have a natural tendency to protect their
child from perceived and potential discomfort, discrimi-
nation, or exclusion (Oulton&Heyman, 2009). Therefore,
the child’s impairmentmay be used as a constraint or ‘ex-
cuse’ for not participating. As one sport organization offi-
cial lamented: “Even if the club welcomes childrenwith a
disability, the hard job is getting the children themselves
and their parents to have a go and believe they can swim”
(Coach response).

This ‘cotton-woolling’ of children from participation
or perceived failure occurs in nondisabled children as
well but in a disability context can lead to the child not ex-
periencing what parents may consider too risky. Parents
can constrain their child’s opportunity to try new ac-
tivities and choice to be challenged in the activities of
their choosing. Parents of CwD can accept what has been
termed ‘challenge by choice’ in the outdoor recreation
literature (Carlson & Cook, 2007), where with skill devel-

opment CwD can take on the increasingly difficult chal-
lenges within a sporting context.

4.2.3. Communication

Many parents had children with cognitive or multiple
disabilities that had complex social considerations re-
quiring sophisticated approaches to communication be-
tween the child and those they interact with. As one par-
ent response suggested: “I have a seven-year-old with
ADHD, OCD, and ASD [types of behavioural impairments].
He needs help on the social side and communication side
of things more than needing special equipment. Training
in these areas would be great.”

Parents described a multitude of specific needs for
training and education to assist in developing commu-
nication with coaches to ensure skill building and inclu-
sion. A fundamental necessity in skill building is the abil-
ity to communicate with the child and the child to com-
municate back to coaches, referees, and officials. Other
parents who had children with different types of disabil-
ity identified different communication facilitation issues
from speech challenges, children who are Deaf or hear-
ing impaired (e.g., Auslan interpretation), or those who
require easy English. These communication issues also
have a structural dimension as they require economic re-
sources for provision or training of volunteers.

4.2.4. Critical Mass for Sport Competition

Where a child and parent make the decision to play in a
sporting team for PwD, the situation arises where there
may not be enough children to make up teams to allow
for competition or participation. Quite simply, CwD of-
ten lack other CwD for sport participation purposes (e.g.,
wheelchair basketball). In this sense, the issue is interper-
sonal in that a team sport requires other teammembers
to play with. While this can be an issue for children with-
out disability in different geographic areas, it is far more
critical of an issue for CwD when one considers disability
type and level of support needs further reduces the like-
lihood of having other appropriate people to play with or
against as the following quote suggests:

There used to be one team that was entirely made
up of, those with disabilities, but they played against
teams that were younger. This was a bit unfair for
both sides. They haven’t had enough players this last
season and so haven’t played. Otherwise the children
coming through have to compete on a normal [sic]
child’s level. (Parent response)

Critical mass also has a structural element and overlaps
with a significant structural constraint discussed in the
following section. For example, when this is overlaidwith
the number of sports that an individual might want to
play then having a disability specific competition is a sig-
nificant logistical consideration.
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4.3. Structural

Respondents identified a wide range of structural con-
straints specifically relating to their child’s needs and ac-
cess considerations. By far this category produced the
largest number of responses. The structural constraints
sub-themes recurrent in the data analysis included the
built environment, skill development, training, aware-
ness, geographical location, economic barriers, competi-
tion structure, age appropriateness, attitudes, and omis-
sion. These are discussed below.

4.3.1. Architectural and Built Environment

Parents of children with mobility impairments identi-
fied that they faced numerous physical barriers to the
built environment, sport facilities, and outdoor areas.
At their most basic level, these barriers included acces-
sibility to buildings, wider access corridors, door open-
ings, ramps, and toilet/change areas. As one respon-
dent explained “for my son in a wheelchair…it is phys-
ical accessibility—ramps, accessible change rooms etc.
In larger venues (and newer) venues this is often cov-
ered but can be a problem in other locations” (parent re-
sponse). Mainstreaming of the school environment has
produced a gradual improvement in educational acces-
sibility of classrooms and toilet/change rooms. However,
barriers remain within the educational sporting environ-
ment and improving accessibility may not be a high prior-
ity. Sporting clubs are similarly variable depending upon
the age and relative updating/retrofitting of facilities.

4.3.2. Skill Development off a Low Base

Whilst the physical component of the disability can be an
obvious participation barrier, the emotional issues that
are intrinsically tied to children will require significant
support and understanding to ensure that they are not
an obstacle to involvement in mainstream sport. As one
respondent explained, “so far all the different sporting
groups we have tried just cause her anxiety as she can-
not keep the pace of the others” (parent response).

This is linked to the child’s self-esteem and confi-
dence. It was clear from the responses that some par-
ents perceived their children to feel self-conscious and
embarrassed about the extent of their disability or their
attempts in trying new activities. This may lead to the
child refusing to play sport because they do not want to
be seen by their peers as ‘stupid’ or ‘unco,’ leading to a
lack of self-confidence and demotivation to participate in
a sport. Some parents were wary of involving their child
in sporting teams for the fear of further affecting their
child’s self-confidence, where it may be a combination of
the individual’s impairment, skill, and challenge develop-
ment (outlined in DePauw & Gavron, 2005), and the sup-
port of appropriately trained coaches and support work-
ers in assisting the child to gain skill and confidence in a
sporting context.

4.3.3. Awareness and Training

Just as children cannot be expected to engage in
sport without appropriate skill training, so too teachers,
coaches, and physical educators need the skills, experi-
ence, and educational training to be able to adapt and
accommodate people with differing skills and abilities.
Martin and Speer (2011) have noted that physical edu-
cators often receive no training or experience working
with ‘adapted students.’ This was born out in our data
with one teacher-respondent admitting “teachers often
receive training on how to cater for students with disabil-
ities in their classrooms, but don’t usually receive train-
ing on how to include CwD in sport at school.” This gap
in undergraduate teacher training represents a structural
constraint that hinders the participation of CwD in school
sport. Parents recognized the lack of awareness or knowl-
edge that teachers and coaches have about disability and
sport: “It could make a significant difference if at least
one person in the club was skilled and knowledgeable to
act as a contact tomodify or adapt current sportingmod-
els/activities to suit the ability/knowledge/experience of
children with a disability” (Club response).

4.3.4. Attitude of Others

Given the social stigma associated with disability, it was
not surprising that negative attitudes of people towards
CwD and their parents was identified as a significant
deterrent to participation in mainstream sport. These
were attitudes of other parents, non-disabled children,
coaches, teachers, or school administration. Parents and
CwD can quite often be the target of direct and indi-
rect discrimination by other stakeholders. While it might
be possible to ‘get in the door’ it might be far harder
to be ‘accepted’ and included in the ‘sporting family’
by others. The effect on the child or parent of nega-
tive attitudes of others can range from non-participation
through to a feeling of despair and worthlessness. One
respondent with disability noted “the attitude of other
students towards me having a disability has affected my
attitude towards participating in sport. Staff have been
supportive, however students have not always been”
(CwD response).

Parent and children respondents also noted that
other parents contribute to negative attitudes. Parents
can be judgemental about their own child’s ability or, if
they are a parent of a child without disability, critical of
the inclusion of CwD in any sense. As one parent from
the Clubs survey explained: “They are not capable of do-
ing the same things as normal kids. So, I think they should
play with other disabled children.”

4.3.5. Awareness of Sporting Activities

Some parents of CwD felt that they lacked knowledge
and awareness of just what sports were available for
their children: “As a parent it can be hard to know what
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clubs offer and if they are willing to teach children with
a disability.” Given the capacity issues of sports clubs,
this omission of providing information to the commu-
nity about inclusion of CwD within club activities may
be understandable. However, it also demonstrates the
unchallenged, ableist culture that privileges those with-
out disabilities and ignores those with disabilities. Such
omissions within the school environment are unaccept-
able. Parents should be able to expect to be informed of
wider, inclusive, or mainstream sport opportunities for
their children. Yet, often they are just told that their child
cannot be catered for.

4.3.6. Geographic Location of Activities and Transport

The geographical location of the sport in relation to
where the family lives was cited as an issue for parents
of CwD:

At present in [withheld for anonymity] region of
Melbourne there is nothing offered for my children
who have Autism and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder. It is sad because they are very active kids and
must miss out because [they] do not fit mainstream
clubs. (Parent response)

Whether the child resides in a large capital city or re-
gional/country town, the issue of geographical accessibil-
ity to the participant raised a number of spin off issues,
including transportation, cost, and travel time. The issue
is compounded by the fact that there is so little main-
stream sport on offer and a lack of information as towhat
is available.

4.3.7. Economic Barriers

As with other constraint-based studies, a significant lim-
iting factor in children’s participation is the issue of af-
fordability and the cost of activities and transportation.
Disability can impose extra cost on a family and the ex-
tra financial impositions of a child with a disability in ac-
commodation, personal care, and equipment will have
an impact on the family. This may mean that the ‘luxury’
of a sporting activity involvingmembership and/or equip-
ment costs is simply not possible: “It always comes back
to a user pays system. Unfortunately, families with kids
whohave disabilities don’t have anything left to paywith”
(parent response). Sports clubs often run on a very tight
budget and the cost of equipment may be prohibitive:

Cost is the biggest impediment; specialized equip-
ment can be expensive. Adequate training for club
members is not always available; online training is
not always suitable/adequate. Volunteers and car-
ers at the club need to be flexible with their time
to make our Inclusive Participation Program work.
(Coach response)

4.3.8. Flexibility

An ableist lack of flexibility in modifying sport to accom-
modate ability differences was identified as a structural
constraint to participation of CwD in sport. The data
showed that there was a lack of flexibility in sporting pro-
grams to accommodate and adapt to the abilities of CwD.
Without such adaptations, many children are excluded
from sport:

The sport that my son has been involved in has been
as a result of me pushing for his inclusion and sup-
porting him to do so. The school seems unable to see
past regular sports to adapting sports for all children.
(Parent response)

4.3.9. Sport Competition Structure

A key emerging theme was the issue of team sports and
their competitive nature. An ableist priority placing com-
petition and winning before fun and participation was
raised alongside negative attitudes towards CwD. From
parents to coaches, there was a general acknowledge-
ment that up until the junior adapted game rules change
to a competition, the focus was on participation and fun.
A distinct shift in the mind-set of parents, coaches and
participants results in sporting teamsmoving the empha-
sis from fun and participation to winning and competi-
tiveness: “The main concern is that younger children are
fine in competitions but as the mainstream children get
older they get more competitive so it is an issue having
children with a disability in their team when they want
to win” (parent response).

Some parents expressed that their children felt less
able, comfortable, and confident or accepted in the team
when the sole outcome is to win rather than participate.
Parents also expressed that they felt uncomfortable with
the children playing in a mainstream sporting team as
they may feel like they are ‘letting the team down’ com-
petitively. One suggestion offered by a sporting organiza-
tion was the need for a second tier of competition that
was fun, social and allowed for skill building: “All sport-
ing leagues should be encouraged to offer ‘social’ com-
petition for juniors….They just want to play a game each
week” (Coach response).

This has appeal to not only CwD but also other chil-
dren that are not interested in intense training and the
competitive nature ofmany sporting pursuits. Thiswould
mean more children were able to compete and the is-
sue of ‘supply’ for individual teams and competitions in-
creased. Kanagasabai, Mulligan, Hale, and Mirfin-Veitch
(2018) similarly argue non-competitive, adaptive sports
for CwD could improve sport participation experiences.

4.3.10. Age Appropriate Structure

CwD are sometimes faced with participating in activities
thatmight not be age-appropriate because of their physi-
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cal or intellectual abilities. This can create issues within a
sporting context as it does for some contact sportswhere
children mature at different rates. Age appropriate struc-
ture within mainstream sport may benefit those for ex-
ample, with an intellectual disability, to compete on a
level where their development age rather than their ac-
tual age is taken into consideration. The problem how-
ever can evolve when the child’s physical size becomes
an issue within a team both in terms of safety and accep-
tance by their peers and other parents:

When my child was younger, we had permission for
him to stay in a younger age group to compete as he
got older and reached early teens he was too old and
tall to still compete at the younger age level. Since
then he has missed out on competitive sporting ac-
tivities. (Parent response)

4.3.11. Omission

Amongst parents there was a belief that it was often too
hard for sports clubs to include their children. Omission,
whether intentional or otherwise is a major constraint
to participation: “There is no appeared effort on inclu-
sion. Sports clubs are not welcoming of CwD out of fear
or presumed cost and effort” (parent response). Parents
acknowledged that clubs were run by volunteers and
that even with the best intentions of a club or organiza-
tion the volunteers are time poor and over stretched. An
ableist fact is that including CwD is not even thought of
and when parents approach clubs and schools they are
often greeted with a blank look that it just has not even
been considered.

5. Discussion

Three research questions were posed in the introduction
to this article. This section looks to address these ques-
tions and poses some implications for sports participa-
tion by CwD.

RQ1: What are the perceived constraints to participa-
tion in mainstream sport for CwD?

The findings presented in this article demonstrate the ap-
plicability of the constraints framework outlined in Smith
et al. (2005). However, based on the findings the authors
have transposed the hierarchical order of the frame-
work. Clearly, there is a variety of constraints hindering
the participation of CwD in mainstream sport. Yet, it is
external constraints (Structural and Interpersonal) that
present disabling barriers to sport participation for CwD.
The three core components of leisure constraints can be
concentrated into just two (Structural and Interpersonal)
when the spotlight is turned away from the child and
onto the environment within which they live. The over-
lap and interaction of the constraints is also an important
finding, demonstrating the complexity of the issue.

RQ2: How are these constraints viewed through a so-
cial model of disability?

The second theoretical lens that was employed in
the data analysis was the social model of disability.
Complementary to leisure constraints, social model un-
derstandings focus on the lived experience of PwD, iden-
tify the barriers, and seek transformative solutions. The
findings have shown that the constraints are disabling for
CwD and therefore the concept of equality is not straight-
forward. To treat everyone equally, according to a formal
equality model has limitations because it disregards dif-
ference (Kayess & French, 2008). Treating PwD equally
may require special considerations, accommodation, and
therefore different treatment. Substantive equality is an
approach that remedies the imbalance caused by dif-
ference. Substantive equality compensates for histori-
cal disadvantage and takes steps to eliminate conditions
that perpetuate discrimination. Substantive equalitymea-
sures include the implementation of institutional system
changes—such as designated quotas or affirmative action
for minority groups to increase their participation in em-
ployment or education (French & Kayess, 2008). The in-
troduction of substantive equalitymeasures has been rec-
ognized by the United Nations Human Rights Committee
as a pre-condition for achieving equality for PwD (United
Nations, 2006). An understanding of substantive equality
should inform the discussion of how to facilitate access
for CwD into mainstream sporting activities.

RQ3: What implications do the findings have for de-
veloping more enabling sports participation practices
for CwD?

Several suggestions for enabling CwD to participate in
sport were offered in the findings. These are now dis-
cussed. Playing in a sporting team for all children can add
to a sense of belonging. Being part of a team for CwDwas
noted by parents as especially important and viewed as
a means of broader acceptance by their peers. The par-
ticipation in sport enabled participation in new relation-
ships. The spin off effects from playing sport may include
improved physical health, emotional well-being, learn-
ing/cognition, and self-esteem (McConkey, 2016). In ad-
dition to new friendships outside of the sporting arena
and ties to the broader community in which the families
live, the sense of belonging may also extend beyond the
CwD and include their parents and siblings. Disability can
be isolating due to the extra work encountered and the
consuming nature of care. Developing friendships for the
child and the family may, therefore, be more difficult to
achieve. A shared pursuit like a sporting team may help
to bridge the isolation for all members of the family.

A solution offered from a respondent was the intro-
duction of social sport, a new tier of participation, to the
various sporting codes. Recognizing that many adults en-
joy playing social sport, the introduction of social sport
may provide a framework for ensuring all children can
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play. Awareness and training emerged across the three
key themes in the findings. Many respondents were un-
aware of the available sporting facilities and programs.
A centralized database or register of what sporting activ-
ities were available and an indication of the suitability to
particular disabilities would help parents access the rele-
vant information. It would also be a means by which dis-
ability service staff and rehabilitation professionals could
familiarize themselves, as Martin (2013, p. 2030) has
urged, “with local disability friendly exercise facilities and
adapted sport programs” to enhance access to sporting
opportunities.

Researchers have noted the benefit of multi-
dimensional leisure-goal focused interventions with
adolescents with disabilities, negotiated in conjunction
with family, the adolescent, and recreation professionals
(Ahmed et al., 2018; Imms, Mathews, Richmond, Law, &
Ullenhag, 2015). For example, Imms et al. (2015) found
that rehabilitation professionals are well placed to sup-
port people to identify realistic sporting aspirations and
plan strategies for achieving such goals through envi-
ronmental adaptations to improve access, devices to
facilitate or enhance participation, and also to advocate
where necessary with family or sporting organizations to
support young people to achieve their goals.

Cost was cited by parents as a barrier to participa-
tion. At the time of writing this article, the New South
Wales Government (2018, para. 5) announced the Active
Kids initiative, which provides “$100 for every child to-
wards the cost of sports registration, membership ex-
penses and fees for physical activities such as swimming,
dance lessons and athletics”. In addition to this, many
Western nations have adopted individualized funding
packages. For example, a National Disability Insurance
Scheme (n.d.) where recreation supports including sport
are recognized. Specifically identified in NDIS recreation
and sport supports are specialized sporting equipment,
personalized assistance, assistance to travel to recre-
ation, and assistance for organizations to adjust the spe-
cific needs of the individual. Time will tell how these ad-
ditional structural resources improve the participation of
CwD in sport andwe look forward to having access to this
data when it becomes available. However, a database of
relevant grants and financial resources might also prove
to be a valuable tool.

Although a strong local knowledge of sporting pro-
grams as referral options is valuable, allied health pro-
fessionals can play an important part in facilitating par-
ticipation of CwD in sport activities (McConkey, 2016).
McConkey (2016) encourages the use of person-centred
assessment tools to refocus attention on the CwD’s tal-
ents and aspirations rather than their deficits. He points
to the complementary nature participating in sport has
to therapeutic and care practices and calls practitioners
to take up the challenge to change current practice by
emphasizing processes that will enrich participants’ lives.
McConkey (2016, p. 296) claims that “a re-appraisal of
the training curriculum of health and social care profes-

sionals in relation to sports participation is required and
a revised understanding of how this might be initiated
and sustained.”

Training, education, and ongoing support of clubs to
help understand how children may be better included in
mainstream sport were valuable actions to progress par-
ticipation rates and retention levels. Further, this train-
ing would help to address attitudinal barriers which are
still evident in schools and sporting clubs. Research on
Special Olympics coaches (MacDonald, Beck, Erickson,
& Côté, 2016) confirms the merit of specific train-
ing for coaches of athletes with intellectual disabilities.
Establishing ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger, 1998)
and mentoring are recommended for improving skills of
coaches working with people with intellectual disabili-
ties, through the sharing of knowledge and experience.
We echo the call of Thompson, Fisher, Purcal, Deeming,
and Sawrikar (2011) for further research to identify the
factors that might generate a positive change in attitude
towards the inclusion of CwD in sports and other physi-
cal activities.

6. Conclusion

This article has provided an exploratory attempt at exam-
ining perceptions of constraints facing CwD in commu-
nity and school sport. Research shows that PwD partici-
pate less in sport generally and substantially less in regu-
lar organized sport than the general population. In coun-
tries that are signatories to the CRPWD and have anti-
discrimination legislation, this article has provided ev-
idence of the substantially disabling sporting environ-
ment confronting CwD. Through transdisciplinarity, we
have brought together two separate frameworks, both
with substantial traditions in their own field, to create a
new understanding of how people with impairments can
be supported (disability type or level of support need;
see Darcy, Lock, et al., 2017) in the sporting environment.
What was once thought of as intrapersonal, is reconcep-
tualized as interpersonal and structural to increase the
participation of CwD in mainstream sport. With a raised
awareness of disabling barriers and armed with local
knowledge of financial resources available, campaigns
promoting the inclusion of CwD in sport and profes-
sional knowledge regarding strategies for adapting sport-
ing programs in schools and clubs should make a posi-
tive difference rather than the experiences identified by
stakeholders in this study.

Government and sport associations have an impor-
tant role to play with schools and clubs in the education
and training process, of families, sporting organizations,
and particularly of coaches. The sooner CwD can partici-
pate in sport with their nondisabled peers at school and
in their community clubs, the more likely these gaps in
participation will lessen. However, if parents are unable
or have ongoing difficulty finding inclusive and welcom-
ing sporting opportunities for their children then the par-
ticipation rates are unlikely to improve in the short to
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medium term. As identified, individualized funding pack-
ages offer material support for sport that have the po-
tential to address a series of the structural constraints
identified. Hopefully, the social model lens has provided
a greater understanding that many impairment-related
constraints are not internally located with the child but
can be challenged through interpersonal support and
structural changes within schools and clubs.
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1. Introduction

For the last 20 years, the organization of mega sport
events has been associated with the ambition to leave
a legacy (Preuss, 2019). Since the 2012 London Games,
having a specific and detailed Paralympic and Olympic

legacy plan has become a prerequisite for candidate
cities (Leopkey & Parent, 2012). Inclusiveness has there-
fore become a crucial goal for every organizing commit-
tee. Thus, new big events, such as the Paris bid for the
2024 Olympic and Paralympic Games, made the inclu-
sion of disabled people a major priority. Tony Estanguet,
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President of the Paris 2024 Committee, explained that he
wished “to use theGames as part of a project to create an
inclusive and humanly connected society, which gives ev-
erybody a chance” (Paris 2024, 2019). The 2024 Games
must therefore reinforce the actions taken by the French
government aiming to “make the practice of sports both
inclusive and accessible” (Paris 2024, 2019).

In order for this to happen, four main goals have
been defined in line with those promoted for the 2012
London Games and 2016 Rio Games. The first one
aims to transform the way in which disabled people
are perceived. The second goal concerns the issue of
accessibility to all sport equipment and to the entire
Olympic and Paralympic village. The third goal is to in-
crease the number of memberships to sports federa-
tions by 20%—including those which are specifically ori-
ented toward disabled people—while doubling the of-
fer of timeslots available to disabled people on a na-
tional scale. Finally, the fourth goal is to develop a centre
of excellence for Paralympic sports in the aftermath of
the Games.

How can these ambitions, proclaimed during the bid
process, be achieved? How can the research concern-
ing the legacy of previous Games help to conceive and
construct an inclusive legacy for the next Paralympic
Games? The aim of this article is to review existing lit-
erature on this topic anew, by historically analysing the
institutionalization of the Paralympic movement. Our re-
search stems from a contradiction: How can we recon-
cile the Paralympic Games’ legacy, which mainly focuses,
in a spirit of sporting performance, on the least disabled
groups, with the larger goal of including a heterogeneous
group? In other words, how can big sporting events pro-
mote an inclusive legacywhen they focus on a small num-
ber of elite athletes?

In order to answer this research question, we pro-
pose an integrative review of literature with the aim of
combining the different existing perspectives and pro-
duce a critical analysis (Snyder, 2019). A non-systematic
compendium of research articles, books and book chap-
ters, published in in English or in French, offers the pos-
sibility to create a critical qualitative analysis by topic
(Torraco, 2005). The goal of this analysis is to highlight
the obstacles encountered and subsequently overcome
in the creation of major global disability sport events
with the aim of gaining a new outlook on the inclusive
legacy of the Games. In order to do this, we began by
outlining the topics that constitute our literature review:
1) the historical structuring of the sporting movement
for disabled people; 2) evaluating the inclusive impact
of the Paralympic Games’ legacy (1989–2020) through
high level performance, representations in the media,
and through the effects on promoting access for every
type of public to sports clubs.

We will begin here by reviewing the structuring of
the Paralympic movement while highlighting the difficul-
ties generated by the bid to take into account disabili-
ties in all their diversity. Far from being a homogenous

group, disabled people show a heterogeneity to which
the legacy of major sporting events will likely have trou-
ble responding in a uniform manner, particularly if we
consider that high level competition naturally produces
more exclusion than inclusion. Next, we will focus on the
three main objectives of the immaterial legacy in order
to grasp the extent to which they can answer the inclu-
sive ambitions they claim to aim for.

2. Access to the Olympics (1960–1989): Difficulties and
Politico-Institutional Necessities of Bringing
Disabilities Together

The history of the institutionalization of the Paralympic
movement is marked by the diverging outlooks of the
people involved in its development on both national
and international levels (Ruffié, Ferez, & Lantz, 2014).
The sport activities in the years 1940 to 1960 as a
means of re-education for those with physical impair-
ments (Anderson, 2003), were progressively structured
into a competitive practice (Legg & Steadward, 2011).
The year 1989 marked a milestone with the recognition
of the International Paralympic Committee (IPC) by the
International Olympic Committee (IOC). The IPC grouped
together the main sport federations of disabled people.
However, this sportivisation, which began in the 1960s,
led tomany questions during the following decades, con-
cerning notably the multiplicity of disabilities and how
they were taken into account. A double perspective for
inclusiveness thus came to bear, both in order to allow
sport participation for disabled athletes, but also to pro-
mote the inclusion of the varied groups of people living
daily with physical, sensory and intellectual deficiencies.
How can the legacy of high-performance sport, which is
selective by nature, be reconciled with the inclusion of a
diverse community that can sometimes be very distant
from physical excellence?

2.1. From Functional Rehabilitation to Competitive
Sports

The development of physical and sport activities for dis-
abled people is organized, both nationally and interna-
tionally, from two specific perspectives linked to the
profile of those involved: doctors or disabled people.
Depending on the country, and the promoters of dis-
abled sports, two competing outlooks were developed
and then turned against each other during the early
days of the internationalization of the Paralympic move-
ment. In certain countries, such as England, Japan or
Italy, doctors took a firm grasp of sport activities which
were seen as an additional tool in the rehabilitation pro-
cess (Goodman, 1986). In other countries, such as France,
Germany, Austria, Switzerland or Slovenia, it was dis-
abled people themselves, often wounded at war, who
organized themselves in an attempt to escape from this
initial rehabilitative perspective, and instead produce a
sportivisation of the movement.
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The first initiative in this matter was the one car-
ried out by Ludwig Guttmann (Brittain, 2011). As a neu-
rosurgeon, specialized in spinal injuries and working
for the Stoke Mandeville hospital, Guttmann created a
physical activity program for young war-wounded sol-
diers. Having been faced with numerous medical com-
plications, but also with high suicide rates linked to
depression and posttraumatic stress (Anderson, 2003),
Guttmann decided to propose sport games to his pa-
tients to rekindle their will to live but also as a reha-
bilitative process (Gold & Gold, 2007). In this manner,
physical activities represented, in Guttmann’s mind, a
medical device aiming to increase the physical capaci-
ties of wheelchair users. In this period of post-war re-
construction, the goal was to re-adapt these individuals
to society by finding ways to compensate for their dis-
abilities in order to play once more an active part, no-
tably through work (Anderson, 2003). On 28th July 1948,
Guttmann inaugurated the first StokeMandeville Games,
which progressively became an international event for
wheelchair users. These sport events, defined through a
medical perspective (Bailey, 2008), were also an opportu-
nity for medical specialists to meet and exchange ideas
on the subject of rehabilitation through the use of physi-
cal activities.

Other initiatives, carried by individuals touched by
disability, emerged during the 1950s. Although the goals
of these different initiatives were initially similar, the
people concerned and the public aimed at were differ-
ent. For Guttmann, physical activity should only be re-
habilitative, from a medical perspective, and only con-
cerned people in wheelchairs. In this outlook, he was
quite representative of the promoters, principally pro-
fessionals from the medical sector, who made proposi-
tions “for others,” without being concerned themselves
by any form of disability (Laville & Sainsaulieu, 1997).
For those who were directly affected by war generated
disabilities, the perspective was different. They had to
suffer the physical, psychological and social difficulties
linked to their disabilities. As both beneficiaries and pro-
moters of physical activity, they immediately took into
consideration the benefits of physical activity for every
physically disabled person, regardless of the nature of
the disability. These two perspectives, typical examples
of the various initiatives around the world, confronted
each other in the 1960s. The international development
of disability sports and the institutionalization of the
Paralympic movement, such as they are today, are a re-
sult of this confrontation.

The Rome 1960 ‘Olympic Games for Physically
Disabled People,’ according to the designation of the
time, constituted a turning point in the sportivisation
process. The annual competitions set up since 1948 by
Guttmann with the Stoke Mandeville hospital were, for
the first time, transferred to the same site and the same
year as the Olympic Games (Ruffié & Ferez, 2013). These
Games provided the opportunity to show wounded bod-
ies in a prestigious Olympic arena. They were also an oc-

casion for assembling all the different international lead-
ers of disabled sports, which led to the creation of an
International Working Group on Sports for the Disabled.
However, therewere disagreements betweenGuttmann,
representing the doctors, and some leaders who were in
favour of a sportivisation of the movement. For the for-
mer, the rehabilitative orientation should remain central
and, if competition were to be introduced, it should only
concern those people who used wheelchairs. For the lat-
ter, the goal should be to organize international sport
competitions which would be open to all types of disabil-
ity (Ferez, Ruffié, & Bancel, 2016).

Guttmann created the International StokeMandeville
Game Committee in 1959, which became the Inter-
national StokeMandevilleWheelchair Sport Federation in
1960, in order to organize competitions and to popularize
his model. In 1964, for the second edition of the Olympic
Games for the Physically Disabled, which took place in
Tokyo, the World Veteran Foundation decided to play an
active role. It was a way for them to provide support for
those wounded during war and to consolidate their im-
plication within sports for the physically disabled, initi-
ated several years earlier through their help in organizing
the Stoke Mandeville Games (Ruffié et al., 2014). During
the Tokyo Games, the International Working Group on
Sports for the Disabled became the International Sport
Organization for the Disabled, a federation that repre-
sented amputees, visually impaired people, those with
cerebral palsy, as well as the ‘others’ category. Both
of its first two chairmen came from the World Veteran
Foundation. Although both federations regrouped the
same leading people, it was a way for the World Veteran
Foundation to put brakes on Guttmann and to introduce
a newoutlook, onewhichwas in favour of granting access
to competitions to any person living with a disability. The
first two editions of the Olympic Games for the Physically
Disabled were nevertheless tinted by Guttmann’s medi-
cal and paternalistic perspective (Bailey, 2008). In Rome,
the opening of the event took place in the presence of
the minister for health, and in Tokyo, the athletes were
presented as patients (Frost, 2012).

2.2. From Games for Paraplegics to Games for
“Every Disability”

The 1960s were however a time for the multiplication
of national and international competitions, which were
the trigger for a sportivisation movement. Competitions
began to be accessible to any type of disability, which
opened the debate concerning access to the Olympic
Games for the Physically Disabled, but also concerning
the conditions for a sporting organization enabling an eq-
uitable participation for all (Ferez, Ruffié, Issanchou, &
Cornaton, 2018). In Tel Aviv (1968), the competitive char-
acter of the Games became more prominent. In spite
of Guttmann’s election as the Head of the International
Sport Organization for the Disabled, thus cumulating
presidency for the two main international federations of

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 224–235 226



the time, the sporting orientation was ratified by the par-
ticipants themselves who were seeking, from then on-
wards, to prove their excellence through performance.
Records were sought after and comparison with non-
disabled athletes was no longer feared. Nevertheless,
this convergence with competitive sports, following the
non-disabledmodel, questioned the current possibilities
for inclusion, and therefore also the legitimacy of the
legacy of great Paralympic events. The latter were only
finally open to thosewhowere able to engage in amodel
of physical excellence.

In this context and as early as 1970, the International
Sport Organization for the Disabled announced that the
1972 Games would be open to any type of disability
(Ferez, Jamain-Samson, Marin-Duval, & Villoing, 2013).
However, the negotiations with the International Stoke
Mandeville Wheelchair Sport Federation led nowhere.
The 1972 Heidelberg Games, to which once again only
athletes in wheelchairs participated, were disrupted
by amputee athletes asking for their right to partici-
pate to be recognized. At the beginning of 1971, the
International Sport Organization for the Disabled had
made a stand for the 1976Montreal Games to be open to
all. In reality, only visually impaired and amputee athletes
participated alongside those in wheelchairs. Athletes
with cerebral palsy had to wait until the 1980 Arnhem
Games to be integrated. For the members of the ‘others’
category, integration happened on a case by case basis,
as a function of specific classifications being accepted on
an international level (Legg & Steadward, 2011).

Throughout the 1970s, the integration of the differ-
ent publics during the Olympic Games for the Physically
Disabled led to a strong debate. It was difficult to imag-
ine sport events which would be specific to each dis-
ability without it disrupting the competitive orientation.
In this context, national and international competitions
were a good opportunity to put classification systems to
test, allowing the competitive participation of everyone.
Following an initial medical approach, it was a functional
orientation which was then favoured in order to allow
competitions between athletes with different disabilities
but similar levels of functionality within a given sport con-
text (Ferez et al., 2018;Marcellini & Lantz, 2014). The clas-
sifications which were adopted however generated dis-
satisfaction, and those who were the most distant from
the sportingmodel, becamedissident. Indeed, these clas-
sifications, whilst creating participation conditions for
athletes with different types of disability to one same
highly competitive event, also ratified the setting aside of
lower performing athletes. In this context, how can great
sporting events, which are founded on principles such
as competition and exclusion, be considered as generat-
ing inclusion? In 1978, the Cerebral Palsy International
Sport and Recreation Association decided to leave the
International Sport Organization for the Disabled. In
1980, the International Blind Sport Association decided
to follow suit (Issanchou, Lantz, & Liotard, 2013). Tension
punctuated the movement in a context where the desire

to get closer to the non-disabled sport movement was
only growing stronger. On this point, the IOC was very
clear: Exchanges on the topic of a possible recognition
would only be possible if the organizations for disabled
sports presented a unique spokesman.

In spite of their disagreements, the different inter-
national structures for sport for the physically disabled
strove to create a single unified organization. In 1982,
the International Coordinating Committee Sports for the
Disabled in the World was made up of the International
Sport Organization for the Disabled, the International
Stoke Mandeville Games Federation (their new name
since 1972), the Cerebral Palsy International Sport and
Recreation Association and the International Blind Sport
Association. The International Coordinating Committee
Sports for the Disabled in the World opened the path
to recognition by the non-disabled sports movement.
A meeting with the president of the IOC took place
in 1983, leading to the instigation of sport demonstra-
tions during the 1984 Sarajevo Winter Games and dur-
ing the Summer Games in Los Angeles. The evolution
of the different classifications remained nevertheless
controversial, and the prospect of a single organization
was a source of concern, notably on the matter of filia-
tions for strongly diversified groups such as mentally dis-
abled individuals. In 1986, the International Committee
of Sports for the Deaf and the International Sports
Federation for Persons with Intellectual Disability joined
the International Coordinating Committee Sports for the
Disabled in the World (Ruffié & Ferez, 2013), which con-
stituted a major opening since, up until then, only or-
ganizations for people with motor or perceptive disabili-
ties were concerned. In 1988, during the Seoul Games,
a decision was made: The Paralympic Games—the ac-
cepted termat the time—would then onwards take place
every four years in the same location as the Olympic
Games. This only really became systematic following the
Atlanta Games of 1996. In September 1989, the IPC was
officially created, which provided an official recognition
from the IOC.

At the end of the 1980s, the long and slow integra-
tion process, initiated during the 1970s and based on
the Para-Olympic Games, finally led to the creation of
a Paralympic movement federating athletes with differ-
ent types of disability that presented a strongly heteroge-
neous front. The creation of the IPC, alongside the orga-
nization of Olympic and Paralympic Games in the same
location, within the framework of a common organiza-
tion, constituted crucial steps. It was more or less at the
same time that the use of the legacy concept started to
develop. At this time, it was neither associated to the in-
clusion issue, nor even to the Paralympic Games.

3. Evaluating the Inclusive Impact of the Paralympic
Games’ Legacy (1989–2020)

The concept of the legacy of mega sporting events is
linked to an effort to exercise power over the future,
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through an attempt to anticipate and master the effects
that an event will produce before, during, and after its or-
ganization. This concept is different from the one of her-
itage, which historians use in order to designate a past
which is reconstituted from the production of meaning-
ful traces supporting a present identity. The concept of
legacy can therefore not be grasped independently from
its link with the concepts of governance and sustainabil-
ity (Leopkey & Parent, 2017). Using this concept, it was
the managerial outlook of political and sporting organi-
zations which, from the 1980s onwards, constructed the
vision of the social impact of mega sporting events.

After 1984, it was the Olympic movement itself that
introduced the prospect of a legacy within the specifica-
tions which were distributed to each organizing commit-
tee. At the beginning, the concept only related to “tan-
gible” aspects (Gratton & Preuss, 2008). Then, more in-
tangible dimensions progressively made an appearance
after the year 2000. An interest for the political, cultural
or social legacy of great sporting events emerged at the
same time as the reflection concerning the impact of the
Paralympic Games began to gain momentum (Mangan &
Dyreson, 2010).

Early research concerning the effects of the
Paralympic Games, and notably concerning the me-
dia coverage of the Paralympic Games (Marcellini &
De Léséleuc, 2001; Marcellini, Lefebvre, De Léséleuc, &
Bui-Xuan, 2000), did not refer to the concept of legacy,
but rather to those of visibility and social integration. In
the early 2000s, the concept of legacy was scarcely em-
ployed in the related literature. When the term ‘legacy’
appeared, it was never related to the issue of disabled
people’s inclusion. It was only after 2010, with the prepa-
ration of the 2012 London Games, that it was considered
in order to explore the specificities of the Paralympic
legacy (Leopkey & Parent, 2012). Although the goal of in-
tegrating individuals who are able to prove their physical
excellence is operational, what remains of the inclusion
of the different disabilities? In this case, the notion of
inclusion is clearly distinct from the concept of integra-
tion. Integration consists, for a group of individuals, to
take part in a new group, while transforming it and cre-
ating a new collective whole (Marcellini, 2005). As for
inclusion, this supposes setting up a material, human
and conceptual environment allowing everyone’s partic-
ipation, without discrimination, and with the expression
of human rights (Fougeyrollas, 2010). Using this, can
we consider that the legacy of great events such as the
Paralympic Games, constructed on the basis of excluding
lower performances, can allow inclusion?

Early literature focused upon the tangible legacy, us-
ing two indicators: the impact of the organization of the
Games on financial investments in favour of Paralympic
sports (Darcy & Appleby, 2011) and the extent to which
the host city makes its infrastructures (sporting and
other) accessible (Legg & Steadward, 2011). As we will
see further on, the intangible stakes of the Paralympic
legacy were only considered at a later time, and follow-

ing threemain indicators: The development of high-level
Paralympic sports, the evolution of the manner in which
the media represented Paralympic athletes, and the in-
crease in participation of disabled people. We propose
to review the related literature concerning these three
aspects of the intangible legacy, and to discuss their ef-
fects on inclusion.

3.1. Developing High-Level Paralympics for Inclusion?

Research concerning the trajectories followed by top-
level Paralympic athletes reveals strongly diversified
paths, with many different social obstacles or facilitating
elements. On the subject of these latter factors making
high-level practice easier, three main recurring elements
were revealed: 1) early sporting socialization thanks to
the support of a network onwhich the athlete can count;
2) the decisive role of coaches in the commitment to
high-level practice; and 3) the strength of the affiliation
with the ‘non-disabled’ sport environment.

On a first level, engaging in recreational sporting ac-
tivities at an early age constitutes an essential basis for
later sport success (Castaneda & Sherrill, 1999; Wang &
DePauw, 1995). In this manner, for most of the athletes
studied by McLoughlin, Weisman, Castaneda, Gwin, and
Graber (2017), taking part in competitive events was pre-
ceded by the experience of several recreational sport-
ing activities. This early engagement also instigates a
family and friend support structure which, in turn, pro-
motes access to high performance sport (McLoughlin
et al., 2017; Ruddell & Shinew, 2006). The support pro-
vided by friends, peers, teammates, coaches and teach-
ers constitutes an absolute precondition for engaging in
high-level sports practice (Hutzler & Bergman, 2011).

On a second level, coaches play a crucial role in ini-
tiating and pursuing careers within high-performance
sports. They become in turn ‘recruiters,’ ‘mentors,’ ‘role
models’ and/or ‘personal support’ (McLoughlin et al.,
2017). However, several studies deplore the lack of spe-
cialized coaches able to provide training programs which
are adapted to Paralympic athletes (Liow & Hopkins,
1996). Other authors highlighted a stronger emphasis
on the medical and rehabilitation character rather than
on the athletics and competitive character of sport
(Townsend, Cushion, & Smith, 2017). The medico-social
approach to adapted physical activity thus conveys a
‘non-disabled’ ideology that vectors a symbolic violence
against these athletes (Townsend, Huntley, Cushion, &
Fitzgerald, 2018).

On the third and last level, athletes who engage in a
Paralympic career tend to highlight their links with ‘non-
disabled’ peers and with the ‘non-disabled’ sports com-
munity, insisting on the role they played in their sport-
ing commitment (Beldame, Lantz, & Marcellini, 2016;
McLoughlin et al., 2017). A number of athletes whowere
bornwith a disability lived their first sporting experiences
with non-disabled friends, within a recreational frame-
work located outside the boundaries of federal sport
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(Castaneda & Sherrill, 1999) or within the ‘non-disabled’
sporting clubs which made the necessary adjustments in
order to be able to welcome them.

On the opposite side, research points to a series of ob-
stacles in accessing high-performance sports for disabled
people: 1) injury, to which Paralympic athletes are more
often exposed than Olympic ones (Davis & Ferrara, 1995;
Martin, 2015; Nyland, Snouse, Anderson, Kelly, & Sterling,
2000); 2) complexity and fluctuations of the classifica-
tion system (Howe & Jones, 2006; Howe & Kitchin, 2017;
Hutzler & Bergman, 2011; Peers, 2009, 2012); 3) cost
of practicing high-level sports (McLoughlin et al., 2017;
Wheeler et al., 1999); 4) difficulty of finding a sports club
and lack of information concerning the sporting offer for
disabled people (Taliaferro&Hammond, 2016); and 5) dif-
ficulty in accessing sporting infrastructures (Beldame
et al., 2016; Burlot, Richard, & Joncheray, 2018).

All in all, the facilitating elements and obstacles ev-
idenced through research weigh differently and have
very different ways of expressing themselves depending
on the various types of disability (physical, sensory or
mental) being considered. Although the legacy of the
Paralympic Games aims to improve the participation con-
ditions for the diversity of disabilities, using high-level
sports as a basis is questionable. It provides visibility
for certain disabled bodies, but can only highlight the
multiplicity of the situations experienced depending on
the disability with great difficulty. Here, once more, the
legacy sought for everybody is limited by a narrow vision
of disability and handicap, leaving aside the ideal of an
inclusive society while promoting only those individuals
who are the closest to the dominant model.

3.2. Sparking Inspiring Representations in the Media

Although media coverage for disabled athletes was al-
most inexistent before the 1990s, coverage has nowa-
days become an essential element of the so-called social
legacies. It thus becomes important to discuss the role
that the portrayal of disability plays in the construction of
an event’s legacy for the inclusion process. In this context,
research has looked into three levels of media coverage:
coverage of the sporting event as a whole, coverage of
each competition, and coverage of Paralympic athletes.
All the information produced concerned visual data, that
is to say signs and traces in the form of images that were
produced and broadcasted during the event (Terrenoire,
2006), whether these were photos, drawings, paintings
or films.

Research in the field of sociology provides evi-
dence of the strong increase in media coverage of the
Paralympics after the 1992 Barcelona Games, which
was then confirmed with the 1996 Atlanta Games and
the 2000 Sydney Games. A larger part of these stud-
ies focused on the press coverage of these events
(De Léséleuc, Pappous,&Marcellini, 2010; Pappous et al.,
2007; Pappous, Marcellini, & De Léséleuc, 2011; Solves,
Pappous, Rius, & Kohe, 2018). Studies concerning televi-

sion coverage were sparser (Paillette, Delforce, & Wille,
2002), in the same way as those looking into the overall
media coverage of Paralympic sport (Gilbert & Schantz,
2008; Schantz & Gilbert, 2012). Over time, these various
studies showed that the ways in which the Olympics and
Paralympics are treated became progressively more sim-
ilar. It must be said that, although the two events main-
tained a certain distance from one another, from 1992
onwards, they systematically took place in the same lo-
cation. The understanding, by the management board,
of mega-events and their potential side-effects also con-
tributed to closing the gap in terms of image control.
Step by step, the unification of the two events within
the same organization promoted their associationwithin
the media.

A second series of research concerning representa-
tions in the media looked into the appearance of disabil-
ity sport figures (Marcellini, 2007), resulting in three ob-
servations: 1) the growing importance of how techno-
scientific advances are depicted; 2) a promotion of the
sporting action and of the sporting effort; and 3) the exhi-
bition of constructed bodies in reference to the sporting
body, muscled, efficient, controlled andmastered (Lebel,
Marcellini, & Pappous, 2010). A turn was initiated in the
media coverage of disabled athletes after the year 2000.
Whereas images of racingwheelchairs were initially dom-
inant, they soon were eclipsed by Flexfoot running pros-
thetics, the symbol of the technologisation of human be-
ings (Issanchou, 2014). Oscar Pistorius was the incarna-
tion of the ‘supercrip’ figure who fascinated the wider
public as much as it worried the sporting institution, in-
sofar as it casted a doubt on the origin of the perfor-
mances produced (Lebel et al., 2010; Silva&Howe, 2012).
In an oppositemanner, the lack ofmedia coverage of ath-
letes with mental disabilities contributed to concealing
the development of high-level sport for those individuals
(Bancel, Cornaton, & Marcellini, 2018; Marcellini, 2007).

In the end, although the media provided the oppor-
tunity of broadcasting positive images of the sporting
disabled body, they remained standardized in reference
to the non-disabled sporting body. In this way, a ref-
erence to a tibial amputee, standing, will be preferred
over the image of the one in a wheelchair, sitting. What
is more, the conveyed representations, constructed on
powerful muscles or on modern technologies, create a
distance between those who are close to an ideal and
those who irremediably drift away from it with each
of their peers’ accomplishments. Indeed, are they even
still peers? Although they give another outlook, the pro-
duced images only concern thosewho are themost capa-
ble of attaining the non-disabled sporting ideal. The sit-
uation of those with mental disabilities reveals here the
limits of the expected change in representations.

3.3. Promoting Sport Practice for Disabled People

Many studies have looked into the links existing be-
tween the organization of the Olympic and Paralympic
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Games and how much a given population engages in
sports (Carmichael, Grix, & Marqués, 2013; Giulianotti,
Armstrong, Hales, & Hobbs, 2014). Investment in the sec-
tors of physical education and sports for all became a
leitmotiv for the hosting towns (Pappous & Jeyacheya,
2011). Nevertheless, the evidence of a correlation be-
tween the organization of a mega-event and an increase
in grassroots sport is still inconclusive. The single act of
hosting such an event does not mechanically increase
participation (Weed et al., 2012). The impact of the
Paralympic Games on grassroots sport participation is
evenmore questionable than the impact of the Olympics
(Misener, Darcy, Legg, & Gilbert, 2013; Smith & Fleming,
2011; Solves et al., 2018).

Although Coward and Legg (2011) claimed that the
2010 Vancouver Paralympic Games increased the level
of sport-for-all participation by disabled people, the au-
thors did not provide any objective indicator allowing to
verify this assertion. Following the London 2012 Games,
the Head of the British Paralympic Association came to
the same conclusion using data concerning Paralympic
competition. In both cases, the authors did not have any
information at their disposition concerning the evolution
of grassroots sport participation for disabled people. Any
progression was most often explained by an increase in
financial support for Paralympic sport (Darcy & Appleby,
2011). For the 2008 Beijing Games, this increase was
mainly beneficial for high performance sport—rather
than mass sport—and for the urban and richer zones of
the country (Sun, Yan, Mao, Chao, & Jing, 2011).

The organizing committee of the 2012 London
Games had clearly indicated its ambition to increase
sport participation of disabled people and its wish to
change the sporting representations of the British pop-
ulation (Mahtani, Protheroe, & Slight, 2013; Weed et al.,
2012). However, at the time of the survey, it was still dif-
ficult to ascertain whether this goal had been reached.
On the one hand, a slight increase could be noted since
2015 (Sport England, 2017). On the other hand, 89% of
the sports clubs questioned by the Sport and Recreation
Alliance (2013) did not report any evolution in the num-
ber of disabled people enrolled and 86% had not reg-
istered any increase in applications to join; in addition,
61% of clubs specialized in sports for disabled people
declared no visible evolution in their number of license
holders since theGames took place. However, an enquiry
led by the English Federation of Disability Sport (2013)
showed that 79% of disabled people were interested in
taking up sports practice.

In fact, after a temporary increase following the 2012
Olympics, the sporting participation of disabled people
began to decline within the UK. Brown and Pappous
(2018) attributed this decay to several associated factors.
Firstly, they pointed out the limits of the near-exclusive
reference to the ‘demonstration effects’ theory. The fo-
cus that the organizers of the Games had on this the-
ory led them to minimise the role of social and struc-
tural obstacles in limiting the access of disabled people

to sporting activities. Indeed, for a number of these lat-
ter, identifying with Paralympic athletes was a difficult
process because of the perceived disparity between the
performances exhibited and the practice of mass sports.
Although a certain momentum was generated by the
Paralympic Games, it was difficult to focus and maintain
because of the lack of information concerning the sport-
ing offer available for disabled people. Finally, Pappous
and Brown (2018) also noted that the increase in media
coverage of disability sports was mainly true during the
time of the Paralympic Games, but it drastically dimin-
ished once these were over.

In the end, faced with their inability to provide em-
piric proof, the studies concerning the levering effect of
the Paralympic Games on the sporting participation of
disabled people highlighted the limits of the strategies
employed in order to create an inclusive legacy. They
also evidenced the importance of coordinating the nu-
merous mechanisms that could produce significant and
durable evolutions in the access to mass sports for dis-
abled people.

4. Conclusion

The institutionalization of Paralympic sport is a recent
event. The sportivisation movement initiated in the
1960s developed to the accompaniment of bitter de-
bates concerning the integration of every type of disabil-
ity. Structuring the movement through one single orga-
nization was finally only possible at the end of the 1980s,
at a time when the question of a legacy was emerging
within the Olympic movement, as a managerial goal. In
view of this history, Paralympic sport can be likened to a
complex assemblage. In addition, the specific demands
made by the different groups formed by disabled people,
aswell as the tensions these generated, reveal howmuch
the legacy of the Paralympic Games cannot be grasped
using a generic vision of ‘disability.’

Applying this socio-historical perspective finally led
us to review the concept of intangible legacy of the
Olympics from a new angle, focusing on inclusion.
Indeed, this new reading shed light on a series of issues
which can also be glimpsed within the preoccupations
concerning the tangible dimensions of a legacy with an
inclusive vocation, notably those linked to making ac-
cessible sporting, touristic, and transport infrastructures.
Although the ideal of universal accessibility on which the
inclusive model is founded is faced here with the multi-
plicity of disabilities and incapacities (motor, sensory, in-
tellectual), the ambition to ensure an intangible legacy
exposes it to the complexity of the sociocultural produc-
tion of disability. Indeed, the impairments associated to
the various disabilities can produce, or not, situations
of handicap depending on the tangible and intangible
norms inscribed within the sociocultural environments
they are associated with (Fougeyrollas et al., 1998).

This is the main observation that emerges from the
research which has, up until now, studied the three in-
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tangible indicators of the inclusive legacy of the Olympic
and Paralympic Games (Richard, Marcellini, Pappous,
Joncheray, & Ferez, 2019). From the point of view of the
leverage effect upon grassroots sport participation and
the facilitation for high-level sports careers, the litera-
ture shows just how much the barriers to sporting par-
ticipation can vary depending on the type of disability
involved. Regarding the field of media coverage, several
studies highlight the extent to which Paralympic perfor-
mance is not represented in the same way depending
on the disability of the athletes. In other words, intel-
lectual disability, sensory impairments or tetraplegia—
to cite only these examples—do not generate the same
difficulties in accessing sports practice, whether for
leisure or for a high-level sporting career. Beyond ‘dis-
ability’ as a simple category of public action and man-
agement, the existence of distinct situations and issues
depending on the disabilities involved must be taken
into consideration.

In this way, although Paralympic performances and
their coverage by the media can contribute to long last-
ing transformations within our societies, evolving to-
wards more inclusive organization methods, it is most
probably by taking action and in showing these actions
that the various situations of disability can be reduced
or even negated. The aim should thus be to construct
visibility for the performances and actions of disabled
people within inclusive environments, that is to say situa-
tionswhich do not hold obstacles to their social participa-
tion (Fougeyrollas, 2010). This visibility of performances
could participate in downplaying disability and ability lim-
itations to the benefit of a facilitation and promotion of
each and all’s social participation.
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