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The term “social policy” is used to describe policies and practices aimed 
at promoting social welfare and well-being. Social policy also denotes 

an academic discipline concerned with the analysis, explanation, and evalua-
tion of such initiatives—that is, the study of the social relations necessary for 
human well-being and the systems by which well-being may be promoted 
(Dean, 2006; Midgley, 2009). Social policy is fundamentally concerned with 
how to address and ameliorate social problems and with the analysis of the 
appropriateness and effectiveness of policies and programs designed to 
improve welfare and well-being (C. Alcock, Payne, & Sullivan, 2004).

Traditionally, the term “social policy” was used predominantly to define 
the role of the state in relation to the social welfare of its citizens (Hill, 
2003), focusing on policy areas such as social security, education, health, 
and housing. More recently, increased emphasis in social policy analysis 
has been placed on the mixed economy of welfare, composed of four sec-
tors—government, voluntary, informal, and commercial—through which 
social provisions can be delivered to people in need (Gilbert, 2009). This 
relative shift, discussed at length in this chapter, has heightened the political 
prominence of sport as a domain for the amelioration of a range of social 
problems, including social exclusion, unhealthy lifestyles, crime, and urban 
decay. A key development in this regard has been the widespread adoption 
of sport, notably its community-based and volunteer-driven forms, as a 
vehicle for social policies promoting social inclusion, community cohesion, 
intercultural dialogue, and urban regeneration.

This chapter does not aim to provide an exhaustive overview of the disci-
pline of social policy. Rather, it seeks to examine key concepts, perspectives, 
and developments in social policy that are relevant and have been applied 
to the study of sport. The chapter commences with a concise overview of 
the discipline’s emergence and development, as well as its relationship to 
other social science disciplines. This is followed by an overview of the main 
theoretical perspectives on social policy and their interpretation of sport. 
I then address some key concepts and examine their relevance to sport 
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governance. The final part of the chapter discusses major contemporary 
debates surrounding sport and social policy and the remaining gaps in the 
knowledge base.

The key concepts and theoretical perspectives discussed in this chapter 
are presented from a primarily European perspective, along with some 
examples and insights from the United States and other areas of the world. 
One reason for taking this approach is that the discipline of social policy has 
been developed particularly in relation to the welfare state, against standards 
considered the norm in developed countries such as the United Kingdom 
at particular points in time. Many developing and transitional countries 
are characterized by qualitatively different social security arrangements, 
with people relying on alternative types of welfare provision, most notably 
informal care or security, in the absence of entitlement to social protec-
tion from the state (e.g., Wood & Gough, 2006). It is difficult to discern any 
established and distinctive social policy discipline in these settings, nor has 
there been a comparable long-standing focus on sport as a vehicle of social 
policy. An important exception is the social development perspective, which 
is discussed at length in this chapter.

Discipline of Social Policy:  
A Historical Overview
The discipline of social policy is relatively new. At the beginning of the 20th 
century, elements of what we would now consider social policy were taught 
in social work training courses. Later, the separately taught subject of “social 
administration” was developed at a number of British universities. Social 
administration determined the early content and direction of social policy. 
It was only during the second half of the 20th century that the subject’s 
name was changed to social policy and that it began to be more widely 
recognized as a distinct field of academic inquiry (C. Alcock et al., 2004). 
However, concern about questions of social policy grew throughout the 19th 
century. The early development of social administration and social policy as 
an academic subject was significantly influenced by the idea that scientific 
principles should be adopted to study welfare issues (Midgley, 2009). Pioneers 
of this approach, such as one of sociology’s founding fathers, Auguste Comte, 
believed that scientific methods could be applied not only to explain natural 
phenomena but also to analyze and improve social conditions.

The use of scientific methods in social welfare research was fostered by 
the widespread employment of the census in Europe in the 19th century. 
The census permitted the collection of a large amount of statistical data on 
social conditions and provided information on which to base proposals for 
social reform. The surveys of poverty undertaken by Charles Booth (1892) 
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and Seebohm Rowntree (1902) in England and by Paul Kellogg (1914) in the 
United States contributed to the debate about how society might attempt to 
measure and explain poverty objectively and how minimum standards of 
living might be defined and achieved. Their findings were used by social 
reformers to pressure governments to take ameliorative action.

These developments were both co-constitutive and reflective of something 
of a political watershed in the development of the role of the state in welfare 
provision, especially in the United Kingdom (C. Alcock et al., 2004). The 
economic doctrine of laissez-faire gradually gave way to “New Liberalism,” 
which envisaged a positive role for the state in ameliorating social problems, 
and the rapid expansion of government provision of social services played a 
major role in creating social policy as an academic subject. Although social 
policies had previously been studied at universities, the massive growth 
of government intervention in social welfare facilitated a more systematic 
examination of government social policies and their effects on people’s well-
being (Midgley, 2009). The period immediately following the Second World 
War can be characterized as the golden age of the welfare state. During this 
period, many Western countries took steps to further extend or consolidate 
public social welfare provision. In the UK, postwar reforms were based 
largely on a report by Sir William Beveridge (1942), a former civil servant 
and academic. The social policy designs recommended by Beveridge were 
intended to defeat the five key social challenges on the road to postwar 
reconstruction: want, disease, ignorance, squalor, and idleness. He argued 
that it was the duty of the state, as the representative body of all citizens, 
to act to remove these social evils. Beveridge presented his policies as ways 
of defending capitalism, of securing its continued existence; he was what 
George and Wilding (1976) termed a reluctant collectivist.

The first department of social policy opened at the London School of 
Economics in 1950 and was headed by Richard Titmuss. The department 
was concerned primarily with training welfare professionals during a 
period of rapid expansion of the welfare state. Academic concern focused 
on the role of the state as the primary provider of welfare (Ackers & Abbott, 
1996). Titmuss’ work was ideologically aligned with Fabianism and social 
democratic thinking (discussed later in this section). He contended that the 
circumstances of the Second World War created an unprecedented sense of 
social solidarity among the British people, which made them more willing 
to accept the expansion of egalitarian policies and collective state action 
(McBeth, 2004). He argued that governments should assume responsibility 
for social welfare and formulate and implement substantive social policies 
to address the problems of poverty, social deprivation, and inequality (Tit-
muss, 1968, 1974).

Titmuss had a major influence on the subsequent development of social 
policy as an academic subject (P. Alcock, Glennerster, Oakley, & Sinfield, 
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2001). His publications were widely read, and he initiated a research agenda 
that drew international attention. He also recruited new faculty whose 
academic work further enhanced the subject’s reputation. Titmuss and his 
colleagues played a major role in shaping the Labour government’s social 
policy agenda in the mid-1960s (Reisman, 2001). In the 1960s and 1970s, several 
other British universities also established interdisciplinary departments of 
social policy or social administration, and many of Titmuss’ former students 
were recruited to staff these departments (Midgley, 2009).

For much of the postwar period, the idea that social welfare can best be 
achieved through substantive government intervention has been highly 
prominent. The initially dominant social democratic perspective viewed the 
state as a benign force with a unique potential for enhancing the welfare of 
all (Kearns, 1997). In the mid-1970s, however, this view came under serious 
attack, indicating the breakdown of the postwar welfare consensus in which 
a basic commitment to public welfare was sustained by all the major politi-
cal parties (though there were dissenting voices). From a range of political 
and ideological directions, the social democratic and Fabian assumptions 
that had underpinned the postwar consensus came under fierce criticism 
(Clarke, Cochrane, & Smart, 1987).

In accounts of the “welfare crisis,” a number of economic and political 
arguments recur. First, there was strong evidence that the demand for wel-
fare provision outstripped available financial resources. Critics argued that 
public welfare programs were overly expensive and damaged the economy 
by creating high levels of personal taxation, which in turn not only destroyed 
incentives but also caused inflation (C. Alcock et al., 2004). Social expendi-
tures had experienced a period of rapid growth during the postwar years 
in virtually all industrialized nations, consistently outstripping the growth 
in GDP (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 1980). 
The ability of governments to continue funding expansive welfare programs 
was increasingly questioned as rates of growth slowed, rapidly in some 
cases, as during the economic crises of the 1970s and 1980s. On both sides 
of the Atlantic, the advent of stagflation (the combination of inflation and 
recession) appears to have enabled neoconservative ideas to be more vocally 
expressed and more widely supported (Mishra, 1990; P. Alcock, 2008). Critics 
of Keynesian economics and the Beveridgean welfare state further argued 
that demographic changes (i.e., the aging population) would place social 
expenditures under even greater pressure, which would inevitably lead to 
the collapse of the public welfare system.

Commentators on the political right also charged that public welfare 
programs were inefficiently administered and even harmful (Hayek, 1959; 
Friedman, 1962). They questioned whether a welfare state was desirable any 
longer since it had failed to provide what it promised and instead had dam-
aged notions of individual responsibility. These critics asserted that public 
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social welfare systems actually created new social problems or worsened 
those already in existence by promoting unnecessary public dependence 
among large numbers of people for whom greater self-sufficiency was 
both possible and desirable (Murray, 1982; Mead, 1986). This argument has 
inspired conservative political leaders in several industrialized nations 
(Hill, 2003; Stoesz, 2009).As shown in this chapter, sections of the political 
left have also sought to address these criticisms, for example the Third Way  
approach.

This brief overview of the emergence and early development of social 
policy highlights its interdisciplinary nature. It is an academic discipline that 
draws upon the theories, concepts, and research techniques of several other 
disciplines, including sociology, economics, psychology, political science, 
philosophy, public administration, and history. The boundaries between 
social policy and other social science subjects are porous and fuzzy at best. 
As P. Alcock (2008) notes,

although on the one hand we can see social policy as a discrete academic 
discipline, which is studied and developed in its own right, on the other 
we can recognize that it is also an inter-disciplinary field, drawing on 
and developing links with other cognate disciplines at every stage and 
overlapping at times with these in terms of both empirical foci and meth-
ods of analysis. (p. 3)

Contemporary social policy is characterized by ideological conflict about 
the nature of social welfare and the role of the state in welfare provision. 
In this field, we have seen the rise to prominence of several competing per-
spectives that challenge social democratic thinking about social policy and 
welfare. These perspectives are discussed in the following sections.

Main Theoretical Perspectives
Seven influential perspectives on social policy can be distinguished, and the 
aim of this section is to identify and succinctly outline the core features and 
arguments of each perspective and its interpretation of sport. The plurality 
and internal heterogeneity of each perspective remain underexplored here. 
The seven perspectives are summarized in table 12.1. Some of them are also 
discussed in chapters 5 and 9 (on the sociology of sport and on political sci-
ence and sport, respectively), which further indicates the interdisciplinary 
nature of social policy.

Social Democracy and Fabianism
The social democratic perspective on social policy is intimately linked to the 
emergence of the modern welfare state in Western Europe. It is commonly 
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Table 12.1 theoretical perspectives on Social policy and Sport

Perspective Values Means
Interpretation  
of welfare Interpretation of sport

Social  
democracy  
and  
Fabianism

Equality, col-
lectivism

State domina-
tion over
civil society, 
confined
role for markets

Pervasive state 
involvement 
in social and 
economic life

Sport has many positive 
benefits and acts as a
form of social and 
cultural glue; it is desir-
able to reduce barriers 
to sport participation 
in order to spread the 
benefits of sport.

Neo-Marxism Equality, col-
lectivism

Organized labor 
movement

Pervasive 
involvement of 
state and labor 
unions in social 
and economic 
life

Sport can liberate or con-
strain. It largely serves 
the interests of dominant 
groups and institutions, 
but it can also act as 
a site for resistance or 
change by subordinated 
groups.

Neoliberalism Acceptance 
of inequality; 
individualism

Market fun-
damentalism, 
autonomous 
civil
society

Minimal govern-
ment, residual 
welfare

The commercial and 
voluntary sectors are 
the optimal deliverers 
of (diversity in) sporting 
opportunities.

Feminism Rights of 
women as indi-
viduals (liberal 
feminism); 
Women’s ability 
to live and act 
autonomously 
(radical femi-
nism).

Social move-
ments, radical 
democracy, 
power from 
below

Anti-statist or 
limited state 
intervention; 
self-directed, 
nonhierarchical 
provision

Sport is characterized by 
hegemonic masculinity, 
and sport development 
reproduces sport as a 
patriarchal institution. 
Sport can also act, in 
more limited ways, as 
a site for challenging 
traditional masculine and 
feminine values.

Third way Equality of 
opportunity, 
conservative 
individualism

Civil society, 
market
and state, prag-
matism

Welfare plural-
ism, social 
investment 
state

Sport is a means for 
promoting social cohe-
sion and social inclusion, 
mainly through public–
private partnerships.

Post- 
modernism

Identity, life-
style, recogni-
tion, and social 
justice

New social 
movements, 
identity politics, 
radical democ-
racy

Participa-
tive inclusion, 
decentered 
power in an 
increasingly 
disorganized 
world

Sport is a paradox—sig-
nificant to individual and 
collective self-image and 
lifestyle, but often reflect-
ing institutional anxiety 
to exercise control and 
impose order. 

Social
development

Economic and 
social participa-
tion

Enhanc-
ing people’s 
capabilities 
(i.e., human and 
social capital)

Pluralistic 
investment
strategies

Sport can act as a site 
of economic and social 
advancement. Sport 
development can serve 
as a basis for creating 
positive social and eco-
nomic outcomes.
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associated with Keynesian forms of economic interventionism designed 
to secure full employment and economic growth, as well as redistributive 
forms of state welfare. Social democratic theorists explain the expansion of 
public welfare programs in terms of the response of the state to a range of 
economic, political, and social processes, notably industrialization, democ-
ratization, and the formation of the class system. The term “social democ-
racy” is not as widely used in the UK, where the development of social 
policy was linked to the influence of the Fabian Society. Led by Beatrice and 
Sidney Webb, the Fabian Society argued that the state could be harnessed 
to promote the collective good and act as a neutral umpire for the demands 
of differing interests. This view of the state was to form the backbone of 
social policy. Fabianism promised a new society based on a philosophy 
of gradualism and collectivist solutions organized through the state and 
guided by detailed empirical analysis of social problems (Clarke et al.,  
1987).

From a social democratic or Fabian perspective, sport holds enormous 
extrinsic value in relation to the promotion of the collective good. In this 
view, sport offers many actual or potential benefits and acts as a form of 
social and cultural glue. Sport policies that emanate from this perspec-
tive are driven mainly by the state and seek to distribute social justice 
in the face of market trends. Their aim is to reduce gaps in sport provi-
sion and to alleviate barriers to sport participation in order to spread 
the benefits of sport to all segments of the population (Hylton & Totten,  
2008).

Neo-Marxist Perspectives  
on Social Policy and Sport
One of the strongest critiques of the social democratic and Fabian perspective 
has come from the socialist and anti-capitalist tradition. These critics regard 
the welfare state as an ambiguous phenomenon that brings real benefits to 
subordinate groups while also subjecting them to social control in the inter-
est of capitalism (Lavalette, 1997). They view the welfare state as “a device 
to stabilise rather than a step in the transformation of capitalist society” 
(Offe, 1982, p. 12). They also point out that the stabilizing influence that the 
welfare state brought to capitalism would be fiscally and politically unsus-
tainable (O’Connor, 1973); capitalism could neither survive without having 
a welfare state nor endure the costs and implications of having one (Dean,  
2008).

Neo-Marxist analyses of social policy portray the welfare state as a weapon 
in the hands of the capitalist class that serves two functions: first, to “buy 
off” the working class and ensure that their potentially revolutionary spirit is 
undermined; and second, to police and discipline the working class through 
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the careful direction of funds and supervision by officials and professionals 
such as social workers (Clarke et al., 1987). They argue that welfare services 
have not replaced the exploitative relationships of the labor market and that 
these services have also helped support capitalist development by providing 
a secure base for the market economy. For neo-Marxists, state welfare is in a 
constant state of contradiction between the pressure to meet people’s welfare 
and the pressure to support the growth of economic markets (P. Alcock,  
2008).

Neo-Marxists tend to argue that sport largely serves the interests of 
dominant groups and institutions. They contend, for example, that state 
intervention in sport reproduces class divisions and social inequalities and 
induces subordinate groups to identify with the greater good of the nation 
(Hargreaves, 1985). However, neo-Marxists acknowledge that sport can also 
act as a site for resistance and change by subordinate groups or individuals 
(Hylton & Totten, 2008).

Neoliberal Perspectives  
on Social Policy and Sport
As noted earlier, the social democratic perspective has also come under con-
certed attack from the New Right. One major strand of New Right thinking, 
neoliberalism, has its roots in classical liberal thinking, particularly in the 
writings of the Scottish economist and philosopher Adam Smith. Neoliberal 
ideals are underpinned by belief in individual freedom and the free market 
(Hayek, 1959). Neoliberals argue that comprehensive welfare states have the 
effect of “squeezing out” commercial and voluntary alternatives, thus limit-
ing both consumer choice and the freedom of individuals to supply welfare 
goods and services; public welfare systems thus need to be sharply cut back 
to allow greater choice through the private provision of goods and services. 
The emphasis is upon privatization, deregulation, and the introduction of 
quasi markets in the public sector.

For neoliberals, public provision of social welfare should be residual, that 
is, provide a minimal safety net only for those who are not able to compete or 
operate effectively in the market (Pratt, 1997). Friedman (1962), for example, 
has argued that individuals’ natural initiative and drive can be released only 
if they are allowed to compete freely in the marketplace. Neoliberals also 
reject the idea that people possess welfare rights as a constitutive element 
of citizenship. Mead (1986) has stressed the importance of “the common 
obligations of citizenship” to go along with limited welfare benefits. For 
Mead, the main problem with the welfare state “is not its size but its per-
missiveness” (p. 3). Some parallels exist between Mead’s analysis and the 
Third Way motto of “rights and responsibilities,” as discussed in a following  
section.
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Neoliberalism’s rise to prominence suggests something of a paradigm 
shift, wherein many intellectuals, politicians, policy makers, and the general 
public now view social policy and welfare in a different way than they did 
three decades ago. Evidence of this sea change includes “the acceptance 
by left-of-centre political parties of the market as an allocative instrument 
with much to recommend it, indeed in many cases one to be preferred 
over non-market mechanisms” (Pratt, 1997, p. 48). At a theoretical level, 
neoliberalism has been successful in recasting the ways in which we think 
about the respective responsibilities of the individual and the state (Gilbert,  
2002).

Neoliberalism’s interpretation of sport focuses on fostering the commer-
cial and voluntary sectors as the optimal deliverers of (diversity in) sporting 
opportunities and views the market as the guardian of individual rights 
and natural justice. The role of the state in the provision of sport is thus to 
be kept to a minimum. This ideology is reflected in new forms of corporate 
governance in sport, for instance the exponential growth of external rev-
enue sources such as television and corporate sponsorship (Giulianotti & 
Robertson, 2009).

Feminist Perspectives  
on Social Policy and Sport
Feminist scholars have developed a profound critique of social policy, 
emphasizing the patriarchal nature of the postwar welfare state (Pateman, 
1989; Finch, 1991), which is seen as upholding and reinforcing traditional 
assumptions about the roles of men and women in the family and the work-
place. McIntosh (1981) argued that “all women suffer from the stereotype 
of the woman as properly dependent upon a man. But all women suffer 
in quite practical terms from the fact that there are few viable alternatives 
to such dependence” (p. 33). In addition to seeing the welfare state as an 
instrument of bourgeois control, as neo-Marxists claim, feminists view it 
as “especially oppressive to women, in that it harnesses them into the team 
that pulls the whole welfare charabanc along” (McIntosh, p. 34). Wilson’s 
(1977) pioneering study of women and welfare contended that public wel-
fare policies “amount to no less than the state organization of domestic life” 
(p. 9). Women had become the employees of the welfare state on a massive 
scale but found themselves for the most part doing the same kind of work 
they had traditionally done at home. These jobs remained low paid and 
low in status in the public sector; hence the charge that state patriarchy had 
replaced private patriarchy.

For feminists, sport tends to reinforce patriarchy and gender divisions. 
They argue that despite challenges to male hegemony, women are still insti-
tutionally excluded from the governance of sport. Anderson (2009) found 
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that sport and its ancillary organizations and occupations have managed 
to reproduce its masculinized nature. He suggests that, because orthodox 
notions of masculinity are institutionally codified in sport, it will take more 
than affirmative action programs to bring gender equality off the field; it 
will also require gender integration on the field, that is, women and men 
competing against each other.

Social Policy and the Third Way
The term “Third Way” is generally associated with the writings of the 
British sociologist Anthony Giddens and the social policies of the Clinton 
administration in the United States (1992–2000) and the New Labour govern-
ment in the UK (1997–2007). The Third Way is concerned with restructuring 
traditional social democratic doctrines to respond to globalization and the 
knowledge economy. The Third Way perspective emphasizes individual 
obligations and social responsibilities in addition to social rights, particularly 
in the area of paid work obligations (Lister, 1998). Giddens (1998) argues that 
while government has a whole cluster of responsibilities for its citizens and 
others, “old-style” social democracy was inclined to treat rights as uncon-
ditional claims. The main obligations are connected with work, but others 
are concerned with housing or looking after the welfare of young children 
with the help of health professionals (Powell, 2008).

The Third Way perspective advocates a welfare mix in which private and 
public welfare are combined in a synergetic way. The approach is much more 
receptive than traditional social democracy to solutions based on the market 
and civil society. Social investment is to be generated and distributed not 
wholly through the state but by the state working in conjunction with com-
mercial, voluntary, and informal agencies. This welfare pluralism focuses on 
coordination and collaboration through public–private partnerships. Indeed, 
“partnership” has become a buzzword of the Third Way perspective, and 
the practice is seen as a way to bring all interests together and solve imple-
mentation problems (Hill, 2003).

Few European countries remain untouched by the Third Way perspective, 
and it has also influenced political leaders in several Latin American and 
Asian countries. This development has led Powell (2008) to argue that it is 
“likely that elements such as ‘active’ and ‘positive’ welfare, consumerism, 
obligations and a more pluralistic welfare state are here to stay, and it is very 
doubtful that there will be a return to the traditional social democratic wel-
fare state” (p. 97). However, the Third Way perspective remains controversial. 
Critics have pointed out that, at least in practice, the Third Way is another 
form of New Right thinking and that it is merely a kinder, gentler variant 
of neoliberalism (Mishra, 1999; Hill, 2003). In sport policy, the Third Way 
perspective has become particularly influential in the promotion of sport as 
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a means of enhancing social inclusion and community cohesion, particularly 
through its emphasis on “active citizenship” and public–private partnerships 
(Spaaij, 2013). These issues are discussed in a later part of the chapter.

Postmodernist Perspectives  
on Social Policy and Sport
Social policy scholars were initially reluctant to engage with postmodernist 
perspectives, which for many researchers offered insufficiently usable con-
cepts in what was a highly empirical field. In the mid-1990s, however, some 
contributors began to promote a postmodernist take on social policy, showing 
that global restructuring undermined traditional beliefs in the state and its 
role in social amelioration (Carter, 1998). Postmodernists propose a shift in 
analytical focus from a statist perspective toward an approach that sees the 
governance of social welfare as constituted by a dispersed and decentered 
network of power relations (Carlson, 2004). They also challenge social policy 
analysts’ concern with class, arguing that class is of declining political and 
social significance in postindustrial societies and emphasizing instead the 
importance of new social movements (Melucci, 1996; Touraine, 2000). The rise 
of these movements has significant implications for social policy, offering a 
new perspective on what it means to be a citizen and a client of the welfare 
state. For example, Fitzpatrick (2008) asserts that “as well as providing for 
basic needs and aiming at the goal of social justice, perhaps social policy 
should also try to fulfil other needs, ones that are less material in nature 
and related more to quality of life” (p. 119).

The influence of postmodernism also extends to the delivery of welfare 
services. Postmodernists criticize the emphasis placed on universality in 
Fabian and social democratic approaches, and postmodernist approaches 
tend to be underpinned by a politics of difference, which, instead of seeking 
to reconcile differences into a single consensus, would use differences as a 
resource for multiplying sources of resistance to existing normative categories 
and classifications (Carlson, 2004). Difference could be protected if diversity 
and equity (based on need and empowerment) were to replace sameness 
and equality as the principles underlying universalism (Mouffe, 1993). This 
project would entail a bottom-up approach “in which needs would no longer 
be defined by experts but would be negotiated from below and delivered in 
a manner which would empower users of social policy, and be accountable 
to them” (Carlson, 2004, p. 142).

In the context of sport policy, postmodernists argue that although sport 
can be highly significant to individual identity and lifestyle, it is ultimately 
superficial. State intervention in sport reflects an institutional anxiety to 
exercise control and impose order in an increasingly disorganized world 
(Hylton & Totten, 2008).
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Social Development Perspectives  
on Social Policy and Sport
The social development perspective, which originated in the Global South, 
seeks to integrate social welfare and economic development. By advocating 
the integration of economic and social policy, the effective use of economic 
policy to achieve social goals, and the promotion of social investment 
strategies that encourage participation in the productive economy, social 
development analysts argue that social welfare is not antithetical to eco-
nomic progress but that the two are interdependent (Midgley, 2009). Propo-
nents of this perspective believe that economic participation is the primary 
means by which most people meet their social needs (Sherraden, 1991) and 
that adequate investments should be made to ensure that people have the 
skills, knowledge, resources, and opportunities to participate effectively in 
the productive economy. Investments should be directed in particular to 
enhancing the social and human capital of individuals and communities 
(Woolcock & Narayan, 2000).

Social development theorists reject the argument that the free market will 
create wealth and prosperity for all. They contend that governments have a 
key role to play in ensuring that people have the capabilities to participate 
effectively in the economy, in removing barriers to economic participation, 
and in protecting those who are vulnerable to economic exploitation (Sen, 
1999). They recognize that these goals can be achieved through the agency of 
the state, community, and market and that an appropriate balance between 
these agents should be found (Midgley, 2009). Like Third Way and neolib-
eral scholars, social development theorists propose a pluralistic approach 
to social welfare provision. They draw attention to the role of international 
development and financial agencies and transnational nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) in the integration of economic and social policy (Hall 
& Midgley, 2004).

In relation to sport, the social development perspective is increasingly 
prominent in the “sport-in-development” movement, which focuses on 
delivering social and health benefits to impoverished communities in the 
Global South through sport programs (e.g., Levermore & Beacom, 2009). This 
trend is examined further in the remainder of this chapter.

Key Concepts
The discipline of social policy may be relatively new, but the idea that sport 
might be directed toward wider social objectives is central to the history 
of modern sport, as is also shown in this book in chapter 1 (the history of 
sport) and chapter 10 (international relations and sport). Many aspirations 
currently voiced in relation to sport and social policy can be traced, in one 



 Sport and Social policy | 289

form or another, throughout the history of modern sport. In the 19th century, 
several European states were concerned with the physicality of their agents 
and the general population, not only in preparation for war, but also for the 
purposes of hygiene and health. Sport has also been central to social move-
ments such muscular Christianity (MacAloon, 2006), the rational recreation 
interventions of the late 19th century (Kidd, 2008), and the establishment of 
organizations such as the YMCA (Saavedra, 2009). For the present purpose, 
the focus is on key concepts that emanate from the contemporary social 
policy literature and that can be usefully applied to the study of modern 
sport. Three concepts are discussed here: equality, social inclusion, and 
partnerships (welfare mix).

Equality: Sport for All?
The principle of equality occupies a central place in debates about social 
policy (Blakemore & Griggs, 2007). There are, however, differing interpre-
tations of equality. Bagilhole (1997) distinguishes three views of equality. 
The notion of equality of condition acknowledges that even where access 
is open to all, there may be material and cultural disparities that need to 
be considered. Equality of outcome considers the effect and amelioration of 
historical disadvantages; such policies may privilege marginalized groups 
(this is sometimes referred to as affirmative action). Equality of opportunity 
involves the recognition that all social groups need equal access to facilities 
and services. This concept is reflected in equal opportunity policies aimed 
at improving access to jobs, education, health, and sport and recreation. One 
renowned example of such policies is the enactment of Title IX in 1972 in 
the United States. Title IX requires, among other things, that women be pro-
vided with an equitable opportunity to participate in sport and that female 
athletes receive equal treatment, for example in the provision of equipment 
and supplies, the scheduling of games and practice times, coaching, practice 
and competitive facilities, and access to tutoring and scholarships.

In social policy, the main contrast in relation to equality is found between 
the traditional left conception of equality of outcome and the center-left and 
Third Way ideology of equality of opportunity (Taylor-Gooby, 2008). How 
does this contrast play out in sport policy? Sport is sometimes portrayed 
as a “level playing field” where we can play unfettered by wider social 
inequalities. The reality of a level playing field has, however, never been 
achieved, and successes remain incomplete and partial (Hylton & Totten, 
2008). Neo-Marxist and feminist perspectives sensitize us to the continuing 
significance of class, gender, and racial inequalities in sport. They suggest 
that “sport for all” is unlikely to happen against the backdrop of a capital-
ist and patriarchal society. Social influences such as class, gender, ethnic-
ity, and age affect patterns of sport participation and can act as barriers to  
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participation (Collins & Kay, 2003); this issue is discussed in more detail 
in chapter 5 (the sociology of sport). From a social democratic perspective, 
tackling inequality by reducing barriers to participation is a central prem-
ise and aim of sport development. However, “sport for all” will not just 
happen naturally: Inclusive, low-threshold sporting opportunities must be 
delivered at local sport facilities before individual access and participation 
can be achieved. Unless there is recognition of the needs and aspirations of 
diverse people in society and in client groups, sport providers will continue 
to reproduce social inequalities in society (Hylton & Totten, 2008).

Social Inclusion
There has been something of a paradigm shift from a concern with equality 
of outcome to a focus on social inclusion and equality of opportunity, most 
notably in countries where Third Way and neoliberal thinking has been 
dominant. A key aspect of this shift is the growing use of the language of 
social inclusion and exclusion rather than that of poverty—the emphasis 
being on paid work and education as the mechanisms of inclusion (Lister, 
1998). Recent policy and political focus on social inclusion have been under-
pinned by a concern with inadequate civic participation and a lack of social 
integration and community cohesion (Bloyce & Smith, 2010). In social policy, 
the notion of social inclusion is reflective of an “active” welfare state that 
promotes personal responsibility for public issues. It emphasizes active 
citizenship and people’s responsibility to make active contributions to their 
communities, for example through civic participation and associational life 
in sport clubs (Coalter, 2007; Spaaij, 2013).

In several respects, social inclusion emerges as more dynamic, multifac-
eted, and methodologically plural than a poverty-based approach (Rodgers, 
1995; Percy-Smith, 2000). It is a dynamic process or set of processes rather 
than a static, all-or-nothing condition. It is also understood in a global–local 
context—that is, in relation to transnational, national, and local influences as 
they affect and co-shape inclusionary and exclusionary processes. Further, 
as a condition, social inclusion is multidimensional. The notion of social 
exclusion encompasses not only the lack of access to goods and services 
that underlies poverty and economic disadvantage but also inequalities 
in other dimensions of social, political, and cultural life (Vobruba, 2000). 
Indicators of social exclusion include lack of access to the labor market and 
education, as well as poverty, poor health, lack of access to social supports 
and networks, exclusion from services, and discrimination (Percy-Smith,  
2000).

The growing popularity of the term “social inclusion” in sport policy sig-
nifies a relative shift from sport as welfare to sport for welfare. Sport is now 
commonly thought of and used in an instrumental fashion, as a vehicle for 
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social policies targeted at promoting social inclusion (Coalter, 2007; Bloyce & 
Smith, 2010). Sport is seen as potentially contributing to efforts to address a 
wide array of social issues that have been linked to social inclusion, such as 
civic participation, neighborhood renewal, community safety, and integra-
tion. In the Netherlands, for example, sport has become embedded across a 
range of social policies. The Dutch Ministry of Health, Welfare, and Sport 
(2005) views sport as “a highly desirable and effective way of achieving key 
government objectives.” In its policy statement Tijd voor Sport (“Time for 
Sport”), the national government expresses concern about increasing van-
dalism in inner-city areas, unhealthy lifestyles, segregation between groups, 
and diminishing community cohesion. The Dutch government has recently 
taken several initiatives as part of its Large Cities Policy (Grotestedenbeleid), in 
which sport and leisure play an important role. In the UK, there has arguably 
been an even stronger association between sport and the promotion of social 
inclusion (e.g., Department for Culture, Media, and Sport, 2000; Coalter, 2007; 
Tacon, 2007). One example is the development of the Policy Action Team 10, 
which was tasked with developing an action plan to maximize the impact 
of arts, sport, and leisure in the context of neighborhood renewal, while 
simultaneously raising civic participation.

At the level of the European Union (EU), sport has only recently become a 
genuine social and cultural concern as part of EU policy on social inclusion 
(Gasparini, 2010). The EU has funded and promoted several sport-focused 
projects and events for enhancing social inclusion and intercultural dialogue. 
The year 2004, designated as the European Year of Education through Sport, 
witnessed the establishment and funding of a range of projects and partner-
ships across the continent. Among the objectives was that of encouraging the 
exchange of good practice concerning the role that sport can play in education 
to promote the social inclusion of disadvantaged groups. The White Paper on 
Sport, adopted by the European Commission in 2007, also expresses a belief 
in sport’s contribution to social inclusion at the EU level, noting, for instance, 
that sport “makes an important contribution to economic and social cohesion 
and more integrated societies” (p. 7).

The concept of social inclusion does have its critics. First of all, when it 
is associated with a wide variety of social objectives, ranging from unem-
ployment to social integration and civic participation, the concept is very 
vague. Furthermore, postmodernists argue that the concept is outdated, as 
global processes lead to the redundancy of traditional boundaries and social 
inequalities, and lifestyle and identity are increasingly individualized and 
self-determined through consumption. For postmodernists, as noted earlier, 
policy attempts to promote social inclusion through sport reflect an institu-
tional anxiety to exercise social control and impose social order (Hylton & 
Totten, 2008). Others have stressed that, in the ways in which social inclusion 
has been applied to sport, the concept fails to recognize that poverty and 
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socioeconomic status (together with other sources of social division) lie at 
the core of social exclusion (Collins & Kay, 2003; Bloyce & Smith, 2010). Bloyce 
and Smith contend that there is “a clear need to think far more clearly and 
analytically” about the potential of sport for helping to achieve desired social 
outcomes associated with social inclusion (p. 106). They found that one of 
the major weaknesses of many sport-focused social inclusion schemes has 
been “the failure to change the habitus, that is, the deeply seated values and 
beliefs, of participants towards their propensity for engaging in what are 
regarded as undesirable behaviours” (p. 106).

Partnerships in Sport
The increased emphasis on nonstate forms of welfare provision through the 
private and nonprofit sectors has shifted the boundaries between state and 
individual responsibility (Lister, 1998; Gilbert, 2002). In sport policy, this 
shift is reflected in a focus on partnerships. There is a recognition that sport 
can rarely yield economic, environmental, health, or social benefits when 
acting alone; rather, “it needs to be a partner, often a minor one, with those 
promoting other policies” (Collins & Kay, 2003, p. 4). In the context of sport, 
a partnership can be defined as any cooperation between organizations or 
individuals to further sport experiences and opportunities. Partnerships in 
sport can take on myriad forms, and they tend to vary according to factors 
such as time scale (temporary or permanent), types of partner (public, volun-
tary, or commercial), power distribution, and scale (transnational, national, 
local) (Robson, 2008). Many examples exist of partnerships in sport, some of 
which are discussed in chapters 10 (international relations and sport) and 
13 (management studies and sport).

In the context of social policy, the varying scale of partnerships in sport 
is of particular import. Partnerships in sport can be focused locally or 
nationally or can extend beyond national boundaries. While no global social 
policy exists as such, social policy analysts are increasingly concerned with 
transnational cooperation in social policy and with “globalizing” social 
policy concepts, such as supranational or global citizenship. It is now widely 
accepted among social policy analysts that there is a need to address the 
global contexts and dimensions of social policy (Yeates, 2007). The gov-
ernance of sport is also characterized by complex webs of global–local 
interdependence, which require a rethinking of the concepts and analytical 
categories we use (Maguire, 2005). For example, professional soccer clubs are 
tied into transnational business and competitive configurations that extend 
beyond the nation-state. Giulianotti and Robertson (2009) have found that 
soccer’s transnational governance harbors significant problems associated 
with intensified multipolar complexity, governmental probity, political 
representation, and social exclusion. These issues are discussed further in 
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chapters 8 (Economics and Sport) and 9 (Political Science and Sport). They 
are also examined in the discussion that follows here in relation to sport in 
international development contexts.

Key Debates
We can distinguish at least four major areas of contemporary debate on 
social policy aspects of sport: social integration and intercultural dialogue 
through sport, health benefits of sport, sport as social control, and sport in 
international development. In this section, each of these debates is addressed 
in relation to recent sport research.

Social Integration and Intercultural Dialogue 
Through Sport
Social inclusion policies associated with sport take on myriad forms; there 
is no single approach that applies across all countries. In Europe, one of the 
key debates in regard to sport and social policy involves the role that sport 
can play in promoting social integration of minority ethnic groups. In 2003, 
the European Commission prompted a comparative study examining the 
contribution of sport as a means of fostering intercultural dialogue among 
young people from different ethnic backgrounds (Amara, Aquilina, Henry, 
& PMP Consultants, 2004). The study classified five policy approaches to 
sport in respect to minority ethnic groups; three of these approaches focus 
on cultural diversity and pluralism:

• Interculturalism refers to the promotion of intercultural exchange by 
placing equal valuation on cultures that are brought together to produce a 
new “cultural mix.” This position values diversity as a cultural and politi-
cal resource. Policies associated with such thinking include the promotion 
of intercultural encounters between minority ethnic groups in the context 
of sport.

• The philosophy of separate but equal development is evident in political 
terms in the protection of political minorities. In sport, this approach is 
reflected in a policy of funding minority ethnic sport associations.

• Market pluralism is associated with the classical liberal individualism of 
the Anglo-Saxon model of the state. The focus is on fostering the commer-
cial and voluntary sectors as the optimal deliverers of diversity in sporting 
opportunity and experience (Henry, 2010).

The remaining two policy approaches emphasize cohesion rather than 
diversity and take unitary views of national culture:

• Assimilation refers to inclusion policies seeking to integrate minority 
ethnic groups into the national culture. This approach addresses generalist 
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problems, such as the use of sport in combating social exclusion, rather than 
focusing on specific target groups.

• Nonintervention occurs when populations are deemed homogeneous and 
there is little perceived need for targeted sport policy initiatives (Henry, 2010).

This classification shows the diversity in the ways that social inclusion is 
conceptualized and promoted in the realm of sport. It enables us to identify 
different national and supranational models of sport policy in relation to 
social integration and intercultural dialogue. Different models of integration 
and assimilation result from “the processes of nation-building, democratisa-
tion, and the experience of international relations, particularly colonial and 
post-colonial relations” (Henry, 2010, p. 59). According to Gasparini (2010), 
countries such as Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK have observable 
(yet shifting) multicultural policies in the area of sport and physical activity, 
which involve multicultural education and endeavors to instill intercultural 
skills in sport teachers and instructors. In France, on the other hand, these 
forms of official policy are substituted for by the generic terms “urban policy” 
and “combating exclusion.” French sport policies tend to be directed at 
specific districts or populations facing social “problems,” not at constituted 
groups or at ethnic minorities (Gasparini). Arnaud (1999) has found that 
the spatial or social concentration of minority ethnic groups in particular 
contexts (i.e., impoverished urban areas, at-risk youth) means that services 
may be, de facto, delivered largely to minority ethnic groups by virtue of 
this concentration.

Research in this area has also examined the community impact of inter-
cultural encounters in sport, reflecting the issues of community addressed in 
part II of this book. Research by Krouwel, Boonstra, Duyvendak, and Veld-
boer (2006) in the Netherlands found that sport activities “seem to perform 
a strong function in the reinforcement of existing (ethnic) identities, rather 
than in new identity formation” (p. 176). Tensions and discrimination in other 
societal spheres can cause members of marginalized minority ethnic groups 
to prefer to be part of ethnically homogeneous sport teams. For these groups, 
sport activities are particularly useful as a way to temporarily get away from 
social spheres marked by tense relations and to seek refuge among others 
with similar ethnic and cultural backgrounds; in other words, during leisure 
time, there is a clear wish to be among those with whom social interaction 
is uncomplicated, symmetrical, and meaningful.

Walseth (2006) has found that sport can also function as a refuge from 
difficult life and family situations. Sport activities, she argues, provide a 
“free space” in which some young Muslim women can construct individual 
identity and alternative forms of femininity. This body of research also 
shows that intercultural encounters in sport are not necessarily peaceful 
and meaningful. Cultural “mixing” in sport does not automatically lead 
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to social cohesion or integration. If minority ethnic groups are forced into 
playing sport with majority ethnic groups, they may well be less inclined 
to participate in sport or report more negative sport experiences, which 
would further reduce the potential for intercultural dialogue. In this regard, 
Krouwel and colleagues (2006) conclude that it is doubtful that sport is an 
ideal social sphere or vehicle for increasing intercultural interaction and 
meaningful exchange.

Sport for Welfare: Health Benefits
We have seen how sport is often adopted in an instrumental fashion as a 
vehicle for social policy intended to promote social inclusion. It is widely 
recognized among medical professionals, health researchers, and sport 
providers that sport can also have beneficial health outcomes on a range of 
indicators (World Health Organization, 2003). The health costs of physical 
inactivity and sedentary lifestyles have been addressed with regard to several 
major chronic diseases, notably cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and colon 
cancer. Scientific evidence that supports these claims is used not only to 
develop intervention programs aimed at improving health among selected 
population groups but also to start integrating the work and approaches of 
various fields of policy development relating to sport and health (Westerbeek, 
2009; King, 2009). The World Health Organization has noted that regular 
physical activity “can be a practical means to achieving numerous health 
gains, either directly or indirectly through its positive impact on other major 
risks, in particular high blood pressure, high cholesterol, obesity, tobacco use 
and stress” (p. 2). To this end, several governments have introduced national 
physical activity guidelines; for example, the National Physical Activity 
Guidelines for Australia recommend physical exercise of at least a moderate 
level on most days of the week for a total of 30 minutes or more on each of 
those days. The guidelines for children and adolescents recommend at least 
60 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity every day (Department 
of Health and Ageing, 2004). Similar physical activity guidelines have been 
promoted in other countries, including Canada, the UK, the Netherlands, 
and the United States.

The “sport for health” discourse remains controversial, and three impor-
tant criticisms have been raised. At the level of policy implementation, there 
is often a disconnection between sport organizations and health providers. 
King (2009) notes that policy where the health and sport sectors overlap 
“appears to be made in a fog of disagreements about goals, causes and 
means” (p. 190). The disconnection between the two policy sectors seems 
to emanate from the historically differential reasons for which sport and 
health organizations were established. Others have argued that, in order 
to make more adequate sense of the complex relationship between sport  
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participation and health, “we need to pay particular attention to the ways in 
which health inequalities are socially patterned and to the differential health 
outcomes that are to be found amongst various social groups” (Bloyce & 
Smith, 2010, p. 130). Finally, some scholars question the assumed objectivity of 
and consensus in the epidemiological science in regard to interpreting issues 
such as overweight and obesity and their relationship to sport and physical 
activity. Gard and Wright (2005) argue that the “obesity epidemic” is not so 
much a natural phenomenon as it is “a social idea (ideology) constructed at 
the intersection of scientific knowledge and a complex of culturally-based 
beliefs, values, and ideals” (p. 168). This argument points to another impor-
tant dimension of social policy and sport: sport as a form of social control.

Sport as Social Control
Contemporary perspectives on social policy tend to emphasize the need for 
an “active” welfare state that promotes personal responsibility and individual 
opportunity, as opposed to what is characterized in a pejorative way as a 
“passive” welfare state that encourages dependence and lack of initiative 
(Lister 1998, p. 224). As noted earlier, this paradigm shift is reflected in sport 
policies that emphasize active citizenship and civic participation (Coalter, 
2007). This development raises the important question of the extent to which 
social policy plays a political-ideological function in terms of maintaining 
social order and regulating the behavior of citizens. Neo-Marxist and post-
modernist perspectives on social policy sensitize us to the idea of social 
policy as a form of social control. Social policy is not unequivocally “a good 
thing.” At times, the welfare system becomes more concerned with control-
ling people than with meeting their needs or respecting their rights as inde-
pendent citizens (Blakemore & Griggs, 2007). Social control can be directly 
coercive, such that an individual’s autonomy or freedom is deliberately and 
obviously suppressed, but it can also be subtly oppressive by encouraging 
people to fit into accepted social roles or suppressing their individuality in 
less obvious ways, as noted in relation to the social construction of obesity 
and overweight. Blakemore and Griggs argue that, in the context of social 
policy, “the prospects for ‘benign’ social control and for greater openness, 
freedom and democratic participation in providing and running welfare 
services are mixed” (p. 129): On the one hand, we are witnessing a tendency 
toward more control and paternalism, especially in the areas of employment 
and social security; on the other, there are important countervailing influ-
ences to the enormous growth of the power of public and quasi-public bodies 
over the lives of individuals, such as human rights and equity legislation.

In sport policy, the issue of social control remains underexplored and 
undertheorized despite the attention that historians and sociologists of 
sport have drawn to it (see chapters 1 and 5). However, in relation to the 
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aforementioned concepts of social inclusion and integration, the significance 
of this theme is readily visible. Gasparini (2010) rightly notes that the terms 
“integration” and “cohesion” as applied to sport invite critical questions, 
particularly when used as political injunctions. Integration may at the same 
time signify both a normative program and a social process. Imposed by 
the state, integration as a normative program is the desired outcome of an 
official policy and becomes an injunction to adapt to the host society. This 
normative program is strongly criticized by neo-Marxists, feminists, and 
postmodernists alike, albeit on different grounds.

Little research has explored the idea of sport as social control in depth (but 
see chapter 9 of this volume for a general discussion of the political uses of 
sport). Research by Spaaij (2009) shows that sport policies aimed at enhanc-
ing the social inclusion of disadvantaged young people tend to operate in 
a broader political-ideological context that focuses on generating order in 
impoverished urban neighborhoods and normalizing the behavior of those 
who reside in them, particularly “at-risk” youth and ethnic minorities. It 
could be argued, then, that in the wider context of political concern about 
social cohesion, immigration, and crime, serving disadvantaged youth is 
not the ultimate goal of such sport programs. Ultimately, they are a means 
through which government agencies and their partners seek to civilize and 
regulate particular social groups in order to normalize their behavior (i.e., 
toward choosing not to drop out or refraining from criminal or antisocial 
behavior), to make them meet their social responsibilities, and to integrate 
them into society. Thus, Spaaij argues, sport-focused interventions also tend 
to serve as a form of social control and regulation.

Spaaij’s research suggests that sport is increasingly becoming a substantial 
aspect of the neoliberal policy repertoire aimed at generating social order 
in disadvantaged inner-city neighborhoods. This argument is certainly not 
new, and it is not limited to Western Europe. One of the earliest sport-focused 
interventions designed to promote social inclusion is the creation of midnight 
basketball programs in the United States during the 1980s. These programs 
sought to reduce crime by young African American males in impoverished 
urban neighborhoods with high levels of recorded youth crime and delin-
quency (Hartmann, 2001). The programs offered supervised basketball games 
during the so-called high-crime” hours (between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m.). Since 
the 1990s, several similar sport-focused programs have been introduced with 
the aim of reducing crime and delinquency (e.g., Nichols, 2007).

Sport in International Development
In recent years, sport has come to be viewed increasingly as an effective 
tool for international development. This view is closely aligned with the 
social development perspective on social policy and also resonates with the 
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more domestically focused Third Way perspective on social inclusion. The 
potential of sport as a tool for international development is being harnessed 
by an ever-expanding range of organizations at the local, national, and 
transnational levels. Programs that use sport as a vehicle for community 
development take myriad forms. Partnerships may include transnational 
NGOs, multinational corporations, international aid organizations, national 
and supranational governing bodies and sport organizations, individual 
sport clubs, and elite athletes. For example, UNICEF has developed partner-
ship agreements with major sport federations—such as CONCACAF (the 
governing body for soccer in North America), CONMEBOL (the governing 
body for soccer in South America), the West Indies Cricket Board, and the 
International Olympic Committee—mobilizing these organizations not only 
to highlight UNICEF messages and activities at sporting events but also to 
build durable, program-driven partnerships in a range of countries in the 
Global South (UNICEF, 2006). Statements representing the aspirations of this 
type of partnership tend to stress the idea that through “sport and physical 
education, individuals can experience equality, freedom and a dignifying 
means for empowerment, particularly for girls and women, for people with 
a disability, for those living in conflict areas and for people recovering from 
trauma” (Beutler, 2008, p. 365). The United Nations Inter-Agency Task Force 
on Sport for Development and Peace (2003) has been a major proponent of 
this vision, arguing that sport can play a pivotal role in achieving the UN’s 
Millennium Development Goals through the use of innovative global part-
nerships.

Some sport-in-development partnerships closely follow the argument put 
forward by proponents of the social development perspective that adequate 
investments should be made to ensure that people have the skills, knowl-
edge, resources, and opportunities to participate effectively in the productive 
economy. The A Ganar Alliance is a prominent example of a social develop-
ment approach to community development through sport (Spaaij, 2010). A 
Ganar is a team sport partnership model for youth employability in Latin 
America and the Caribbean that is coordinated by the transnational NGO 
Partners of the Americas. The original funding for A Ganar came from the 
Multilateral Investment Fund of the Inter-American Development Bank, 
and it is now funded in part by the U.S. Department of State. The program 
currently operates in 13 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean. A 
Ganar is built on the belief that team sport offers an effective tool (or “hook”) 
for motivating youth to participate in vocational training and for teaching 
employment skills. Other prominent initiatives in the field of sport for devel-
opment, such as the renowned Mathare Youth Sports Association in Kenya, 
are discussed at length in chapter 10 (International Relations and Sport) 
(see also Levermore & Beacom, 2009). That chapter also examines some of 
the important criticisms aimed at advocates of the power of sport ideology.
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Summary
This chapter examines some of the key perspectives, concepts, and debates 
in social policy and their applications to sport. Social policy is a profoundly 
interdisciplinary field, and much of the thinking about social policy draws 
upon insights from sociology, economics, philosophy, and many other dis-
ciplines. Moreover, social policy perspectives and their applications to sport 
are not limited to issues of governance but also address issues of community, 
identity, and capital (redistribution), and community has become particularly 
dominant in discussions of active citizenship, social inclusion, and commu-
nity cohesion. The chapter shows that, in addition to sport as welfare, which 
is reflected in debates on enhancing mass participation in sport and reducing 
barriers to participation, there has been—both historically and at present—a 
discourse focused on sport for welfare. In this discourse, sport is viewed in a 
rather instrumental fashion as a vehicle for social policy aimed at promoting 
social inclusion, community cohesion, intercultural dialogue, positive health 
outcomes, and other social objectives. This discourse has been challenged 
from a range of theoretical and ideological perspectives but nevertheless 
remains highly prominent in both policy making and academic research.

Social policy invites us to critically examine not only the pros and cons of 
the sport-for-welfare debate but also its political-ideological underpinnings, 
as well as its implications for welfare provision in and through sport. On the 
one hand, social policy offers a toolkit for analyzing shifts in thinking about 
welfare provision, particularly in terms of the retreat of public welfare sys-
tems and the emergence of new forms of welfare pluralism and partnerships, 
in which informal systems of care, professionally administered nongovern-
mental organizations, and commercial welfare services play a prominent 
role, and in which citizens are urged to work toward the improvement of 
welfare in their communities. On the other hand, the notion of social control, 
which emanates primarily from neo-Marxist, feminist, and postmodernist 
perspectives on social policy, allows us to penetrate the often romanticized 
and overgeneralized assumptions surrounding the wider social benefits of 
sport and to achieve a more critical, reflexive engagement with the subject. 
Thus, despite its status as a relatively new academic discipline, social policy 
thus has much to offer in the analysis of social, political, economic, and moral 
dimensions of modern sport.
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