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ABSTRACT

This study aims to explore how international sport experts make sense of sport’s
interaction with sustainable development. We adopted the interpretivist lens, combining
the viewpoints of identified experts with the systems thinking approach. We conducted
29 semi-structured interviews with higher management decision-makers in international
sport organizations and used an inductive approach for theory building to analyze the
data and the systems map to show the various interrelations of the categories that were
identified. The systems map offers a visualization of perceived causal connections that
stem directly from the interviews with the experts. The map contains 58 variables,
including nine themes and 49 categories, which are connected via 112 causal links,
indicating the interconnected structure. The themes “environment,’ “social inclusion,’
“economic growth,” and “health and wellbeing” represent outcomes of sport, while
“visibility,” “safety,” “communication means,” “educational tools,” and “governance and
integrity” are mechanisms of how sport can interact with sustainable development. The
systems map presents a tool for understanding the complexity of relationships between
key variables at play that can help policymakers, practitioners, and researchers when
formulating, testing, and implementing various policy options directed toward increasing
sustainability of sport stakeholders.
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Introduction elements for a meaningful sustainable outcome”
(Skene 2021, 10005).

In previous work, authors have explored sport
organizations’ policy coherence with the SDGs (e.g.,
Dai and Menhas 2020; Lindsey and Darby 2019;
Moustakas and Istk 2020), reflected on the utility of
sport for achieving the SDGs (Morgan, Bush, and
McGee 2021), evaluated the sustainability of mega
sport events (Miiller et al. 2021), and conceptually
positioned sport within sustainable development
(Bjornara et al. 2017; Salvo et al. 2021). Also, the
regulative elements of the SDGs have been studied
in international sport organizations. For example,
Moon, Bayle, and Francois (2021) outlined five

The role of sport as a potential enabler for sustain-
able development is acknowledged in the United
Nations Agenda 2030 (UN 2015). The UN (2015)
regards sport as a contributor to development and
peace, tolerance and respect, empowering women
and young people alongside sports benefits to health,
education, and social inclusion.! Sustainable develop-
ment “meets the needs of current generations with-
out compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs” (WCED 1987, 23). The
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) reach their
full potential with “mutually reinforcing actions” and

“minimizing the trade-offs” (Nilsson, Griggs, and
Visbeck 2016, 320). Furthermore, due to the com-
plexity of sustainable development policy setting and
implementation planning and the segregation of pol-
icy space between actors responsible for different
sustainability aspects, “only integrated thinking across

all fields can deliver the appropriate practical

approaches to sustainability that international sport
federations have implemented. Santini and Henderson
(2021) and Vrondou, Dimitropoulos, and Gaitanakis
(2019) focused on environmental sustainability poli-
cies and actions and concluded that international
sport federations have had relatively low engagement
with environmental practices. Morgan, Bush, and
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McGee (2021) provided the state of affairs in 62
Commonwealth Games Associations. The findings
indicate that the associations perceived themselves as
relevant players when contributing to the SDGs
through gender equality, health, and education. Still,
their efforts seemed disintegrated and incidental,
indicating the need for a more planned and systemic
approach.

In the area of Sport for Development and Peace
(SDP), Svensson and Woods (2017) found that most
organizations were committed to promoting educa-
tion and life skills. In review articles, several authors
identified important limitations of previous SDP
studies (e.g., Schulenkorf, Sherry, and Rowe 2016;
Whitley, Massey, Camiré, Blom et al. 2019; Whitley,
Massey, Camiré, Boutet et al. 2019). Two important
limitations were the myopic understanding of SDP
programs and the lack of consideration of micro-
and macro-level actors. To address SDP programs
more broadly and to account for the issue of transfer
of individual-level change to societal impact, Massey
et al. (2015) used systems thinking embedded into
the structural, attitudinal, and transactional model of
peacebuilding (Ricigliano 2012). They highlighted
that building relationships among more relevant peo-
ple facilitates change and using the systems-thinking
approach top-down,
neo-colonial approaches. The authors invited SDP
scholars and practitioners to use systems thinking to
combat individualistic and linear approaches to SDP
toward meaningful broad-level change. Blom et al.
(2021) used the same grounding to explore the pro-
cess of how coaches of SDP programs go through
attitudinal, and
through SDP training and curriculum implementa-
tion. The findings indicated that the coaches initially
changed their attitude toward the concepts relevant
for SDP curriculum. As the coaches started to
develop relationships with participants and partici-
pants engaged with the SDP concepts, transactional
change occurred, followed by an indication of struc-
tural change in schools and community. Whitley,
Massey, and Wilkison (2018, 116) developed the “sys-
tems theory of youth development through sport for
traumatized and disadvantaged youth” They demon-
strated that the most important system-wide aspects
of development include youth embodiment of com-
petitive and physical aspects of activities and a new
relationship with their social environment. Moreover,
a development-focused environment, which supports

avoids  isolationist, and

structural, transactional change

the growth of a person rather than an athlete, and a
process of positive community development were key
considerations in youth development through sport.
In contrast to the previous studies that have often
focused on

environmental  sustainability  or

peacebuilding processes, we aim to reveal the collec-
tive viewpoints of relevant actors through systems
thinking to study the broad role of sport for sustain-
able development. Using an interpretive stance, we
seek to explore how experts in the field understand
sport’s interaction with sustainable development by
mapping the stated interrelations of the identified
categories across SDP as well as traditional grass-
roots and elite sport. This understanding is relevant
for research when generating hypotheses for in-depth
inquiries and for practice when identifying potential
cause-effect relationships for formulating and imple-
menting strategies for sustainable development.

Literature review

Sustainability and the systems-thinking
perspective

Sustainability is both an intermediate and long-term
integrative and adaptive process of meeting social,
economic, and environmental imperatives from local
to global (Kemp, Parto, and Gibson 2005). The chal-
lenge is to simultaneously address them to benefit
from their positive interactions (Morton, Pencheon,
and Squires 2017). Core requirements must include
context-specific considerations (Nilsson, Griggs, and
Visbeck 2016) and embrace diversity in different
ways of governing to respect sustainability principles.
Sustainability implementation should be met with
precaution due to the complexity of the world and
the interdependence of sustainability-pursuing actions.
Likewise, the implementation must consider inevita-
ble tradeoffs and strive to minimize them (Nilsson,
Griggs, and Visbeck 2016). To deal with this level of
complexity, policymakers require tools that ease man-
aging the governance processes (Reynolds et al. 2018;
Weinstein, Turner, and Ibéafiez 2013).

Systems thinking emerged from systems theory
and although it initially reflected the functionalist
paradigm, interpretive approaches found their place
(Barton et al. 2004). Some authors have distinguished
between hard and soft systems thinking, with the
former focusing on goal achievement, and the latter
focusing on learning (e.g., Bosch et al. 2007).
Interpretivism-oriented systems thinking emphasizes
holism, inclusiveness, and meaning resulting from
the social construction of actors rather than objects
with objective existence (Ehrenfeld 2008). With this
perspective, sustainable development is socially con-
structed and based upon subjective organizational
realities. In  other words, its meaning is
“context-dependent and must first be discovered
through local and collaborative stakeholder discus-
sions” (Porter 2008, 402).



Functions of systems thinking

The systems-thinking perspective proposes a shift
from myopic, analytical approaches to a holistic
approach (Gharajedaghi 2011). It addresses complex-
ity through interdependent variables and uses reduc-
tionism (deconstructing) as well as constructivism
(rebuilding the problem into a whole), sees the
problem as not reduced to its elements, and aims to
understand problems of all sizes, complexity, and
disciplines (Hester and Adams 2017). The
systems-thinking perspective assumes that observ-
able events and patterns stem from hidden systemic
structures and mental models. Furthermore, systems
thinking offers a language of terms that helps to
understand complexity (Monat and Gannon 2015),
including interconnections, feedback, and
self-organization (Williams 2017). Interconnections
relate to interconnections of actors at various scales
in social, economic, and ecological systems (Williams
2017). Feedback presents “a return on the informa-
tion about the status of the process” (Monat and
Gannon 2015, 20), whereas self-organization refers
to the “tendency of a system to develop structures or
patterns without the intervention of a designer or
central plan” (21). Lastly, systems thinking provides
a set of tools for graphical presentation that balances
between presenting elements essential for under-
standing the system and the simplicity needed to
understand it (Sterman 2000).

Systems-based approaches are particularly helpful
when there is high interconnectedness between
actors and sustainability concerns, and when there is
a need for adaptive capacity within organizations
(Williams et al. 2017), as seen in sports. Here, sys-
tems thinking allows for the display of positive and
negative outcomes, which helps avoid a myopic view
of sustainable development. In the present study, we
use systems thinking to understand sport’s perceived
interaction with sustainable development by map-
ping the interrelations of expert-identified categories.

Methodology
Design and data-collection procedure

Expert interviews have been regarded as one of the
main qualitative data-gathering techniques for sys-
tem modeling (Kim and Andersen 2012). To assem-
ble the data for the present study, we used
semi-structured expert
(Bogner and Menz 2009). The interviews allowed us
to explore experts mental models, that is, their
interpretive knowledge, consisting of subjective per-
ceptions of reality, viewpoints, or perspectives (Kim
and Andersen 2012). Interpretivist knowledge is

systematizing interviews
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often implicit; it can be elicited through abstraction
and systematization (Bogner and Menz 2009).

We considered the views of experts in interna-
tional sport. We defined experts in relation to our
research context and their “social representativity”
(Bogner and Menz 2009, 50), meaning that they
were engaged in societally relevant work in interna-
tional sport organizations. We purposefully targeted
individuals who occupied higher management paid
or voluntary decision-making positions, had experi-
ence in developing and implementing agendas and
policies regarding sustainable development, and were
still active at the time when the interviews were
conducted. With these inclusion criteria, we aimed
to ensure that the experts had the process knowl-
edge obtained through their direct involvement,
practical experience, and, most importantly, interpre-
tive knowledge (Bogner and Menz 2009). The orga-
nizations’
their global, continental, or multinational level of
operation.

The semi-structured interviews were undertaken

international character was reflected in

between May and December 2020 via online
video-communication platforms and were part of a
larger research project (Glibo, Misener, and
Koenigstorfer 2022). Before the interview, all experts
received the interview schedule through email. They
provided consent to record the session after they
were granted confidentiality. We transcribed the
recordings and upon request sent them to the
respective experts for validation. Interviews were
conducted in English and ranged in length between
20 and 90 minutes. The interview schedule contained
three sections: background information on the
expert, details on the role of the organization in the
context of sustainable development and the SDGs,
and  positive and  detrimental  sustainable
development-related occurrences in sport.

Experts

Twenty-nine experts engaged with 27 organizations
participated in the study (Table 1). We used the
typology of International Non-Governmental Sport
Organizations (INGSOs) adapted from Geeraert, Alm,
and Groll (2014) to categorize the organizations.
Twenty-four experts were engaged with INGSOs, par-
ticularly sport-governing bodies, sport event-governing
bodies, special task bodies, and representative bodies.
Four experts were involved with intergovernmental
organizations and one expert represented a National
Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) included in
the study due to its international mandate. Twenty-two
organizations operated on a global level, and most
participants were males with paid positions. Experts
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Table 1. Information on experts.

Country of organization’s

Pseudonym Gender Engagement Origin Type of organization headquarter Scope

Saga F Paid Europe INGSO Representative Body Sweden Continental/regional

Katherine F Paid Europe INGSO Representative Body Switzerland Global

Marko M Voluntary Europe INGSO Representative Body Sweden Continental/regional

Isaiah F Paid Europe INGSO Special Task Body Monaco Global

Andrea F Voluntary Europe INGSO Special Task Body Germany Global

Kai ] Paid Europe INGSO Special Task Body Denmark Global

Jean Pierre M Paid Europe INGSO Special Task Body Germany Global

Vasiliki F Paid Europe INGSO Special Task Body Greece Global

Andrea F Paid Europe INGSO Special Task Body Denmark Global

Bob ] Paid Europe INGSO Special Task Body Germany Global

Ana F Voluntary Americas INGSO Special Task Body New Zealand Global

Amalia F Voluntary Europe INGSO Special Task Body Switzerland Global

Elisa F Paid Europe INGSO Event Governing Body Switzerland Global

Ashton ] Paid Americas INGSO Event Governing Body us Global

Robert M Paid Europe INGSO Event Governing Body Germany Global

Luca ] Paid Europe INGSO Sport Governing Body Switzerland Continental/regional

Vanessa F Paid Oceania INGSO Sport Governing Body Ireland Global

Pierre ] Paid Europe INGSO Sport Governing Body Hungary Global

Garvit M Paid Asia INGSO Sport Governing Body Switzerland Global

Jack ] Paid Europe INGSO Sport Governing Body UK Global

Jirgen M Voluntary Europe INGSO Sport Governing Body Monte Carlo Global

Leo ] Paid Americas INGSO Sport Governing Body Switzerland Global

Obi M Paid Africa Intergovernmental organization Nigeria Continental/regional

Hugo ] Paid Europe Intergovernmental organization ~ Belgium Continental/regional

David M Paid Africa Intergovernmental organization ~ Cameroon Continental/regional

Jess F Paid Europe Intergovernmental organization UK Global

Ursula F Voluntary Europe National NGO with international ~ Germany National level with
mandate international mandate

Mario M Paid Europe INGSO Special Task Body Belgium Global

F: female; M: male; INGSO: International Non-Governmental Sport Organization; NGO: Non-Governmental Organization.

were engaged with their respective organizations for
approximately 9.5 years at the time of the interview
with average sport-management experience of approx-
imately 19.7 years.

Data analysis

We used Creswell’s (2007) data-analysis spiral and
followed an inductive approach for theory building
to analyze the data. We determined the analysis unit
based on the individual mental maps and proceeded
with a process proposed by Eker and Zimmermann
(2016) for analyzing purposive text data for systems
model-building, although,
approach was more interpretive. The MAXQDA
Software facilitated the data analysis. A systems map
is a standard systems-thinking representation of
causal relationships expressed in mental maps. It
consists of variables connected by arrows, indicating
the causal - positive or negative - relationships
between them (Sterman 2000). We produced the
systems map using the Vensim PLE Software.

The coding was done as follows. First, we used
open coding to identify the subcodes. We identified
221 subcodes, which we later axially coded and
aggregated into 49 higher-level categories. Then,
from these 49 categories, we further created nine
themes to finalize the coding tree representing the
outcomes and mechanisms of sustainable develop-
ment in and through sport. Every theme emerged

comparatively, our

from its categories and contained relationships. To
develop the systems map, we identified the causal
links between the categories that emerged directly
from the mental maps of experts (Eker and
Zimmermann 2016); the process is documented in
the list of relationships in the Supplementary Material
associated with this article. We used a fluid and
organic coding approach, that is, we revisited coding
until we felt that the coding tree gave a coherent
and complete representation of the data (Braun and
Clarke 2021). This enabled us to produce the sys-
tems map.

Considerations for choosing this coding approach
included the characteristics of the experts who par-
ticipated in the study. Each expert was interviewed
individually, and their input was complementary
rather than conflicting, so we treated the data on a
group level in the initial coding step (Turner, Kim,
2013). The interviews were
semi-structured, which gave the experts and a
researcher a degree of freedom to step outside the
interview guide to address issues they felt were
relevant.

The data were collected by the first author and
analyzed by a research team of two persons. The
interpretive lens allowed us to become part of the
process as we facilitated interviews and made sense
of the data. Consequently, our final map is based on
the data, but also on our interpretations (Hatch and
Yanow 2003). The principal researcher is a

and Andersen
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Figure 1. Systems map on the relation between sport and sustainable development.

fourth-year doctoral candidate with six years of
practical experience in the international sport and
sport for development sectors. The second author,
an experienced sport-management scholar well
versed in sustainability topics, was a critical friend
throughout the phases of study design, data gather-
ing, and data analysis. Through multiple meetings,
especially with respect to data analysis, we discussed
the coding and themes to arrive at a final systems
map (Nowell et al. 2017).

Findings

The systems map (Figure 1) contains nine themes
and 49 categories connected via 112 causal links.
Sample statements for all categories and links can be
found in the Supplementary Material. The themes
“environment,” “social inclusion,” “economic growth,’
and “health and wellbeing” represent the outcomes
of sport. The themes “governance and integrity,
“educational tool,” “visibility;” “safety; and “commu-
nication means” can be considered as mechanisms

for sport’s interaction with sustainable development.

Environment

Some experts described sport’s facets of waste pro-
duction and travel-related carbon footprint, contrib-
uting to environmental damage and climate change.?
For instance, Ursula highlighted, “T think sport feels
the pressure especially regarding environment and
climate change because sport has a lot of traveling,

flying everywhere” By contrast, some experts empha-
sized positive aspects (e.g., active travel).
instance, Sebastien noted that “there are lots of ini-

For

tiatives, anti—littering, constructing sport infrastruc-
ture that is positive. So, for me, this is the future,
and with all this active mobility like [backcountry]
skiing and cycling and walking we see...all of those
CO, [carbon-dioxide]-free modes of transport that
can contribute to a climate-friendly approach.”

Several of our respondents believed that building
sustainable sport infrastructure could decrease the
negative environmental impact of sport or reduce
safety concerns. Some experts emphasized that con-
structing sustainable infrastructure could positively
interact with the role-model perception of sport
organizations, while it might at the same time
increase public costs. There was also in the minds of
some respondents the idea that they could facilitate
the building of social networks and reduce inequal-
ity by providing a place to practice sport to almost
everyone interested in finding such a place. For
example, Saga said, “sustainable cities and communi-
ties are also related to how infrastructure has been
built, whether it is functional and designed as part
of the overall cities and of course sport can bring
people together...Meeting at sport events, bring
them to the clubs and streets, so thats a way of
strengthening communities” Moreover, some experts
believed that sustainable sourcing could be positively
linked to the environment, contribute to sport orga-
nizations’ role-model function, and reduce inequali-
ties along the supply chains.
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Social inclusion

Several respondents claimed that sport can support
social inclusion because of its capacity to reduce
inequalities by attracting children to school, its
potential for empowerment, its ability to educate via
the promotion of values and soft skills, and its role
in advancing health and wellbeing. Vanessa high-
lighted, “of course, sport clubs can work on that by
bringing people together, reduce segregation and
through the educational value of sport, it can bring
people out of marginalization and projects for the
homeless...So, there are the indirect sports for devel-
opment aspects”

On a broad societal level, the findings reflect the
belief that sport can strengthen national identity,
pride, and cohesion. Some of the experts argued that
establishing social networks could serve as a recon-
ciliation and diplomatic tool that contributes to
peaceful and equitable societies, and that networking
can positively relate to the awareness-raising aspect
of sustainable development, which can increase
social inclusion. On the negative side, discrimination
and suppression were perceived as potential causes
of the increase in societal inequality. For instance,
David referred to the history in which sport was
used to suppress and dominate the colonized areas
in Africa and noted that “we should not be naive,
sport is not only about creating peace and friend-
ship; it also creates conflicts and fights and long-term
divisions”

Economic growth

Some experts believed that sport causes public
spending by building sport infrastructure. At the
same time, they noted that sport can be a potentially
positive cost-benefit intervention because it can
increase public health and wellbeing. Several respon-
dents regarded sport as a relevant employment and
potentially
work-related skills. They appreciated it as a driver of
the consumption products and services and provides
a setting for innovation and entrepreneurship. The

volunteering sector, improving

latter can also take a role in preventing environmen-
tal damage, as Jack expressed it:

With things like motorsport, even some marine
sports like us, and even in the certain sense cycling;
I think some of the innovation that we see...The
amount of money invested at a top end of our sport
can be disseminated for the much wider economy
and much wider industry. So, it is like a Formula
One type of analogy...If they can make their engines
1% more efficient and in five years this gets applied
to all new cars being built, this has got a much big-
ger impact.

Health and wellbeing

Some experts highlighted that practicing sport can
improve health and wellbeing through physical and
mental health benefits. However, several respondents
mentioned the possibility of adverse outcomes caused
by aggression, violence, and doping. Such outcomes
can be avoided or reduced by improving governance
and the integrity of stakeholders in sport. Saga
reflected on the negative aspects and observed
“sports injuries are a health problem, or harassment
and gender-based sexual violence. Still a lot of things
that exist in sport; we have to solve them in sport
together with the right partners like governments,
police”

Governance and integrity

Some of the experts emphasized the need for align-
ment with the human-rights agenda. Implementing
agenda-driven good governance practices can posi-
tively affect stakeholder involvement and leadership
in sport organizations, eventually promoting diver-
sity. The focus on profit, however, several respon-
dents highlighted, could lead to corruption and
match-fixing and jeopardize the credibility of sport
and its potential uses in awareness-raising about sus-
tainability. Vanessa commented on factors that could
hinder sustainable development: “I think the integ-
rity aspect, the corruption in some sports that have
put it into kind of black market” Beliefs and dispo-
sitions such as a panacea attitude, which implies that
sport can be a solution to all sustainability problems,
or ignorance of sustainability were seen to negatively
influence the governance and integrity of sport.
Further expressed negatives included the lack of an
evidence base for sport policy or indications of low
quality or insufficient resources for implementing
sustainability-enhancing actions.

Educational tool

Respondents saw sport as a potential educational
tool for the purpose of sustainable development.
Some experts highlighted that practicing sport can
teach values and soft skills and may thus, in the
long run, contribute to peaceful and equitable soci-
eties. They regarded it as a channel and context for
empowerment and education about sustainability
that could serve as a form of physical literacy and
lead to better health and wellbeing. For instance,
some respondents drew attention to its ability to
attract attention and bring children to school and
increase their capacity to learn. They further saw



physical education as an essential part of the educa-
tional system in general and a relevant setting for
using sport for educational purposes. In this vein,
Ana highlighted: “in PE [physical education], you
reinforce other elements such as tolerance, fair play,
justice, and how to understand, for example, the
weather changes...Why the hygiene is important,
why we need to hydrate, why we need to eat prop-
erly, why we need the whole team to feel okay”

Visibility

Some experts highlighted that due to the interest
that sport creates, sport could provide visibility and
raise awareness about sustainable development.
This, in turn, they claimed, could contribute to
social inclusion, lower travel-related carbon foot-
print, and improve protection of the environment
in general, as well as facilitate alignment with the
human-rights agenda. Several respondents empha-
sized that awareness could be raised via athletes or
sport organizations that act as role models through
sustainable practices. They found the latter to be
particularly true when
implemented and when sustainable sport infra-
structure is built. Linked to awareness raising on
disability, Robert posited:

sustainable sourcing is

If you are active, you can change attitude towards
disability...We have done some stunning research
on people who were at the Paralympic Games in
London 2012. One of three people changed their
attitude towards disability...We realized that we
could really contribute to...social inclusion. What
we realized is that aligning with the SDGs we can
amplify our message to more people.

Negative aspects include the lack of credibility
that undermines public opinion of sport organiza-
tions and influences their role to promote sustain-
able development, according to experts.
Furthermore, they expressed that the promotion of
unhealthy practices linked to sport spectatorship and
the display of negative societal occurrences, includ-
ing discriminatory behaviors, are negative influences
on sports role in creating visibility for sustainable
development.

some

Safety

Some experts regarded safety as relevant for sport’s
role in sustainable development. For example, it
has been argued that climate change increases the
prevalence of very hot days, which can make phys-
ical activity potentially harmful to one’s personal
health. Also, sport infrastructure can create health
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hazards. Aggression and violence sometimes seen
in sport, findings highlighted, can be an issue for
personal safety, too. Isaiah, for example, stated the
following:

At the beginning in the camp, they couldn’t have
football games, it was impossible. Because through
football the refugees got aggressive...Because the
psychological being of refugees was so sensitive that
this was harming the situation rather than bringing
them together or making them feel better.

Communication means

Because it can be practiced without speaking the
language of the opponent or teammate, the experts
considered sport as a means of communication.
Andrea stated that “we are trying to bring in people
of different agendas and cultural backgrounds and I
think that sport can really be a door opener” Sport
as a communicative tool can work at both individual
(personal) and (inter)national levels.

Discussion

The goal of this study has been to increase our
understanding of perceived relationships, mecha-
nisms, and outcomes as a basis for transformation in
the context of sport and sustainable development.
Via expert interviews, we explored several mecha-
nisms that emerged from the data analysis and their
interconnections. In what follows, we briefly discuss
these findings against the state of the art of the
literature.

Theoretical and managerial implications

Partnerships were included in the SDGs as the seven-
teenth goal. Authors who grounded their work in
SDP (e.g., Warner et al. 2020) and explored the poli-
cies of international sport organizations (Santini and
Henderson 2021) identified partnerships as a driver
for sustainable development. More precisely, Moon,
Bayle, and Francois (2021) found that partnerships
with NGOs and consultancies can raise the capacity
of international sport federations to engage in sustain-
able development. Our findings place partnerships as
an element of achieving peaceful and equitable societ-
ies through sport. As a foundation for sustainable
development, peace needs international cooperation
to set standard norms based on dialogue as well as
excluding hierarchy and authority between partners
(Glasbergen 2007; Sachs et al. 2019). According to
our findings, sport, with its universally shared rules,
could facilitate resolution of countries disputes
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through diplomatic efforts and act as a non-language
means of communication between individuals. The
examples of international sport diplomacy have been
seen through “ping-pong diplomacy; but also on the
individual level in specifically designed sport pro-
grams that enable reconciliation. Moreover, partner-
ships in sport can support technological innovation.
These are underpinned by joint resource commitment
and responsibility that can be commercial and employ
market mechanisms to promote more sustainable
practices (Glasbergen 2007).

Stakeholder involvement and leadership diversity
emerged as relevant factors in the present study. The
need for more stakeholder involvement problema-
tizes the evidence on international sport organiza-
tions’ limited engagement with the public (Santini
and Henderson 2021). In sustainable development
efforts, stakeholder engagement is essential because
sustainability cannot be designed and imposed
top-down (Kuenkel et al. 2021; Sachs et al. 2019).
Further, stakeholder engagement is required to create
trust and cohesion and to reinforce network connec-
tions to foster the collective action that facilitates a
sense of ownership (Kuenkel et al. 2021). Hence,
there is a need to create governance that supports
dialogue and consultation to address different inter-
ests, including planetary health (Kuenkel 2019).
Stakeholder engagement must also include diversity
considerations as a source of learning and a “resource
base for adaptation and reorganization” (Kemp,
Parto, and Gibson 2005, 15). The lack of leadership
diversity in sport organizations has been reported
(Geeraert, Alm, and Groll 2014) and leadership is
relevant for the success of SDP interventions where
the features of leadership (e.g., supportive leader-
ship) and youth leadership are drivers of success
(Whitley, Massey, Camiré, Boutet et al. 2019).
Kuenkel et al. (2021, 58) see diversity in “thought,
viewpoints, background and experience” as a neces-
sary consideration for creating collective intelligence
for governance that is not only representative but
able to balance private and shared interests.

The extant literature on sustainable development
transformations regards innovation as a crucial sus-
tainability driver (e.g., Kuenkel 2019). The findings
of this study place innovation between economic
gains and environmental relevance in the context of
technology and treat entrepreneurship as a form of
its deployment. Schulenkorf, Sherry, and Rowe
(2016) identified the latter as an underdeveloped
area of inquiry. The debates on innovation for sus-
tainability extend beyond technological remit (Kemp,
Parto, and Gibson 2005; Linnér and Wibeck 2021)
and the importance of its cross-sectorial transfer-
ability (Sachs et al. 2019). Innovation should also be

addressed at the system level to consider “new link-
ages, new knowledge, different rules and roles and
often new organizations” (Kemp, Parto, and Gibson
2005, 22) as well as economic alternatives that steer
away from the traditional growth models (Kuenkel
2019). According to the experts interviewed for this
study, innovation and entrepreneurship are related
to partnerships and meaningful collaborations that
can improve innovative and entrepreneurial efforts
and outcomes in sport. In the same vein, Schulenkorf,
Sherry, and Rowe (2016) suggested collaborations
between economists and other social scientists to
explore innovative aspects toward strengthening
livelihoods of disadvantaged people through sport.

The absence of a strong evidence base and/or low
quality of evidence was identified as a negative influ-
ence on governance for sustainable development.
Indeed, sustainable development as a continuous learn-
ing process requires research-informed decision-making
facilitated by shared objectives, criteria, tradeoff rules,
and indicators to measure progress toward sustainable
development (Kemp, Parto, and Gibson 2005). The
quality of the research and the reporting is a concern.
This is in line with SDP-focused research that demon-
strates that the low rigor and the lack of reported
details in published work often make a quality appraisal
difficult (Whitley, Massey, Camiré¢, Blom et al. 2019;
Whitley, Massey, Camiré, Boutet et al. 2019). Besides
the concern for quality of evidence, Kemp, Parto, and
Gibson (2005, 22) warn that “sustainability also needs
means of spurring and guiding appropriate action”
Thus, sport-system actors must allocate resources for
the implementation of sustainable development prac-
tices, which, according to our findings, present an
expert-perceived limitation. Santini and Henderson
(2021) also found the lack of finances to be a barrier
when it comes to environmental sustainability in inter-
national sport organizations.

Our findings show that some experts believed
that sport can change norms and behaviors through
social activism (see also Sachs et al. 2019). By using
its societal position, athletes and sport organizations
were identified as role models to raise awareness
and “explain the ethics of sustainable development,
promote grass-roots activism and community par-
ticipation, shareholder activism and fair-trade con-
sumer movements” (Sachs et al. 2019, 812). This is
in line with already-existing initiatives (e.g.,
UNFCCC 2018, Principle 5). However, evidence on
the role-modeling potential of athletes refers mostly
to physical activity and sport participation (Mutter
and Pawlowski 2014) with some exemptions such as
exploration of the potential of athletes and media to
support inclusion and sustainable development
(Carty et al. 2021) and human rights (Schwab 2018).



Still, research on the influence of sporting role
models on the full scope of sustainability (e.g., sus-
tainable consumption) is lacking. Also, there has
been a paucity of research into the influence of
sport’s perceived credibility on its function as a role
model. Our findings suggest that this might only be
possible if the sport system is perceived as sustain-
able by those whose norms it aims to change,
whereas creating and enabling contexts, in which
societal are displayed to
broader audiences, may negatively influence sport’s
power in creating positive social change.

Education through physical education and other
forms of sport provision (e.g., SDP; Kidd 2008) is
regarded as a setting for learning about sustainability,
empowerment, and acquiring values and soft skills
(e.g., Cohen 2005). Education aspects of sport provi-
sion have already been addressed extensively through
both SDP research (e.g., Lyras and Peachey 2011;
Schulenkorf, Sherry, and Rowe 2016) and practical
work by SDP grassroots organizations (e.g., Svensson
and Woods 2017). Morgan, Bush, and McGee (2021)
report that Commonwealth Games Associations per-
ceived their efforts toward sustainable development to
be closely linked to physical education and sport in
school and how it can facilitate learning about SDGs,
adoption of physical education in school curricula,
and high-quality vocational or higher education of
sport professionals. The hope expressed by our experts
aligns with previous findings that physical education

negative occurrences

and SDP programs could support awareness-raising
and learning of sustainable behaviors, as well as
acquiring life and soft skills to facilitate social inclu-
sion and employability (Baena-Morales et al. 2021;
Schulenkorf, Sherry, and Rowe 2016).

Governance and integrity emerged as one of the
main ways that the sport system can facilitate sus-
tainable development. A similar finding was reported
by Santini and Henderson (2021) in their explora-
tion of environmental policies of international sport
federations. Good governance principles such as
transparency, representation, and accountability are
regarded as a challenge (Geeraert, Alm, and Groll
2014). In the sustainable development literature
(e.g., Kemp, Parto, and Gibson 2005), transparency
in particular has been emphasized as a crucial ele-
ment of decision-making for sustainability due to
the need for public engagement. As sustainability is
an adaptive, context-specific, and multi-dimensional
dynamic process, and “surprise is inevitable” (Kemp,
Parto, and Gibson 2005, 16), the decisions must be
openly communicated. If sport organizations want
to increase their sustainability efforts and use their
platform to increase public buy-in for sustainability,
the increase in transparency of decision-making is
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crucial for gaining the trust of fans, supporters, and
the wider public. In that regard, the focus on profit
leading to corruption and match-fixing surfaces as
problematic. It clashes with traditional, noncommer-
cial values of sport (e.g., Olympic values) and leads
to the perceived lack of credibility and hence influ-
ences public opinion about sport organizations. The
credibility is affected by integrity scandals and prac-
tices that are not in line with perceived sport goals
(e.g., health).Indeed, there are also sport spectator-
ship cultures that promote unhealthy lifestyles
(Piggin et al. 2019).

Most themes that were identified in the present
study already feature in published research. For
example, several outcomes of sport have already
identified such as the environment,
inclusion, economic growth, and health and wellbe-
ing (e.g., Bailey et al. 2013; Bernard et al. 2021;
Coalter 2007; Spaaij 2009). However, the novelty of
the current work is reflected in the integration of
themes across SDP and traditional grassroots and
elite sport — referring to both the practicing of sport
and the management of sport. This holistic perspec-
tive is essential considering the expanded scope of
the SDGs. It can facilitate policy coherence by find-
ing synergies and incoherencies that can enhance or

been social

hinder the contribution of sport to sustainable devel-
opment (Lindsey and Darby 2019). For instance, our
findings highlight partnerships as a driver of innova-
tion and entrepreneurship. This does not only con-
cern innovations, but also
governance solutions that foster peaceful and equita-
ble societies through sport. Stakeholder trust emerged
as both important and problematic:
because stakeholder trust seems to be necessary for
the public buy-in of sustainable innovations and
problematic because of the lack of good governance

in sport organizations. Namely, the lack of transpar-

technological new

important

ency can negatively influence public perception and
trust in sport organizations and, concurrently, their
potential to serve as role models for sustainability.
Moreover, low-level evidence in research (ie., high
risk of biases) was perceived as a hindrance to the
sports impact on

assessment  of sustainable

development.

Conclusions

A systems map is inevitably a simplification of a more
complex world. The completeness of the systems map
was determined by the participating experts and
researchers who coded the data. We recruited experts
from various organizations and with different gender
and geographic backgrounds to account for diversity,
but the sample is evidently Europe-centric. Future
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research should include experts with balanced geo-
graphic or ethnic backgrounds when following the
interpretive systems-thinking approach. Also, future
research should be more specific in terms of stake-
holder differences in mechanisms and outcomes as well
as the identification of stakeholder practices (e.g.,
whether managing sport or practicing sport is under
consideration).

Despite these limitations, the findings can be
helpful as a starting point toward encouraging other
researchers to follow the
Caution, however, must be vocalized in terms of the
generalization of the map without examining the
context-specific circumstances and temporal and

integrative approach.

spatial considerations (Nilsson, Griggs, and Visbeck
2016). The present study is limited in the sense that
we only considered the perspectives of decision-makers
in governing international sport organizations. Future
studies should also consider other sport actors’ opin-
ions such as coaches, club managers, and sport-league
representatives. Still, the systems map can help
researchers and practitioners understand the sport
system regarding its contribution to sustainable
development as well as inspire researchers and prac-
titioners about what variables to consider when for-
mulating and testing relationships.

Notes

1. In agreement with the European Sports Charter, we
define sport as “all forms of physical activity which,
through casual or organized participation, aim at ex-
pressing or improving physical fitness and mental well-
being, forming relationships or obtaining results in
competitions at all levels” (Council of Europe 2021,
Article 2).

2. The names mentioned in the text are pseudonyms
used to protect the identity of the respondents.
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