


Hans Erik Næss is Professor of Sport Management in the Department of 
Leadership and Organization, School of Communication, Leadership 
and Marketing at Kristiania University of Applied Sciences, Norway. He 
has published extensively on sport, governance and management, includ-
ing The Green Transition in Motorsport: Purpose, Politics, and Profit 
(Routledge 2024).

Mari Svendsen is Associate Professor of Leadership and Organization in the 
Department of Leadership and Organization, School of Communication, 
Leadership and Marketing at Kristiania University of Applied Sciences, 
Norway. She has published articles on topics such as leadership, social 
inclusion in sport, voice behaviour, organizational democracy, and mean-
ingful work.

This book considers how sport organizations can create inclusive practices 
to strengthen social progress, focusing on the importance of leadership in 
fostering positive change.

Drawing on original research, and adopting a meso-level, multi-
disciplinary approach that includes perspectives from sport manage-
ment, the sociology of  sport and organizational psychology, the book 
considers the evidence for sport as a vector of  social progress. Featuring 
qualitative interviews with non-profit sport leaders from organizations 
across Europe, the book looks at the conditions under which social 
inclusion through sport is possible and examines the challenges and 
opportunities related to three areas of  inclusivity and exclusivity: access, 
participation, and empowerment.

Offering a new perspective on how leadership can help unlock the 
potential of sport as an inclusive force in society, this book is an impor-
tant read for anybody with an interest in sport development, sport man-
agement, social inclusion, or the relationship between sport and wider 
society.

Sport, Leadership, and Social 
Inclusion



Routledge Focus on Sport, Culture and Society

Routledge Focus on Sport, Culture and Society showcases the latest cut-
ting-edge research in the sociology of sport and exercise. Concise in form 
(20,000–50,000 words) and published quickly (within three months), the 
books in this series represents an important channel through which 
authors can disseminate their research swiftly and make an impact on cur-
rent debates. We welcome submissions on any topic within the socio-cul-
tural study of sport and exercise, including but not limited to subjects 
such as gender, race, sexuality, disability, politics, the media, social theory, 
Olympic Studies, and the ethics and philosophy of sport. The series aims 
to be theoretically-informed, empirically-grounded and international in 
reach, and will include a diversity of methodological approaches.
Available in this series:

Skateboarding and the Senses
Skills, Surfaces, and Spaces
Sander Hölsgens and Brian Glenney

Essentials of Cerebral Palsy Football
Edited by Iván Peña González, Raúl Reina Vaillo, and  
Manuel Moya Ramón

National Symbols at the Olympic Games
An Olympics Without Flags?
Jörg Krieger

The Olympic Games, Sports Law and Human Rights
Alexandre Miguel Mestre

Sport, Leadership, and Social Inclusion
Hans Erik Næss and Mari Svendsen

For more information about this series, please visit: ​https://​www.​routledge.​com/​
Routledge-​Focus-​on-​Sport-​Culture-​and-​Society/​book-​series/​RFSCS

https://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Focus-on-Sport-Culture-and-Society/book-series/RFSCS
https://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Focus-on-Sport-Culture-and-Society/book-series/RFSCS


Sport, Leadership, and Social 
Inclusion

Hans Erik Næss and Mari Svendsen



First published 2026
by Routledge
4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2026 Hans Erik Næss and Mari Svendsen

The right of Hans Erik Næss and Mari Svendsen to be identified as 
authors of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 
78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

The Open Access version of this book, available at ​www.​taylorfrancis.​com, 
has been made available under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non 
Commercial-No Derivatives (CC BY-NC-ND) 4.0 International license.

Any third party material in this book is not included in the OA Creative 
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. Please direct any permissions enquiries to the original 
rightsholder.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or 
registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation 
without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-032-86508-9 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-032-86510-2 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-52784-8 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003527848

Typeset in Times New Roman
by SPi Technologies India Pvt Ltd (Straive)

https://www.taylorfrancis.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003527848


Contents

Acknowledgements	 vi

	 1	 The role of sport in contemporary society	 1

	 2	 Theoretical framework and methodology	 16

	 3	 The role of leadership in creating access to social 
inclusion arenas	 34

	 4	 The role of leadership in facilitating participation	 55

	 5	 The role of leadership in stimulating empowerment	 76

	 6	 The role of leadership for social inclusion policy 
development in Europe	 106

Index	 124



Acknowledgements

This book is the result of an explorative collaboration process which has 
afforded us with the greatest of respect for the trailblazers of social inclu-
sion through sport in Europe. Our sincerest thanks go to all of our infor-
mants for sharing their time and experiences with us. Without their 
dedication and hard work, it would not have been so much to write about, 
even though this book is a drop in the sea compared to what is going on 
out there. Thanks to the International Sport and Culture Association 
(ISCA) for input, and thanks to Andrew Milner for his proofreading 
skills. Many thanks to Simon Whitmore and Rebecca Connor at Routledge 
for making the road from first contact to published book a smooth ride.

To Jonas, a constant reminder of why inclusion matters. This book is 
for you and for a world where everyone belongs.

Hans Erik Næss and Mari Svendsen
Kristiania University of Applied Sciences, Oslo, 2025



DOI: 10.4324/9781003527848-1
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.

Introduction

In What is Sport? originally written in 1960, French philosopher Roland 
Barthes writes that ‘What is it then that men [sic] put into sport? 
Themselves, their human universe. Sport is made in order to speak the 
human contract’ (Barthes, 2007, p. 65). Be that as it may, neither contracts 
nor the universality of sport guarantee harmony. Although sport is hailed 
as an arena where people can realize their need for belonging and where 
societal value is created, sport is as exclusive as it is inclusive with its reg-
ulations, rules, traditions, and norms. Yet, since the 1990s, expectations of 
sporting organizations to use sport as inclusive arenas and as a contribu-
tor to social progress and welfare for all and their ability to do so have 
become explicit. For example, a report claimed that the annual social 
value of community sport and physical activity in England was £107.2 
billion (Sport England, 2024). In Europe, this expectation is often related 
to ‘the European Model of Sport’ (EMS) which has ‘produced a multi-
tude of positive benefits, including contributions to education, social 
inclusion and public health’ (EPAS, 2020).

Claims like these rest on a plethora of research which have tried to 
unravel the role of sport in society and its relationship with social inclusion 
programmes, initiatives, and actions (Haudenhuyse, 2017; Schaillée et al., 
2019). As scholarly interest in sport and social inclusion has grown signifi-
cantly in the 2010s, a string of new questions and new areas in need of 
further research have therefore been identified (Waardenburg & Nagel, 
2019; Moustakas & Robrade, 2023). Given the reach of organized grass-
roots sports in Europe, with more than 700,000 clubs and about 60 million 
members (Seippel et al., 2023, p. 204), contrasted with the fact that only 
25% of physically active Europeans participate in organized sports (Rask 
et al., 2024), there are a number of calls for action for more research on 
issues related organizational capacities and social inclusion beyond elite 
sport (Dowling et al., 2021; De Bock et al., 2023). Yet, there is a scarcity of 
research linking leadership in sports organizations with social inclusion 
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(Næss & Svendsen, 2025), and in the authoritative report on the future of 
EMS to the European Commission by Sennett et al. (2022) leadership is 
mentioned only briefly in relation to gender equality and top-level posi-
tions. Therefore, our research question is: What role does leadership play in 
promoting social inclusion through sports?

To answer that, this study cross-pollinates insights from sociology, psy-
chology, leadership, and sport management research, and draws upon a 
qualitative interview sample of sport leaders (N=37) from 19 European 
countries. Due to the organizational diversity of European sport, the 
scope of this book is not limited to certain types of organizations or lead-
ership positions. Instead, its analysis rests on the relationship between 
leadership and social inclusion activities related to access, participation, 
and empowerment (Gidley et al., 2010). Our exploration of how these 
dimensions interlace does not target specific demographics, but concerns 
a diverse range of groups and individuals vulnerable to social exclusion – 
people with physical disabilities or mental impairments, immigrants, mar-
ginalized youth, or social and ethnic minorities, to name a few. On that 
basis, the aim of the book is twofold: on the one hand, to provide a new 
empirical perspective on social inclusion in sport through sport leaders, 
and on the other hand, to provide some conceptual clarifications that 
increase the precision of ‘social inclusion’ as an analytical term. In what 
follows, we introduce the backdrop to our study. The chapter ends with 
some concluding remarks and a reading guide to the rest of the book.

The emergence of sport in society

Sport as an institutionalized dimension of societies is often dated to the 
16th century. With the codification and standardization of rules in Great 
Britain in the 19th century, sport became an international phenomenon 
(Guttman, 2004). Sport governing bodies in football and athletics were 
established in the early 1900s to ensure fair play across borders and to 
increase the popularity of sport. From the beginning, states used sport as 
a tool to educate the population (in a democratic way) and a means of 
propaganda (in an authoritarian way). Sport’s prominence in world soci-
ety continued to increase in the 1960s and 1970s when the commercial 
aspects of events and teams began to take hold. A shift came with the 
1984 Olympic Games in Los Angeles as ‘the spectacularizing of events’ 
emerged as the norm for the fans’ experience of sport. A decade later, this 
type of sports experience helped transform sport into a lifestyle phenom-
enon when combined with globalization processes, not least through the 
information technology and mediatization revolution in the 1990s as well 
as political exploitation and ‘sportwashing’ in the 21st century (Beissel & 
Andrews, 2022).
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In the context of these changes, sport came to be increasingly consid-
ered part of the European integration project by the European Union 
(Marivoet, 2014; Porro et al., 2020). From being viewed primarily through 
an economic lens in the 1970s, a turning point for sport came in 1990 
when the Council of Europe (CoE) published the revised version of the 
European Sport for All Charter. In its original text from 1975, it asserted 
that: ‘Every individual shall have the right to participate in sport’ (Council 
of Europe, 1975). Aware of the role of sport as part of the rejuvenated 
Europeanization project, political interest in sport was broadened when 
the European Community became the European Union in 1992, in the 
form both of major commercial events and of grassroots sports. Despite 
few changes to the Charter’s wording, sport was now explicitly ‘an aspect 
of socio-cultural development related to a wide range of welfare services 
including education, health, social services, land-use planning and the 
arts’ (Green, 2006, p. 218). A few years later, the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam 
recognized the ‘the social significance of sport, in particular its role in 
forging identity and bringing people together’ (Treaty of Amsterdam, 
1997, p. 136). Shortly after, the Nice Declaration of 2000 underlined how 
vital sport was ‘for integration, involvement in social life, tolerance, 
acceptance of differences and playing by the rules’ (European Council, 
2000: Annex IV para 3).

Therefore, Marivoet (2014) argues that since the White Paper on Sports 
by the European Union in 2007, sport has been ‘officially’ expected to 
promote social inclusion and public health, the establishment of equal 
opportunities, and to prevent racism and discrimination at both elite and 
grassroots levels. His argument is further strengthened by the European 
Commission’s claim in 2011, is that sport ‘has a strong potential to con-
tribute to smart, sustainable and inclusive growth and new jobs through 
its positive effects on social inclusion, education and training, and public 
health’ (European Commission, 2011, p. 2). After the adoption of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals in 2015, the European Commission’s 
view was expanded to assert that ‘the global phenomenon of sport has the 
power to connect influential networks of diverse partners and stakehold-
ers with a shared commitment to lasting development’ (Lemke, 2016). 
Finally, the EU’s Work Plan for Sport 2024–2027 invites member states to 
explore sport ‘as a framework for personal, social and learning skills and 
promoting tolerance, solidarity, inclusiveness as well as other sport values 
and EU values’ (Council of the European Union, 2024, p. 6).

As a result, it is no exaggeration to say that the perception of sport’s 
responsibility for societal welfare has grown considerably. Coalter (2015) 
argues that the early 2000s saw ‘a shift from the traditional welfare 
approach of developing sport in community, to seeking to develop com-
munities through sport (…) as sport promoted itself  as being able to 
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contribute to the new, ill-defined “social inclusion” agenda’ (p. 20). For 
example, European governments ‘are pressuring federations to contribute 
more to fulfil their societal role and to cope with the current Sport-for-All 
trends’ (De Bock et al., 2023, p. 1331). Drawing upon a sample of 44,000 
respondents in 33 countries, Seippel (2019), p. 327) found that 76% of the 
respondents think that sports ‘have a positive integrative effect.’ Often, 
however, the hailing of sport’s positive contribution to society lacks polit-
ical commitment. By comparing how sport clubs in ten European coun-
tries promote social inclusion and volunteering, a report from the project 
‘Social Inclusion and Volunteering in Sports Clubs in Europe’ (SIVSCE) 
from the 2010s states that, in most of the ten countries, ‘binding policies 
and plans are almost absent’ (Ibsen et al., 2016, p. 43). Furthermore, the 
claim that sport may create positive social change is inconclusive.

Scholars have taken various positions along the spectrum of opinion 
on this claim. Taylor et al. (2015, p. 18) state that there is ‘substantial evi-
dence that sports participation improves pro-social behaviour and reduces 
crime and anti-social behaviour, particularly for young men.’ Others, like 
Verdot and Schut (2012), take an intermediate position by claiming that 
‘sport can indeed be an effective tool with a certain public, but only when 
specific material and human conditions are present, and consequently, 
that its efficiency in this regard is not relevant in most other cases’ (p. 203). 
Ponciano Núñez et al. (2023) underline how higher quality of life among 
youth was positively correlated with inclusive physical activity but also 
question how to isolate the contribution of sport. This leads us to the 
critics, who claim that much research fails to pass what Coalter (2017, p. 
19) calls ‘the problem of displacement of scope – the process of wrongly 
generalising micro level (programme) effects to the macro (social).’ 
Focusing on sport’s impact on ‘social cohesion,’ Moustakas and Robrade 
(2023, p. 1304) argue that ‘regarding sport for social cohesion, we neither 
have a clear definition of what is being achieved nor how.’

Despite all these changes and challenges, sport is still seen as a green-
house for social inclusion and, which is more contested, that the EMS 
plays a pivotal role for the future of this belief  (Sennett et al., 2022). While 
sporting, national, and regional differences obviously occur in a continent 
with more than 44 countries, current research and sports organizations 
(Nagel et al., 2020) underline six characteristics of the model: 1) A pyram-
idal structure, with sport clubs at its foundation, 2) a solidarity mecha-
nism, ensuring redistribution of funds, 3) reliance on volunteers to run the 
clubs, 4) activities based on values like inclusion, democracy, and fair play, 
5) sporting autonomy, and 6) openness of competitions. The political 
ambition for keeping this model is clear. In the wake of ‘Brexit,’ the rise of 
populism, and ‘a disenchanted Europe’ in the years prior to COVID-19 
pandemic, Porro et al. (2020) observed that European political leaders 
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were in a hurry to express ‘their support for a politically ambitious 
relaunch of the so-called European model’ which they saw as ‘a project to 
pursue without further postponements and hesitations’ (p. 3). Yet, these 
characteristics are not merely a top-down product of the EU. A Europe-
wide survey from 2021 found that, among ‘the majority of respondents,’ 
these six characteristics were ‘either very relevant or relevant to the spe-
cific sport identified or the organisation of sport in Europe’ (Sennett et al., 
2022, p. 8).

On the other hand, as the report also highlights, although the model 
seems relevant to sport organizers, it has been criticized for becoming 
outdated and not grasping the diversity of  European sports activities 
(Sennett et al., 2022). This has led to bewilderment among stakeholders, 
Anderson et al. (2023) conclude, more specifically on questions as to how 
clubs perceive themselves, ‘as either passive or active agents within a 
changing political and societal dynamics’ (p. 10). Because of  this debate 
about the role of  EMS, ‘there is a question of  who should be the guard-
ian or provide stewardship to preserve the public interest values and 
ensure coaches and support staff  are equipped to meet all new expecta-
tions’ (Sennett et al., 2022, p. 9). While this study is not a direct response 
to this question, it nevertheless uses it as backdrop to advocate a new 
take on the hitherto rarely explored role of  leadership in creating possi-
bilities for social inclusion through sport in Europe. To explain why, we 
need to address the contentious relationship between sport and social 
change categorically.

Sport and social change: a contentious relationship

Given the context introduced above it might be said that this book relates 
to three categories of research linked to sport and social progress. The first 
category of existing research is ‘sport for development’ (SFD). As SFD 
projects are often linked to colonialism and racial hierarchies, reviews 
show that they take shape as humanitarian initiatives concentrated in 
Africa and that the most widely used inclusive tool for progress is the 
game of football (Svensson & Woods, 2017). However, SFD is also criti-
cized for overestimating the importance of sport, claiming that it ‘should 
be viewed and understood (both empirically and strategically) as one ele-
ment of larger, integrative approaches to development, broadly defined’ 
(Darnell et al., 2022, p. 258).

The second category is about sport and corporate social responsibility. 
Often drawing on the three-dimensional construct by Carroll (2016) which 
is relocated from business to sport, it refers to the obligations of businesses 
to consider the larger, social picture of their activity. Rather than only 
making a profit for its shareholders or owners, an organization needs to 
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earn legitimacy among its stakeholders and should encompass ‘the eco-
nomic, legal, ethical, and discretionary (philanthropic) expectations that 
society has of organizations at a given point in time’ (Carroll, 2016,  
p. 2). In the case of sport, this means that organizations have to make 
explicit a ‘concern for social issues and leverage their favored institutional 
status in helping resolve problems and alleviate human suffering’ (Godfrey, 
2009, p. 699). Meanwhile, research has identified three critical issues con-
cerning CSR: scope (what is it), accountability (to whom are sports organ-
izations responsible) (Djaballah, 2017), and how is its conceptualization in 
a sporting context different from or similar to that in the corporate world.

The third category is community development through sports initi-
atives (Dowling et al., 2021). Empirically, however, sport as a lever for 
social change through community initiatives has also been criticized 
for relying on ‘fairytale narratives,’ deflecting attention from political 
causes and structural constraints for social progress (Reid, 2017). 
Conversely, Morgan et al. (2019) examined the potential for sports 
participation to facilitate the acquisition of  positive psychological cap-
ital, defined as a composite of  self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resil-
ience. By using data from a British programme called Sporting Youth, 
aimed at young people aged 13–19 who were considered to be vulnera-
ble and/or at risk, the authors find that ‘human and social capital alone 
cannot deliver social justice and social inclusion to young people resid-
ing in disadvantaged localities’ (Morgan et al., 2019, p. 1111). And 
even if  they suggest that positive psychological results provide an 
important piece of  ‘the social inclusion jigsaw’ (p. 1111), the study 
nevertheless demonstrates the case- and context-based sensitivities 
involved in social inclusion projects.

As a result, social inclusion is often linked to one or more of these cat-
egories, as well as being increasingly promoted as a separate concept for 
analysis, although the division is not clear-cut. But in contrast to the other 
three, it has not acquired the same disciplinary identity and continues –  
despite the increasing political eagerness to use it in policy documents, as 
shown above – to be a subject of criticism. One of the reasons for this is 
that social inclusion is conceptualized differently (Cano-Hila, 2022; 
Pečnikar Oblak et al., 2023) and, most notably in relation to empirical 
studies, insufficiently attributed to the social inclusion/exclusion matrix in 
society at large. This was expressed by Anders, a Danish informant from 
our own interview sample (for more detail, see Chapter 2): ‘sometimes it 
becomes a bit difficult to agree on what we really need to work on together. 
What do we mean by inclusion in this project? Which partners are 
involved? What things must we deliver and achieve?’ That said, defini-
tions, even though they differ, enable us to discuss their usefulness for 
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academic exploration and identification of new research questions (see 
also Chapter 6). In the context of EMS, it is noteworthy that a European 
Council report from 2003 defined social inclusion as:

… a process which ensures that those at risk of poverty and social 
exclusion gain the opportunities and resources necessary to participate 
fully in economic, social, political and cultural life and to enjoy a 
standard of living that is considered normal in the society in which they 
live.

(Council of the European Union, 2003, p. 9, italics added)

However, this view ignores the possibility of treating social inclusion and 
exclusion as separate, but not inseparable, dimensions of social life. It fails 
to consider the false dichotomy of inclusion and exclusion, which holds 
that if  you are not included, you are excluded (Spaaij et al., 2014).

As important, this relationship between inclusion and exclusion must 
be interpreted within its own context and with emphasis on certain 
dimensions of  this relationship. Donnelly and Coakley (2002) claimed 
that researchers were ‘deeply suspicious’ of  sport’s potential for promot-
ing social inclusion as they ‘have seen little evidence to support the idea 
that sport is an ideal solution to social exclusion, although most could 
point to some programmes that are organized on a socially inclusive 
basis’ (p. 13, italics added). One reason is that sport is neither a mirror of 
society, nor an economic world of  its own with regard to inclusion and 
exclusion processes (Spaaij et al., 2014; Dugarova, 2015). People have 
multiple roles and social identities, so that ‘they might often simultane-
ously experience inclusion and exclusion according to specific social 
power relations’ (Elling & Claringbould, 2005, p. 501). As an example, 
Kelly (2011) found that while social inclusion programmes achieve vary-
ing degrees of  ‘success,’ ‘their impact on exclusionary processes is inevi-
tably limited’ (p. 126).

A way out of  this conceptual quagmire is provided by Frisby and 
Ponic (2013) who on the one hand define social inclusion ‘as the process 
of  creating just and equitable systems that facilitate people’s choices and 
opportunities to engage (or not) in a wide range of social and democratic 
activities, including sport and recreation’ (p. 381, italics added). On the 
other hand, they underline that social inclusion, by its very nature, can 
promote assimilation rather than respecting differences, be assumed to be 
beneficial when it may not always be, and overlook the fact that ‘it is often 
those who are already included in sport who are deciding how to include 
those who are not’ (Frisby & Ponic, 2013, p. 392). This relational under-
standing of social inclusion and exclusion in sport, which accounts for 
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the connections between complex and sometimes conflicting forces in 
play, inspires us to go beyond the system approach by Frisby and Ponic 
(2013) and explore how leadership agency works in organizations to 
grasp the various levels of  social inclusion and exclusion.

The role of leadership

Leadership in other sectors has been proven to be instrumental in man-
aging social inclusion processes (Leo & Barton, 2006; Kendrick & 
Sullivan, 2009). That research, however, concentrates on non-sporting 
fields, so a sport-specific examination of  leadership’s role in the condi-
tions under which sport can make a difference to social inclusion themes 
is called for (Swanson & Welty Peachey, 2022). Existing research in sport 
and social inclusion also focuses on the micro or community level 
(Schaillée et al., 2019). In line with Suzuki (2017), we, however, argue that 
the meso level should be explored further because it ‘emphasizes the 
interdependence of  individuals in constructing organizational meanings 
and outcomes’ (Bligh et al., 2006, p. 298). According to Gardner and 
Cogliser (2009) this means:

the simultaneous examination of at least two levels of analysis where: 
(a) one or more levels involve individual, dyadic, or group/collective 
behaviors and processes; (b) one or more levels involve contextual fac-
tors, such as organizational of system-wide variables and processes.

(p. 497)

While we will theorize leadership further and specify the operationali-
zation of  this approach in chapters to come, our point of  departure is 
that leadership can be seen as a craft and context-sensitive practice 
which is relational and interactional, that is, ‘more than the work of 
individuals and their ability to assert influence or power over others. 
Rather, it is something created through the actions, conversations, lan-
guage, and interactions between groups of  people and within a particu-
lar context’ (Ferkins et al., 2018, p. 80). However, apart from our own 
explorations (Næss & Svendsen, 2024, 2025), much of  the literature 
underlines what sport leaders should do rather than what they are doing 
when managing the issue of  combining the exclusionary nature of  sport 
(competition, us vs. them) with its inclusive values (sport is for all, fair 
play). Moreover, sport in the context of  CSR, for example, often treats 
the organization itself  as the decision-making entity, with issues of 
leadership missing (Sparvero & Chalip, 2022).

On that basis, we contend that although our data set consists of indi-
vidual leaders, we see them as meso-level ‘translators of organization-
al-level priorities and values so they can be interpreted on the ground in 
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practical terms’ (Prime et al., 2021, p. 424) and ‘a key source of social 
information that can significantly influence the formation of a climate for 
inclusion’ (Boekhorst, 2015, p. 242). More specifically, according to 
Suzuki, there are four lines of action characteristic of leaders’ rela-
tions-building role in a social inclusion context (Suzuki, 2017). First, she 
underlines the opportunity for face-to-face human interaction. Drawing 
upon Sen’s capability approach (Sen, 1993), this means addressing how 
social relations ‘are constitutively important if  being excluded from them 
is seen as a loss on its own, whereas they are instrumentally important if  
exclusion from them results in deprivation in other aspects of life, if  not in 
itself  damaging’ (Suzuki, 2017, p. 152). Second, there is an opportunity 
for leaders to enable others to be associated with a social group. 
Experiencing a sense of belonging can strengthen one’s identity and crys-
tallize the meaning of being part of a collective. This perspective:

… emphasizes a focus on an individual’s interests, strengths and abili-
ties rather than on deficiencies. It also suggests the right of persons to 
craft and own their unique identity and that others view them as they 
wish to be viewed or as they view themselves.

(Scorgie & Forlin, 2019, p. 5)

Third, there is the importance of  being part of  a formal organizational 
structure, as underlined by Frisby and Ponic (2013). This means adher-
ing to a set of  values and practices that combine rights with duties and 
opportunities, for example, to have a say in how things ought to be done. 
Fourth, exploring the three offers above may generate a position in a 
broader social network. Engaging with a club, for example, brings the 
possibility of  generating social capital which can be converted into 
other – non-sporting – forms of  mastery and self-efficacy (Suzuki, 2017, 
p. 152), that is, the belief  in one’s capacity to complete a task, rather 
than merely possessing the relevant skills.

In practice, as we will document in the upcoming chapters, these four 
lines of action intersect. The main reason is the extended responsibilities 
of sport leaders in the 21st century (Næss & Svendsen, 2025). Having to 
fight within the sporting world for resources, attention, and people, while 
balancing the playful elements of sport with competing in ‘winner-take-
all’ circumstances, these organizations have moved beyond the realm of 
governing sporting rules and regulations. Public health, environmental 
sustainability, digitalization, and social inclusion are but some of the new 
areas added to strategy prioritizations within sport organizations. At the 
same time, outside the realm of sport, the competition for welfare means, 
political distrust in governments, and economic fluctuations challenge the 
idealized image of sport as driver of ‘Social Europe’ (Eick et al., 2024). 
Against this backdrop, we treat social inclusion as part of the leader’s 
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challenge to determine what this context means in terms of social com-
plexity with regards to three analytical categories: access, participation, 
and empowerment (Gidley et al., 2010). This framework was chosen 
because it offers an opportunity to theorize about, and analyse empiri-
cally, how leaders influence the interrelation between what we consider 
key categories of social inclusion through sport and how it affects people 
vulnerable to social exclusion.

Concluding remarks

This chapter has introduced our way of exploring the topic of social inclu-
sion through sport. Rather than using related concepts like ‘social cohesion’ 
or locating the study within disciplinary boxes like ‘sport for development,’ 
we argue that social inclusion as we understand it enables us to explore how 
leadership can be a pivotal factor in identifying the necessary conditions for 
making a difference through sport. Unlike the definitions from the CoE and 
the like above, which include too many dimensions of injustice or inequality 
to be explorable through our data, this book takes a narrower approach. 
Our applied definition of social inclusion, based on what we have discussed 
in this chapter and what is to come in the following chapters, is therefore:

A process influenced by political, cultural, and economic factors, in 
which an entity, often a sports organization, seeks to provide access, 
encourage participation, and enhance empowerment within a commu-
nity for specific groups, irrespective of their backgrounds. At the same 
time, it takes into account the risks of assimilation, exclusionary prac-
tices, and social pressures that may arise within the community or the 
inclusion initiative itself.

On that basis, in Chapter 2 we establish a theoretical and empirical 
baseline for how we explore ‘social inclusion.’ In Chapters 3–5, this 
baseline is coupled with a phenomenologically inspired analysis of 
informants’ views on issues of  access (‘seeing who’s not in the room,’ see 
Chapter 3) in relation with participation (‘gathering around the table,’ 
see Chapter 4), and the processes of  empowerment (utilizing the experi-
ence after ‘leaving the table,’ see Chapter 5). The order of  analytical 
terms and size of  chapters are both a result of, and a choice to thor-
oughly illustrate, the growing intricacy of  answering the research ques-
tion. Lastly, in Chapter 6, we use the interconnections between 
conceptual and empirical elements to discuss policy implications about 
leadership and social inclusion through sport and the role of  EMS. At 
the end of  each chapter, we present, in table form, the practical implica-
tions of  the issues raised which take a realistic view of  ways in which 
sport can contribute to social progress.
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Introduction

Social inclusion is a much-used term which must be clarified to improve 
its analytical precision and practical use for sports organizations. It is 
therefore imperative to review the conceptual content of social inclusion 
in relation to ‘how society works’ to be able to answer questions like 
‘inclusion of whom, inclusion of what, inclusion into what, how, for what 
purpose and on what terms’ (Dugarova, 2015, p. 2). In order to theorize 
about conditions under which social inclusion through sport is possible, it 
is necessary to empirically explore the factors that prevent, and the factors 
that enable, sports leaders to realize socially inclusive practices. To reduce 
the number of possible entries to ‘social inclusion’ and simultaneously 
make it relevant for leadership and grassroots sports organizations, we 
advance in this chapter an idea of social inclusion interlinked with man-
aging social complexity.

This idea draws upon Maxwell’s (2013) definition of  a theoretical 
framework, which includes ‘the systems of  concepts, assumptions, expec-
tations, beliefs, and theories that supports and informs your research’  
(p. 39). Applying this framework ‘assists the researcher in refining goals, 
developing research questions, discerning methodological choices, iden-
tifying potential threats to validity, and demonstrating the relevance of 
the research’ (Collins & Stockton, 2018, p. 4). Consequently, by drawing 
upon an abductive methodology and the interview data set described at 
the end of  this chapter, we discuss how leadership for social inclusion 
through sport is shaped by the way in which societies work and the 
human interaction they entail. Our use of  ‘theoretical framework’ within 
the context of  sport and social inclusion, enables us in Chapters 3–5 to 
go deeper into ‘theory’ in a stricter sense, that is, how the findings con-
nect to a coherent explanation about ‘social life that holds transferable 
applications to other settings, context, populations, and possibly time 
periods’ (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 257; cited in Collins & Stockton, 
2018, p. 4).

2	 Theoretical framework 
and methodology
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With these choices in mind, we turn in the next section to a discussion 
of how inclusion and exclusion are part of any society. Besides providing 
the necessary context to theorize further social inclusion challenges in 
sport, the aim of this chapter is to justify the use of the three dimensions 
of social inclusion in Chapters 3–5 instead of just one. Lastly, the chapter 
combines theories of social transactions, complexity leadership theory 
(CLT), and inclusive leadership theory in a sports context. Since the mid-
2000s, CLT has gained a foothold in organizational studies, as it ‘proposes 
that adaptability, which enhances performance and innovation, occurs in 
the everyday interactions of individuals acting in response to pressures 
and opportunities in their local contexts’ (Arena & Uhl-Bien, 2016, p. 23). 
As it is less explored in a sports context, this chapter takes the opportunity 
to advocate its relevance and address its flaws to serve as an exploratory 
concept useful to empirical studies of social inclusion in sport.

The integration of society

Sport has long been hailed as a neutral resort for dialogue and develop-
ment of the best in humankind. Nelson Mandela, former president of 
South Africa and one of the architects of  the removal of  the racist apart-
heid regime, said at the inaugural Laureus World Sports Awards in 2000 
‘sport has the power to change the world’ and his words have subse-
quently been taken as a truth for what sport can be (Mandela, 2000). A 
similar sentiment was shared by Eleni, a Cypriot informant from our 
sample (see end of this chapter):

Working towards social inclusion helps drive positive change and it’s 
beautiful to see diversity in sport. The work is definitely rewarding and 
also appreciated by the people who you are giving a chance to be seen, 
who might else not get that chance. It’s about being human.

Notwithstanding Mandela’s and Eleni’s sincere belief and laudable work 
to make this happen, sport is no unicorn for peaceful progress. Seippel’s 
list (2019) of sport’s unattractive qualities includes ‘doping, cheating, inju-
ries, violence, corruption, hooliganism, fanaticism, nationalism, eating 
disorders, male chauvinism, narrow-mindedness, smugness, commerciali-
zation and too much (or too little) elite sports at the expense of grassroots 
sports’ (p. 328). To understand the importance of this observation, and to 
specify the role of leaders in these conflicting circumstances, we need to 
explore how societies ‘work’ in relation to inclusion and exclusion dynam-
ics (Allman, 2013; see also Chapter 6).

Societies are possible for a variety of reasons. According to historical 
accounts of their development, albeit not always in agreement (Elias, 
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1991; Graeber & Wengrow, 2023), the easiest way to that development is 
that all societies possess different integration systems and mechanisms for 
creating a compromise between the individual and the collective. Humans 
have managed to develop institutions, norms, and cultures which ensure 
that there is some level of stability in economic and political organization 
and adherence to common values. These characteristics are formed by our 
relationship with geography, climate, and resource base. However, because 
people and ecologies are different across the globe, societies have organ-
ized themselves differently both geographically and throughout history. 
This affects their view of inclusive and exclusive practices and their ideo-
logical and political rationale. One reason is that ‘what we call society is 
merely one set of human interrelations among several of varying scale 
and comprehensiveness into which people are classifiable or classify them-
selves, often simultaneously and with overlaps’ (Hobsbawm, 1971, p. 30).

To unpack the contemporary relation between individuals, groups, 
and societies, which effectively impacts the level of  inclusiveness and 
exclusionary practices on any level of  sport, ‘complex relationality’ is a 
keyword (Urry, 2005). In a globalizing world, ‘small changes make for 
big differences and lots of  things are out to play, together’ (Byrne, 2007, 
p. 18). But in contrast to chaos, Byrne (2007) continues, there is some 
coordination behind the complexity around us though this does not pro-
vide a constant state of  equilibrium. Although the past is always with us, 
contemporary circumstances both shape the limits and opportunities of 
societal change today as well as in the future, which constantly evolves as 
a set of  shifting relationships and interdependencies (Barth, 2007). 
Considering the diversity of  inclusion and exclusion mechanisms around 
the world, Allman (2013, p. 7) argues that such ‘society-specific particu-
lars might take the form of  traditional and historic patterns of  stratifica-
tion, or be based on how individual groups and/or characteristics may be 
valued over others.’

To understand these particulars, Eriksen (2007) argues that a key 
question is: What are the criteria of exclusion and inclusion in a given 
social environment? (p. 1060, italics original). Although the international 
codification of  sport is often dated to the 16th century (see Chapter 1), 
sport is more than rules and regulations. Rather, as argued by Collins 
(2013), modern sport emerged because of  its relationship with the devel-
opment of  a capitalist society in Europe in the 18th century and the con-
current ideological parallels between competition and social order. The 
reason why sport was codified in the UK, therefore, was not so much to 
do with the innovative brilliance of  English sports administrators as with 
the reluctance among pre-capitalist aristocrats in mainland Europe to 
get rid of  conventional views of  physical competition. A couple of  cen-
turies later, this relationship between sport and society has been cemented 
as a core feature of  societies across the world because ‘modern sport 
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owes its growth to its symbiotic relationship with the media industry of 
print, radio and television, the development of  a national economy and 
nationalism, and the creation of  a mass, urbanised working class’ 
(Collins, 2013, p. 126).

Coming nearer to our own time, research demonstrates how sports 
organizations integrate market-driven, values-driven, and policy-driven 
logics in a unique way, and therefore operate with sectoral overlap that 
creates a grey area between business, civil society, and politics (Misener & 
Misener, 2017; Gammelsaeter & Anagnostopoulos, 2022). We therefore 
need to identify the elements of social organization in the modern world. 
Bernard, one of our French informants, said that approaching social 
inclusion issues in sport required much more from leaders than they were 
aware of:

Let’s first look at society as a whole, like, let’s zoom out. We’ve got so 
many crises. The way we solve them usually is by using band-aid… 
how do you actually zoom in and go to the root causes of where the 
problem comes from, and then kind of rechange and reinvent the sys-
tem? It’s not about tweaking. It is really like, ‘do you reinvent it or do 
you rebuild this from scratch kind of thing’ with all your experience? 
That’s social inclusion.

Elaborating on this point, it can be argued that a key component of 
understanding social complexity is how actors desire to optimize their 
own life chances, either on behalf  of  themselves or on behalf  of  their 
group. In a leadership context, Podolny et al. (2006) put it well: ‘It is the 
role of  leadership to turn an organization into an institution, by infus-
ing the organization with values and creating a distinct organizational 
identity and sense of  purpose that is in fact internalized by organiza-
tional members as meaningful’ (p. 8). But leaders are dependent on oth-
ers to make this happen. Against this backdrop, we might see models of 
social organization as derived from an anthropological view of  transac-
tions, that is, ‘the process which results where the parties in the course of 
their interactions systematically try to assure that the value gained for 
them is greater or equal to the value lost’ (Barth, 1966, p. 4; see also 
Barth 1972, 2007).

Barth adds that while this does not cover all human interaction or 
social relations, as people interact for other reasons and motives than to 
seek maximum gain, in the situations where ‘people shape their decisions 
and actions in a relationship by a transactional accounting, systematic and 
cumulative effects ensue that will determine many features of that relation-
ship’ (Barth, 2007, p. 8). Moreover, decisions are usually made between 
alternatives. The preferability of the alternatives, in turn, is ‘influenced by 
certain constraints and incentives’ (Barth, 1966, p. i); these comprise the 
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parametric conditions of the choice situation (Skvoretz & Conviser, 1974, 
p. 54). Which alternative is preferred and, eventually, which decisions are 
actually made, depends on whether the individual or individuals making 
the decision, i.e., the leader or leaders – orient themselves towards self-gain 
or value which is optimal for the sum of the partners (Barth, 1966, p. 4; 
Skvoretz & Conviser, 1974, p. 54). For example, our informant Aila, from 
Finland, who had been working with social inclusion in club and federa-
tion settings, said that

if  you do inclusive actions, you can make more people feel welcome 
and welcome new people. But it doesn’t necessarily mean that if  you 
don’t do these inclusive actions, you are excluding. It can happen that 
someone gradually starts to feel excluded.

In other words, paraphrasing Barth’s theory, we can view transactions, 
which are based on a given set of alternatives, as a way to exploit social 
relations leaders are involved in for the benefit of the stakeholders.

While this model of social organization characterizes many types of 
interaction in society, it could be argued that in the sporting sector where 
the European Model of Sport (EMS) is considered, a unique challenge 
emerges as the complexities of leadership in non-profit sports ‘are rarely 
seen in other forms of governance in the forprofit and nonsporting 
domains’ (O’Boyle et al., 2019, p. 189). Above all, drawing on the theoret-
ical framework of institutional logics, a study reports that many national 
federations ‘experience multi-level complexity when responding to numer-
ous, often conflicting, requirements coming from: commercial, govern-
ment, and social logics’ (Pedras et al., 2020, p. 483). To illustrate our 
approach to these challenges, the following section discusses the relation-
ship between inclusion/exclusion in how it affects the way we view societal 
complexity and the role of leaders.

The relationship between social inclusion and exclusion

In many ways, society’s complexities are sport’s complexities, since ‘sport 
does not exist in a societal void and is, as such, often implicated in mech-
anisms of exclusion in society’ (Haudenhuyse, 2017, p. 86). Normative 
ideals on inclusive practices, ranking the different inclusion dimensions, 
and considerations of the places people live (Silver, 2015), all affect the 
relationship with social exclusion. Therefore, it is necessary for sport lead-
ers to be aware of the societal forces involved, even those affecting the 
game negatively. A study of fears of Islamic radicalization through sports 
in France identified social exclusion based on a schismogenetic (i.e., type 
of arm’s race) logic: When players with North African origins joined a 
football club, or when those already there became victims of political fear, 
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societal prejudice pervaded the clubs. But instead of football becoming 
middle ground for diplomacy, this external influence reinforced a group 
identity ‘on both sides’ that had been less pronounced before (Sallé & 
Bréhon, 2020). These variations and many more, necessitate addressing 
the normative foundation for what counts as inclusion in sport specifi-
cally, especially when factoring in societal structures and transactional 
mechanisms discussed above.

Our French informant, Sabine, with experience of a variety of capaci-
ty-building projects among youth, said that the barriers to inclusion came 
from forces in society:

If  we look beyond sports, I think it all goes back to dominant culture 
or norms. And this dominant group is – I’m saying this also without 
judgment, I’m not accusing – being reluctant or unable to change 
somehow and to open up.

A practical example was given by a Slovenian informant, Judit, who 
recalled having meetings with parents in the club about including youth 
with disabilities in ordinary sporting activities: ‘We were talking about 
this openly. And I had about maybe five people that actually ended to 
come to our club because they were not feeling well being around people 
with disability.’ Relatedly, Labonte (2004) asks: ‘how does one go about 
including individuals and groups in a set of structured social relationships 
responsible for excluding them in the first place?’ (p. 117). On the one 
hand, it is easy to be sympathetic to this perspective because of the mate-
rial and class-based components of sport, which Labonte (2004) empha-
sizes as key to social exclusion in general. Similarly, United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) (2010) argue 
that ‘social inclusion processes require both addressing the drivers of 
exclusion, including certain policies and institutions as well as discrimina-
tory attitudes and behaviours, and actively “bringing people in”’ (p. 22). 
As an example, from sport, Elling and Claringbould (2005) claim that:

Socialization, money and time, accessibility of sporting facilities, nor-
mative and discriminating structures and cultures, and sporting abili-
ties and talent are interacting in/exclusionary factors that influence 
sport participation options among people with different social-status 
positions (e.g., age, gender, and ethnicity).

(p. 498)

On the other hand, as addressed in Chapter 1, it is not certain that 
instances of  social exclusion and inclusion are correlational or can be 
explained by the same reasons. Above, we cited informants exemplify-
ing one aspect of  it. Another is the role of  sport more generally. While 
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the proportion of  Europeans who never exercise or play sports was 39% 
in 2009, it had increased to 46% in 2017 (Rask et al., 2024, p. 8). Within 
Europe, these numbers vary dramatically, from 78% in Portugal to 8% 
in Finland (Rask et al., 2024, p. 9). The main reason for this, according 
to a Eurobarometer survey (2022), is the lack of  time (by 41% of 
respondents), not discrimination, finances, or similar. The second most 
cited reason was a lack of  motivation or interest (25%). Related to the 
latter, it is noteworthy that ‘most EU citizens engage in sport, exercise, 
or physical activity in informal settings such as parks and outdoors 
(47%), as part of  active transportation (24%), or at home (37%)’ (Rask 
et al., 2024, p. 12). Examining the relationship between physical activity 
and ethnic minority groups, a Danish study found that the dominating 
policy focus on sport clubs is not necessarily the most relevant arena for 
social inclusion as commercial centres and fitness activities are far more 
popular (Schmidt et al., 2025).

In other words, organized sport cannot be seen as a universal key to 
social inclusion. It is crucial for leaders to grasp this in order to imagine 
how social inclusion through sport is possible through different organiza-
tional arrangements. To give an example, Aila said that clubs are really 
into improving their good governance standards. When it comes to social 
inclusion, however:

We are really struggling with getting people to see that the social inclu-
sion is really the core thing. And, you know, I have been working with 
equality questions a long time and social inclusion. And what I have 
got many times from white privileged men in the 50s, they are saying to 
me like social inclusion is not the core of sports.

By contrast, Sennett et al. (2022) conclude in their review of the European 
Model of Sport’s status that many stakeholders think that the model:

…ought to have a more explicit focus on particular European values 
that should be promoted (for example, democracy, labour rights and 
human rights). This is an important finding in terms of raising expec-
tations towards the sport federations on their civic responsibility.

(Sennett et al., 2022, p. 84)

Conversely, for leaders to grasp this interrelation of inclusion/exclusion lev-
els in the context of sport’s role in society more generally, the question of 
what sport is for needs to be answered. One line of research addresses the 
possible turn from the ‘winning at all costs’ ideology that has characterized 
many sports in the past decades, at least in the Anglo-Saxon world, to ‘suc-
cess beyond winning’ (Burton & Leberman, 2017), as well as differences 
between individual lifestyle sports (like snowboarding) and traditional 
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team sports (like football). Rindler et al. (2022) suggest that the perfor-
mance focus in organized sports ‘can be a reason for dropouts among a 
significant number of adolescents, and these reasons are more predominant 
among adolescent girls’ (p. 863), whereas unorganized sport offers more 
autonomy and fewer hierarchies. Yet few dropout studies mention social 
inclusion in any committing way. Even when it is part of the picture, it 
might be given a low priority compared with responses to other things 
sport is supposed to engage in. Sabine, a French informant, told us that it is 
hard to be very positive about inclusion when you struggle to find money 
for basketballs, before underlining: ‘Those struggles are real.’ To explore 
what it would take for leaders to close the gap between policy wishes and 
everyday practices, in addition to the mulitiplicity of considerations in 
terms of the most appropriate organizational form, we now turn to leader-
ship theory.

Elements of sports leadership in a complex world

For leaders to grasp the inclusion-exclusion dynamic in society, it is neces-
sary to expand the basic idea of leadership introduced in Chapter 1. 
Former theorizations on how sports leaders lead in this respect is tradi-
tionally characterized by borrowing concepts and ideas from other spheres 
of society. From the mid-1990s to the present, however, ‘sport manage-
ment leadership researchers began to investigate tasks and skills associ-
ated with leadership in the sport context’ (Welty Peachey et al., 2015,  
p. 573), yet with transformational leadership as a key principle in much of 
it. Welty Peachey et al. (2015) exemplify this by outlining how transforma-
tional leadership and gender issues were coupled to analyse the status of 
organizational performance. Meanwhile, Welty Peachey et al. (2015) also 
argue that there ‘is a critical need to incorporate multilevel investigations 
into our work to develop sport-focused leadership theory and the bound-
ary conditions under which such theory will operate’ (p. 578).

Whereas this call has been met by innovative explorations of sports 
leadership connected to gender equality (Sotiriadou & de Haan, 2019), 
diversity and inclusion (Cunningham, 2019), and elite sport (Andersen  
et al., 2022), scholarly developments have also been constrained by how 
‘leadership research in sport management has been dominated by leader- 
centric notions’ and by the way that most researchers ‘take an abiding 
essentialist perspective toward leadership’ (Billsberry et al., 2018, pp. 171–
172). Furthermore, scholars have argued that sport leadership in general 
has yet to acknowledge the ramifications of a patriarchal culture and 
structures which work against gender equity, unintentionally upheld by 
researchers who fail to acknowledge the inherent bias in the imported 
concepts (Leberman & Burton, 2017). At the same time, research has 
uncovered many opportunities that are unused with regard to forging new 
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connections between societal sectors and organizational levels when it 
comes to developing leadership in sport. Merging the findings from our 
earlier studies (Næss & Lange, 2022; Næss & Hanssen, 2023; Næss & 
Svendsen, 2024, 2025) generates a picture of sport leaders struggling to 
cope with organizational ambidexterity, structural constraints, and the 
maintenance of personal purpose.

Taking this into account, we argue that a relevant stepping stone is 
CLT. Here, leadership is understood as a set of interactions between differ-
ent people in various roles and capabilities ‘from which a collective impe-
tus for action and change emerges’ (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 299). Because 
these interactions move between systems, organizations, and sectors, this 
interplay is managed by three types of activities by leaders (Uhl-Bien et al., 
2007). The first type is adaptive leadership. Instead of being ‘an act of 
authority,’ adaptive leadership refers to adjustments of what Lichtenstein 
et al. (2006) call complex adaptive systems (CAS). Relationships in these 
systems are not primarily defined hierarchically, as they are in bureaucratic 
systems, but by interactions between those involved. This activity is thus 
characterized by somebody managing its facilitative potential for change 
(Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). The second type is admin-
istrative leadership. This refers to those in formal managerial roles who 
coordinate actions. The third type is enabling leadership, which works as a 
balancing mechanism for the previous two types by merging the need for 
stability and innovation (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Although basing this con-
ceptual trio on bureaucratic organizations, the theory’s key proponents 
nevertheless suggest that it offers a perspective on ‘organizational leader-
ship that recognizes the necessarily intertwined and meso nature of admin-
istrative (formal) and adaptive (informal) dynamics in organizations’ 
(Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009, p. 646).

Notably, the three entangled CLT functions in bureaucratic 
organizations – administrative leadership, adaptive leadership, and ena-
bling leadership (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009, p. 633) – are also often found 
in sports organizations (Næss & Hanssen, 2023; Næss & Svendsen, 2025). 
People with experience of positions integrating these functions and their 
interrelatedness therefore became a criterion for our interview sample. 
While we concur with the views of leadership as a relational process rather 
than being placed in the hands of a few selected individuals, roles and 
positions with formal or informal responsibilities must nonetheless be 
filled by someone. These individuals, either together or on their own, prac-
tise inclusive leadership for many reasons and in many ways but are –  
as we will return to in later chapters – united by a belief  in the importance 
of personifying encouragement for a common cause. As such, they stand 
on the shoulders of a rich history of leadership, where scholars have, at 
least since Chester Barnard’s The Function of the Executive from 1938, 
been concerned with the human dimensions rather than performance, 
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effectiveness, and resource maximization. According to Barnard, the 
responsibility of the leader was the ‘securing, creating, inspiring of 
“morale” in the organization’ (Barnard, 1938, p. 279). The emphasis on 
social inclusion as part of this understanding of leadership as something 
more than realizing the rational aims of an organization is of a much 
newer date.

The work by Brewer (1991) was instrumental in putting the social into 
the analysis of an individual’s need for belonging and uniqueness, which in 
a workplace context, became the responsibility of leaders. Expanding this 
to a stakeholder view, leadership behaviours associated with exclusion and 
inclusion can, however, emerge from different motives (Shore & Chung, 
2023). For example, exclusion of one or more individuals might be neces-
sary to secure inclusion of the majority. By contrast, inclusion can be 
motivated by a desire to expand the in-group either by changing the norms 
of belongingness or the values of uniqueness. Moreover, leaders must bal-
ance neutrality and positive discrimination to grasp diversities in needs 
and wants among stakeholders (Nishii & Leroy, 2022). In some cases, ‘a 
person’s need for acceptance can be oppositional to that person’s active 
need to be valued as unique from others’ (Thompson & Matkin, 2020,  
p. 19, italics added). Lastly, there are some paradoxes of inclusion that 
cannot be solved, only lived with. For example, some organizations pro-
mote exclusion through a talent management architecture ‘that focuses on 
the identification and development of a few selected employees, while 
simultaneously, organizations promote inclusion, in the attempt to mini-
mize existing inequalities for traditionally marginalized groups’ (Daubner-
Siva et al., 2017, p. 315). As both talent management and diversity 
management is part of modern organizations, they must co-exist in ways 
that at a certain point will be of disadvantage to one or the other.

Our study of sport and social inclusion, however, offers a way to bridge 
these concerns, while making it possible to rectify one of the criticisms 
against CLT, namely ‘how leadership emerges and the dynamics of the 
relational interactions among organizational agents’ (Tourish, 2019,  
p. 223). To flesh out this claim, we combine the theoretical input from 
Barth, CLT, and inclusive leadership to explore in the next chapters 
Gidley et al.’s (2010) three dimensions of social inclusion:

The narrowest interpretation pertains to the neoliberal notion of social 
inclusion as access; a broader interpretation regards the social justice 
idea of social inclusion as participation; whilst the widest interpretation 
involves the human potential lens of social inclusion as empowerment.

(Gidley et al. 2010, p. 2)

Based on interview data presented below, we will explore how leadership 
is related to these dimensions before suggesting in Chapter 6 how they are 
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interrelated in this study as baseline for new perspectives on social inclu-
sion through sport. The reason for dividing Gidley et al.’s categories into 
separate analyses is that, as they co-exist and interweave with the rela-
tional complexities of social inclusion and exclusion discussed above, they 
must be connected to the main tasks leaders perform in their positions: 
act in accordance with the values of sport, organize for things to happen 
in an effective way, and facilitate communication between relevant parties. 
To explain how this is managed in grassroots sport across Europe, we now 
turn to data and methods.

Data and methods

Much of the theoretical framework for this book, introduced above, was 
settled before the authors set out to gather data. As a result, this study is 
based on an abductive research design, where ‘theoretical understanding 
sets parameters to what they [the researchers] are initially looking for’ 
(Thompson, 2022, p. 1411). Central to this approach is a sample of 37 
informants aged 25–62 (19 male and 18 female) from 19 European coun-
tries. Recruitment was based on a key informant view, that is, strategically 
engaging people whose:

areas of expertise are usually limited to specific areas pertaining to 
their professional or activist roles in a community, roles that shape 
their understanding and interpretation of circumstances, behaviors, 
and motivations for these behaviors.

(McKenna & Main, 2013, p. 117)

Criteria for identifying these roles were that informants had experience 
of  positions where administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership 
functions (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009; see also Chapter 2) were combined 
or intertwined. At the same time, we corroborated the insights of  the 
informants by triangulating interview data with secondary data from 
project websites, research literature, and policy programme reports and 
surveys by civil society organizations and the European Commission. As 
a consequence, the book explores leadership ‘using a first-person 
“as-lived” phenomenological inquiry’ (Souba, 2014, p. 78), which entails 
qualitative interviews with sport leaders about their experience of  the 
research topics. Given the differences of  accessibility and interviewee 
preferences, the interviews were a mix of  in-depth semi-structured inter-
views and online qualitative survey interviews (Kvale, 1983; Braun et al., 
2021). Findings from these interviews, as well as from secondary data 
were analysed by following the process of  phenomenological inquiry 
(Hycner, 1985; Groenewald, 2004).
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The first step of this process is called bracketing and phenomenological 
reduction. According to Hycner (1985), it involves ‘using the matrices of 
that person’s world-view in order to understand the meaning of what that 
person is saying, rather than what the researcher expects that person to say’ 
(p. 281). The second step is to explicate the data into ‘units of meaning’ 
(Groenewald, 2004, p. 50). Sometimes referred to as coding, this means 
highlighting words and extracts from interviews. Because most informants 
were non-native English speakers, citations are sometimes grammatically 
adjusted to clarify the meaning. The third step is to cluster these units of 
meaning into themes. Due to our use of access, participation, or empower-
ment as key categories of social inclusion, the themes we generated from 
the explication step, were placed in the category which made most sense 
when it came to understanding the phenomenon of social inclusion through 
sport. The fourth step, which concerns empirical validation of the data’s 
relevance to the phenomenon as a whole (the holistic motive) and justifica-
tion for this placement (the elimination of redundancies), is provided in 
each of Chapters 3–5. The final step, which is placed in Chapter 6, contains 
the writing up of ‘a composite summary, which must reflect the context or 
“horizon” from which the themes emerged’ (Groenewald, 2004, p. 51).

To ensure the trustworthiness of these findings and the process leading 
to them, the study utilized Tracy’s (2010) checklist for quality in qualita-
tive research. A summary of the process is found in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1  �Eight criteria for quality in qualitative research

Criteria for 
quality

Indicators Keys to this study

Worthiness of 
topic

Timeliness, considering 
societal developments

The study responds to calls for 
research on how sport can be 
socially inclusive

Rich rigor Appropriate choice and use 
of theory and data

The study draws on a qualitative 
sample of leaders to fill a gap 
in the literature and to address 
hitherto less explored 
theoretical perspectives

Sincerity Transparency about the 
methods and challenges

The analytic procedure of the 
study is made explicit in a 
coherent way

Credibility Thick description, concrete 
detail, explication of tacit 
(non-textual) knowledge, 
and showing rather than 
telling

The study contains many 
citations from the sampled 
leaders to illustrate the 
research topic and expose 
what may be taken for granted

Resonance Evocative representation of 
findings

The study is written in a book 
format that encourages the 
authors to be sharp and direct 
in their narrative style

(Continued)
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To demonstrate our application of these criteria, the remaining chap-
ters of this book are written with the intention of conveying its analytical 
solidity. Our blend of theory and data, choice of narrative style, selection 
of explanatory words as well as quotations and stories from our inform-
ants, and text structure within and between chapters, are means to support 
our methodological approach as well as to underpin the iterative explora-
tion of, and phenomenological approach to, the research question.

Concluding remarks

This chapter has outlined a theoretical framework in line with Maxwell’s 
(2013) definition of how we must integrate ideas on social inclusion into 
the matrix of society. The rationale for acknowledging this view is that 
sport does not exist in isolation from other spheres in society. Leaders in 
these spheres and sectors, moreover, are bound to different social systems, 
organizations, and relations, and to different conceptualizations and lev-
els of social inclusion, which all affect their ability and desire to make 
decisions on behalf  of their sport and their stakeholders. Paraphrasing 
Elias (1991), this means that sport leaders must consider how societies 
work only insofar as they manage the balance between the needs of indi-
viduals with the demands of the collective through a social order.

Theorizing on how social organization emerges through a certain type 
of transaction between its members or stakeholders for a sporting organi-
zation, enabled us to combine basic premises for human interaction with 
CLT and relate it to sport leadership. In practice, this means that leaders are 

Criteria for 
quality

Indicators Keys to this study

Significant 
contribution

Proving its value to the 
academic and sporting 
community

The study’s worth has been 
confirmed by the interview 
sample (so-called ‘member 
checks’) by sharing some 
findings while writing has 
progressed

Ethical Compliance with ethical 
standards for research

The study is approved by the 
Norwegian ethical committee 
for research (SIKT)

Meaningful 
coherence

A logical connection 
between literature, 
research questions/foci, 
findings, and 
interpretations

The study’s use of a conceptual 
framework to structure the 
contents is equivalent to the 
‘breadcrumb trail’ of the 
exploration

Source: Adapted from Tracy (2010, p. 840).

Table 2.1  (Continued)
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facing the challenge of advocating social inclusion projects through sport 
by specifying their relevance – especially on behalf of an organizational 
unit, such as a club, association, or a federation – to society in general. 
Given the complexity of the relationship between sport and society, and the 
diverse aims sport organizations are intended to serve on behalf of various 
stakeholders on different levels (from the global to the individual), leader-
ship becomes central to convincing others about the value of inclusivity 
through sport in the first place, facilitating the implementation of projects, 
and making sure of connecting the aim to a relevant outcome.

If  sport is to provide ideas and practices to an inclusive society, or even 
function as a conflict-reducing mechanism, its exclusionary connotations 
and practices related to this social order and the conditions it brings for 
social inclusion must also be addressed (cf. Sallé & Bréhon, 2020). In the 
next chapters, consequently, we will draw upon our empirical sample of 
sport leaders in Europe to analyse how they view social inclusion oppor-
tunities and barriers related to access, participation, or empowerment. 
While there are other ways of conceptualizing sport and social inclusion, 
and the framework itself  is rudimentary for our purposes, these three 
dimensions encapsulate an exploratory merger of our activity-based 
approach (see Chapter 1) and leadership theorizations (this chapter). This 
people-centred view not only enables us to examine the role of sport in a 
social inclusion context, but, as we will return to in Chapter 6, also gener-
ates insights into how to address opportunities and limits to sport’s inclu-
sive potential in the future.
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Introduction

The first dimension of the social inclusion model by Gidley et al. (2010) is 
access. Although this model does not involve sports, it is nevertheless rel-
evant to our study as this dimension entails a neo-liberal perspective 
where ‘access may be regarded as a sufficient expression of social inclu-
sion due to the neoclassical economic conceptualization of human beings 
as autonomous rational decision makers free from social power imbal-
ances’ (p. 3). A little less instrumental, yet not unrelated, perspective is 
found in sport where ‘a good supply of sport infrastructure fosters sport 
participation’ (Hallmann et al., 2012, p. 4). But as we will explore in this 
chapter, access in a social inclusion debate is more than 24/7 open bad-
minton halls, debates on universal design, or informative websites, as the 
topic includes political, cultural, and social barriers to inclusion. 
According to Cass et al. (2005), who analysed the relation between mobil-
ity, access, and social circumstances:

improving access is a complex matter because of the range of human 
activities that might need to be ‘accessed’ (…) and that some dimen-
sions of access are only revealed through changes in the infrastructure 
that ‘uncover’ previously hidden social exclusions.

(p. 539)

One example is that there are major differences in participation between 
groups with equal access to facilities (Liu et al., 2008). By problematizing 
what should be accessed by whom, this chapter explores the context in 
which barriers to access occur to specify its relevance to lowering the mis-
match between needs and offers. Whereas the European Model of Sport 
(EMS) and studies of it mainly refer to access in terms of overcoming 
resource shortages (Future ++, 2020; Somerset & Hoare, 2018), we exam-
ine how sport leaders may play a role in managing social complexities 
related to a diversity of accesses as part of social inclusion projects.

3	 The role of leadership in 
creating access to social 
inclusion arenas
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To explore an understanding of ‘access’ as it relates to other dimen-
sions of inclusion, this chapter is structured as follows. The next section 
sheds light on the complexities of access. Then, we turn to three elements 
of access which leaders need to consider. Thereafter, we discuss how 
access to processes where things are decided is as important as physical 
access to sport facilities. The reason is that, as there are many stakeholders 
involved, access is granted against various priorities, which necessitates a 
more holistic approach to this dimension of social inclusion than is often 
used. The chapter ends with some remarks on how access constitutes the 
bare necessity of social inclusion thinking which therefore has to be sup-
plemented by research on participation and empowerment.

The complexities of access

A general impression we – the authors of this book – have of social inclu-
sion through sport as it is portrayed in EU policy documents, NGO 
reports and the like, often starts with an idea of identifying one group in 
need of being included. Members of this group, thereafter, are recruited 
by initiative-takers to be part of a sporting activity which allows them to 
feel part of  society in a new way. Besides achieving health benefits and a 
greater sense of meaningfulness, the sense of achieving group compan-
ionship and perhaps insider status in the community makes society work 
better as sport erases differences and highlights our commonalities. In 
reality, however, things are a bit more complex, not least because inclu-
sion is seen as something other than integration. Cora, an informant from 
the Netherlands, said:

Inclusion in sport goes beyond just being welcomed; it involves being 
treated fairly and having equal opportunities, both in participating in 
sports and in coaching/leadership roles. Everyone should be welcome 
to participate in sport, regardless of gender, background, disability, or 
religious belief.

These distinctions between inclusion and other concepts highlight a problem 
with the view of access as a self-explanatory dimension of social inclusion, 
as if there is nothing left to do once access is provided. For example – and 
this relates to our discussion of the interrelatedness of social inclusion and 
exclusion in Chapters 1 and 2 – Waring and Mason (2010) cite an informant 
who said that: ‘You can’t just include individuals by not excluding’ (p. 522). 
Relatedly, Karl, one of our informants from Austria, told us a story about a 
social inclusion project aimed at Afghan female migrants: ‘They wanted to 
learn swimming. And I always thought that [this city], you know, they go out 
and say they have all the infrastructure. It’s very well organized and run, we 
have the infrastructure, and we have the sport facilities.’ Other data confirms 
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this impression. In a report on how cities can contribute to social inclusion 
through sport (Kunz et al., 2021), in which the anonymized city Karl men-
tioned took part, it is claimed that sports programmes ‘are a cost-efficient 
means to promote inclusion and social cohesion in the city’ (p. 11). To Karl 
and the Afghan women, however, the city did not assist them much in realiz-
ing this principle:

We were looking for more than nine months for a swimming pool to 
have these young women, also elder women, to train or to learn swim-
ming. Yes, they had to be behind closed doors, no men around. And we 
have connections to the city and everything. There are private pools 
around as well… and we thought this is maybe easier and with some 
money, but that was also very, very difficult. There are these bureau-
cratic arguments, you know. Some wanted to help, but they said, we 
have the sport clubs and they need the lanes. And this is the working 
hours of our staff  and blah, blah, blah. So it’s also a bit of a reality 
check that not everything is so super.

Like many other leaders in sport facing what they see as unfair resistance 
(Næss & Svendsen, 2024), Karl’s voice saddened when he unpacked the 
chain of barriers to this group. At the same time, the annoyance of having 
political promises about an inclusive society broken for material, munici-
pal, and cultural reasons, did not seem to affect him beyond a moment’s 
frustration – this was seemingly normal. Being a leader who deals with 
access-related issues requires patience with how societies work.

One takeaway from the conversation with Karl was that you cannot 
exploit the role of  sport in a social inclusion context unless you consider 
the multiple levels of  inclusion and exclusion in society as a whole. As 
addressed in Chapter 2, this means accounting for the sometimes ideo-
graphic interrelatedness of  inclusion and exclusion when assessing the 
feasibility of  social inclusion projects. At the same time, sport is not the 
same as society but it draws upon certain cultural and social norms to 
which the understanding of  inclusion is adapted. So, what is the alterna-
tive to resignation? More money and facilities to all? Not necessarily. 
While Karl’s story illustrates the complexity of  this project in particular, 
it also highlights how access is a multifaceted issue in a social inclusion 
context. It should be said that no one is expecting leaders to be able to 
change society towards a more inclusive attitude or build new swimming 
pools. What they can do, as underlined by many of  our informants, is to 
clarify the interconnections between social inclusion through sport as 
an aim, a process, and a goal (cf. Dugarova, 2015) and the conditions in 
which something is doable. Earlier studies have also discovered that 
Muslim women ‘have a difficult time participating in sports due to a 
lack of  women only facilities’ (Hallmann et al., 2012, p. 3). According to 
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a Danish informant, Anders, this is not only a democratic incentive, but 
it is also essential to map the needs ‘out there’ in society:

I mean, it would be great if  we could filter out what the essentials of 
what people come and tell us about the world. This is not the case in 
practice. We’re trying to figure out a little bit, ‘what’s going on? What 
do our members say? What do we discover? What do we observe? 
What can we read about’? And then we try to meet these needs. So, it 
[the organization] is not directly needs-driven, but I think that when 
we do activities, it is very much about getting the users themselves 
involved.

Consequently, leaders do have an unused potential in shaping the under-
standing of access as part of sport’s social inclusion aims. At the same 
time, Gidley et al. (2010, p. 8), who discuss social inclusion with reference 
to the educational system, exemplify access with topics like equity schol-
arships, improved infrastructure, and physical access. In sport, other 
dimensions affect the understanding of access. Discussing the inclusivity 
factors of physical activity Fehsenfeld (2015; drawing upon Cochrane & 
Davey, 2008) argues in favour of a shift away from the individual to a 
more social ecological focus, where ‘activities must be arranged in a way 
that makes them available, accessible, affordable, acceptable, and appro-
priate to the targeted group’ (p. 33). For that reason, ‘access’ as entry 
options to sport facilities must be unpacked from its neo-liberal simple-
ness and repacked as sociological-conceptual construct to suit the com-
plexities of sport before we turn to what leaders can do about it. In what 
follows, we draw upon a sociological outlook to propose three elements of 
access which need to be considered.

Physical, political, and socio-cultural barriers

After having identified those in need of socially inclusive activities, the 
first barrier is to find a location, somewhere to be for a reasonable price. A 
report from an international consortium of Europe-based organizations 
working to enhance social inclusion for children through sport underlines 
that ‘practical barriers are grouped into three: time, location, and cost’ 
(Future ++, 2020, p. 20). Similarly, a European Commission report iden-
tified external barriers as

the lack of sport infrastructure, lack of appropriate sport offer, lack of 
settings favourable to sport practice, high cost of practicing sport, lack 
of friendly environment for sport practice, or lack of a partner to 
engage in a sport practice with.

(European Commission, 2021, p. 8)
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Obviously, socio-economic issues are present as it costs money to use 
sport facilities. It can be argued that the higher the socio-economic cir-
cumstances, the higher the sport participation (Richard et al., 2023), in 
addition to the claim that socio-economic status may be advantageous in 
a socialization context (Pot et al., 2016).

Yet, as evidenced by Karl’s story, while the physical facilities and 
socio-economic circumstances are inescapable parts of the problem, nei-
ther explains everything. For example, Florent, one of our informants 
from France, associated social inclusion through sport with ‘no barriers, 
financial, economical, educational, information… to access at any level, 
practice, coaching, working, volunteering,’ which may impact the level of 
sport activities in many ways. Analysing youth dropout in sport, which 
continues the discussion of the multitude of inclusion-exclusion dynamics 
addressed in Chapter 2, Persson et al. (2020) make a distinction between 
sport-internal and sport-external reasons. Whereas respondents’ views on 
the former category mentioned practices like too much competitiveness 
and results orientation, leading to social misery, none in the latter group 
mentioned lack of facilities. Instead, the sense of belonging – almost 
regardless of everything else on offer – was found as the most pressing 
issue (see also Chapter 5). In a broader perspective, as underlined by Cass 
et al. (2005), it is crucial in debates on access to map ‘the time and space 
patterns of peoples’ lives and what these mean for their membership or 
non-membership of certain social categories’ (p. 543). Similarly, the 
Future ++ report asks: ‘what hourly availability does the sports organiza-
tion offer and how could it fit the needs of children and their families’ 
(Future ++, 2020, p. 43).

For reasons just discussed, we arrive at the second barrier, which is the 
process leading to physical entry – for example informing the targeted 
groups about the offer, what it entails, and how suitable access can be 
discussed. These factors can be as important as the facilities themselves. 
Whereas leaders are not able to synchronize everybody’s lives to ensure 
access to socially inclusive arenas, they can clarify the necessary condi-
tions for being seen as a legitimate user of for example, sporting facilities. 
Jakob, an informant from Austria, underlined that leadership could stand 
in the way of social inclusion ‘when performance objectives clash with 
social objectives.’ Relatedly, Kung and Taylor (2014) found that the level 
of sporting activities for the disabled did not necessarily depend on phys-
ical access to the facilities, but on the presence of competent staff  at a 
sport centre. Karl recounted his attempts to find out who to talk to in 
order to get the Afghan women registered as a group eligible for the use of 
public facilities. This information is not usually posted on any public web-
site, and furthermore, says Karl:

The infrastructure is owned to a large degree by the municipality, and 
they allocate training facilities… have lists and there are clubs who 
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train. And as a newcomer, it’s difficult. A newcomer would have to go 
to the back of the line and to wait until an opportunity arises.

Local authorities, facility owners, and sport management norms in a 
given country therefore play a major part in defining access. In Norway, 
Bergsgaard (2017) has examined how the building, operation, and use of 
sport facilities is a thoroughly politicized process with municipalities and 
investors having as much, or more, to say about how facilities should ben-
efit sport rather than its users. Moreover, while the most powerful sport 
stakeholders end up defining the user profile of, for example, multipur-
pose halls, Bergsgaard (2017) argues that this reproduction of power 
structures may not benefit the national aim of physical activity for all, 
which in a social inclusion context is more relevant than perfor-
mance-based prioritization of training times and elite recruitment. Hence, 
the negotiations for access are dependent on where in line the targeted 
group is found, or placed, by those in power.

This line is affected by the third barrier, which is the intervention of 
societal discourse in local initiatives and the role of sport in general. On a 
national or European level, sport, as noted in Chapter 1, is often seen as a 
central contributor to social cohesion, public health, and intercultural 
dialogue. This is reflected by funding schemes, where national policies 
hand over the responsibility for operationalization to the municipalities, 
although the differences, according to our informants, are vast and often 
linked to medals in international competitions or the agendas of the cur-
rent government. Lessard’s examination (2017) of a national fund for pre-
venting delinquency through local sport activities in France, found that 
sport could not be used as an integrative arena unless the societal issues 
were dealt with (in terms of e.g., radicalization dangers). Similarly, as 
voiced by Tasha, a French informant:

People feel excluded, like, it’s not for them… These are the resultant of 
social constructions that are anchored within people, like boxing is not 
a sport for little girls, and even if  things are slowly changing these invis-
ible barriers are still very much present and powerful.

As a result, if  society contains a lot of  stereotypes about certain groups, 
the way from idea to practice might be longer than expected. According 
to Karl, the debacles with the swimming Afghans were not necessarily 
only about training schedules, as right-wing anti-immigrant sentiments 
that were noticeable in Austria at the time could have affected the lack 
of  access:

Maybe it was fear. If  we host these Muslim women, maybe we get a 
bit of  a stigma that we are too open. I was not in every telephone 
conversation, but it [the rejection] was for very, yeah, bureaucratic 
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reasons. Other clubs, longer established clubs who had privileges or, 
yes, of  course, they also want to train and maybe also a bit of  a 
fear… ‘who are they [the Afghan women]? How would we handle it?’ 
So, it’s just maybe also something new and maybe in ten years it will 
be different.

To Karl, and the Afghan women, this sentiment, whose impact on the pro-
cess is difficult to pinpoint, mirrors other findings from studies on disability 
and access. Jones (2010) explains that inclusion must locate disability issues 
outside the individual as ‘it is the responsibility of the society (not just the 
government, but individual citizens such as shopkeepers, bartenders or 
headmasters) to dismantle or remove barriers’ (p. 59). To identify the inter-
relatedness of these barriers and facilitate solutions to overcome them, 
leaders thus have a crucial role in making the commitment stick in the 
organization on the basis of asking new access-related questions. In 
Chapter 2 we claimed that socially responsible leaders are in charge of pro-
moting the purpose of the organization and of being the change in terms 
of what they bring to the field of personal and professional identities. 
Accordingly, By (2021) argues that leaders need to avoid the situation where

what is important in the long term for organizations and beyond, but 
which is more complex to measure and inconceivable to deliver on in 
the short term, becomes less important to decision-makers looking to 
secure instant or near instant individual rewards.

(p. 6)

To explain how this approach connects with other empirical findings, we 
now turn to a section on the key factor in which leadership is critical.

The role of leadership: seeing who’s not in the room?

So far, we have established that the access dimension of social inclusion 
relates to multiple aspects of how societies work to produce inclusion and 
exclusion (see Chapter 2) as a composite of groups, organizations, politi-
cal structures, cultural norms, and socio-economic circumstances. Those 
in power coordinating these networks thus have a great responsibility in 
ensuring representational fairness, at least in regard to the use of public 
sport facilities. Yet there is one common denominator to avoid patchy 
solutions to structural challenges. Given our focus on how leaders in sport 
organizations work to realize social inclusion projects by making transac-
tions in a complex stakeholder network, the discussion above indicates the 
need for attention to decision-making processes, as they are central to 
understanding the relationship between organizational aim, structure, 
and personnel. Nina from Estonia put it well:
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Because you are in a privileged situation, you never realize…who is not 
in the room. So, I think it’s keeping this kind of filter of who is not in 
the room that should be in mind. And then choose what you can do to 
wiggle some more of your influence into it.

Assuming that representation is a precondition for having a say in deci-
sion-making and recalling how the alternatives between decisions are 
conditioned by relations, as addressed in Chapter 2, we can view deci-
sion-making ‘as a social process, with the elements of  the process pre-
sented in terms of  events between people, rather than events that occur 
within a person’ (Vroom & Jago, 1974, p. 744). Leading these processes 
can be done in different ways, Vroom and Jago suggest, from the auto-
cratic approach, where leaders make the decision themselves, to a consul-
tative variant where the role of  a leader is ‘much like that of  a chairman; 
coordinating the discussion, keeping it focused on the problem, and mak-
ing sure that critical issues are discussed’ (Vroom & Jago, 1974, p. 747). 
By testing this theory, Vroom and Jago (1974, 1978) found a high degree 
of  correspondence between managerial behaviour and what the model 
can explain. Sometimes the leader makes the decision, because that’s how 
the organization is rigged, whereas in other cases, the decision is made by 
a leadership group or even a board. However, the model does not account 
for the influence of  social interaction between decision-holders which is 
then used to discuss options and make choices (Tjosvold et al., 1986). 
Instead, Tjosvold et al. (1986) suggest focusing on ‘constructive contro-
versy,’ that is, when persons bring different and opposing positions, ideas, 
information, opinions, and perspectives to bear on a problem and attempt 
to reach a decision’ (p. 127). Similar to Barth’s (1972) transaction per-
spective on human collaboration (see Chapter 2), the reason is that, ide-
ally, decision-makers are better placed to ‘understand opposing positions 
and perspectives, open-mindedly consider opposing ideas and informa-
tion, and to integrate the best to find effective decision’ (Tjosvold et al., 
1986, p. 127).

Though it rather idealizes the value of  debate, the argument for facil-
itating constructive controversy goes to show why creating access to the 
decisions is an equally important leadership task as fighting for allo-
cated training slots, reduced public transport expenses, or free footballs. 
To ensure fair access as part of  social inclusion projects through sport, 
the topics on the table must be debated within this context and led by 
someone like Vroom and Jago’s chairman type. However, due to the 
often-undefined institutional status of  the groups which are to be 
included and the multilevel responsibilities of  sport leaders (Pedras  
et al., 2020), they must embody a combination of  administrative leader-
ship, adaptive leadership, and enabling leadership (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 
2009; see Chapter 2). Although leaders for social inclusion projects may 
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negotiate with those in charge of  ‘regular’ sporting activities, as in the 
case of  Karl and the Afghan women above, leaders must advocate the 
benefit of  social inclusion projects as something different from ‘ordinary 
sports’ and at the same time unique on behalf  of  the target group (in this 
case, Afghan women).

To do so, our informants often pointed to why the bigger picture mat-
ters, which so far has included viewpoints on political and socio-cultural 
barriers in addition to facility use, to ensure that the people most con-
cerned are represented around the table. Alexandra, from Norway, 
argued that sport had to consider representation in a whole new way: ‘We 
must have greater diversity. That doesn’t mean there are too many white 
straight men. It means that we must have greater diversity when the deci-
sion is made.’ As an example, she emphasized the potential of  profes-
sionalizing volunteering in grassroot sport instead of  going in the 
direction of  ‘cultural schools’ [a private-public offer in Norway to youth 
interested in art, music, and dance]: ‘I think it is completely the wrong 
way to go, precisely because the social inclusion part is not part of  the 
cultural school concept. You may get more top athletes from it, but I 
don’t give a shit about that.’

A keyword in this respect is inclusive leadership, where ‘inclusion 
requires that all individuals feel able to fully and meaningfully contrib-
ute to shared goals regardless of  group memberships and to do so with-
out assimilating to established norms or relinquishing any part of  their 
identity’ (Roberson & Perry, 2022, p. 758). Thus, it is more than address-
ing diversity, although that is part of  the necessary rethink. For exam-
ple, Bennett and Hannah (2022), who examined leadership and access 
in a disability context, warn about making this into a question of  equal-
ity only, as ‘rights-based discourse tended to foster employees’ equal 
access to existing, standard structures. Rather than encouraging trans-
formative access, such efforts reinforce existing structures as natural’  
(p. 343). Buying into this logic results in a view that leaders are inclusive 
to the extent they enable ‘individuals to access information and 
resources’ and focusing on ‘the degree to which individuals feel a part 
of  critical organizational processes’ (Roberson & Perry, 2022, p. 758). 
Luis, from Portugal, told a story about the necessity of  merging diver-
sity with inclusion:

I was in one of the biggest social entrepreneurship conventions world-
wide. And this time they made, for the first time, one panel. They have 
panels around many different topics related with social entrepreneur-
ship. And they made one around accessibility and inclusion. And I 
said, ‘whoa, this is incredible.’

But once he got there, Luis had mixed feelings:



Role of leadership in creating access to social inclusion arenas  43

Of course, it’s cool that they do the panel and it’s cool that people talk 
about this topic and the panel is there. But there were ten people in the 
room only. And … they all were social entrepreneurs like us who work in 
disability. For example, there was one person from a company, but her 
son was a disabled kid. In the end, ‘Where is all the rest of the world?’

At the same time, managing a complex stakeholder landscape of both 
‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ needs stewards, or what Vroom and Jago (1974) 
typologized as ‘chairman’ to make things happen in order for the change 
to be thorough enough to remain independently of the people involved at 
the time. This type of responsible stakeholder practice discussed in 
Chapter 2 is key to generating social capital through any inclusion project. 
Bernard, again, had his views on this:

It is really important that they were part of the process from point A 
to point Z. So even if  they are the ones benefiting from the program, 
they should be the ones implementing it and by taking ownership and 
responsibility this means that they’re gonna really own the program. 
They’re gonna participate much more. They’re gonna enjoy it much 
more They’re gonna recommend it much more. And then the outcomes 
and outputs of this program will be much, much bigger and much 
more important and positive.

This quote illustrates that by addressing social inclusion more broadly, 
and operationalizing it as a form of roundtable discussions, the ideals of 
representativeness through inclusive leadership can be a source of change 
towards increased access to otherwise closed-off facilities, processes, and 
stakeholders. In fact, the definition of social inclusion and exclusion by 
the Council of the European Union cited in Chapter 1 continues by 
emphasizing that social exclusion is a risk when people lack ‘access to 
power and decision-making bodies and thus often feeling powerless and 
unable to take control over the decisions that affect their day to day lives’ 
(Council of the European Union, 2003, p. 9). Similarly, a UN report 
claims that ‘social exclusion entails not only material deprivation but also 
lack of agency or control over important decisions as well as feelings of 
alienation and inferiority’ (UNDESA, 2010, p. 18).

Meanwhile, we share the view of Simmons and Yawson (2022) that 
inclusion and consensus are not the same, or that

using inclusion to accomplish desired ends does not mean everyone 
has to be involved and every idea accepted. An important responsibil-
ity of leaders is to find out who really needs to be included. Involving 
everyone and every perspective results in death by over-collaboration.

(p. 252)
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Nina saw the solution to this as a strategic choice by leaders and recalled ‘a 
life changing advice’ by the CEO of the Munich Olympia Park in Germany:

She came to me afterwards, introducing herself  to me. And she said she 
makes a case of doing that, to introduce herself  to younger females in 
events. So that there could be this support system among women as 
well, because they’re so rare. And then I’ve tried to make sure that I do 
that myself. Or, you know, if  there’s younger female speakers in events 
where I tend to introduce myself, make the connection, praise them on 
their intervention.

By contrast, Bernard’s solution to this was more diplomacy to address the 
conditions of complexity we discussed in Chapter 2:

To sort of manage the competing interests that will occur in these kind 
of co-creation processes…I mean what if  you use a metaphor, you have 
the gravity center. That’s moving because everyone has their own inter-
est as you mentioned, but the question is like, how do we compromise? 
I feel, like, just the process in itself  to put people around the table if  
even if  that creates complexity. Complexity is here anyway, so if  you 
don’t listen to these people complexity will remain but it will be 
untouched and it will be like buried and that’s even worse.

While the risk with Nina’s solution is to miss out on the people in need of 
being involved, as they are not always there in the first place, the downside 
with a diplomacy approach is that it is very time-consuming and not 
always on the agenda for leaders in sport organizations. One reason may 
be that the money holders are prioritizing competitive sports or have a 
funding model which is linked to elite performance. However, according 
to Sebastian, from Sweden, financial excuses were often a result of lack of 
knowledge, rather than lack of resources or priorities:

It doesn’t have to be a contradiction. These points do not work against 
each other. One should not necessarily exclude the other. And the only 
reason it does so, I think, is about knowledge issues ….you are not 
aware of what support and what opportunities…that’s when you start 
dividing against each other when you say we have other problems or 
things we want to work on.

Bernard also acknowledged the challenges with his approach:

I think that there are many shocks, if  you call them like that, whether it’s 
between policymakers, businesses, citizens, not for profit organizations, 
but there is one also in between like cultural backgrounds like 
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proper cultures of  people and their education. There is a clash in 
between generations. I mean like there are many clashes that you can 
imagine. And that’s the beauty of  human beings and like different 
groups and different backgrounds, but that’s a complexity we need 
to embrace.

In the next phase, however, when those in power are to be selecting the 
ones to be included in these roundtable discussions, things get more 
complicated. What is more, while it must be recognized that those who 
are typically excluded from sporting activities should be able to access 
sports facilities in order to participate in the activities on offer, ‘this has 
been shown to be an unrealistic assumption for those who have been 
traditionally marginalized’ (Waring & Mason, 2010, p. 526). For these 
reasons, positive discrimination, such as gender quotas, has been an 
important tool to improve female representation in sport leadership for 
almost two decades (Adriaanse, 2017). Often, from a social utility per-
spective, it is assumed that because there are ‘gender differences in man-
agement styles, attitudes, experiences and interests,’ an increasing 
presence of  women ‘in male-dominated leadership will promote new 
perspectives and ways of  solving problems, which will result in higher 
productivity and a better working environment’ (Muriaas & Peters, 
2024, p. 5). Be that as it may, for social inclusion projects, where struc-
tural disadvantages are often present from the start, in addition to hav-
ing to consider multiple group membership criteria (like gender, 
ethnicity, or age) simultaneously, decisions must be made on a different 
weighing of  factors from those in an organization. In other words: who 
deserves attention from the sport club to be considered as the target 
group for a social inclusion project?

Making a difference by differentiating?

In order to answer the question ending the previous section, some point to 
the use of positive discrimination beyond categories to the entire project 
design and motive (Cano-Hila, 2022). As an example, Kunz et al. (2021) 
explain why one must have two thoughts at the same time:

Initiatives that target a specific group are in fact not very integrative as 
such. However, it might be necessary to start with exclusive, tailored 
support for a specific target group in order to enable the participants to 
take part in the regular sports activities.

(p. 18)

Sabine, from France, thought this argument ‘necessary’ to challenge the 
dominant culture:
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Those projects are important because for some individuals, that’s the 
only way. And they do identify in the group and that’s the only way for 
them to have access, let’s say, to sport activity at all. Because otherwise, 
if  not through that group, they would never join any, they would never 
practice any physical activity or they would never be involved even 
interested or they would be too scared of joining a club or something.

The downside to positive discrimination is that the pendulum might swing 
the opposite way from what was intended. Discussing organizational inclu-
sion, Adamson et al. (2021) underline that ‘the term “inclusive” already 
carries a certain degree of ambivalence as inclusion may mean, for instance, 
submission to rules and hegemonic identity concepts’ (p. 217). Instead of 
creating group belonging and appreciation of the group members’ contri-
bution to social progress, affirmative action may lead to less inclusion in 
society because of their group membership status. In workplace studies, 
one criticism related to this is that it negatively affects the organization, the 
ordinary employees, as well as the group members receiving preferential 
treatment (Noon, 2010). Criticizing the shortcomings of indicator culture 
in equality debates, Morgan et al. (2024, p. 1) found that ‘the counting 
women paradigm contributes to forms of “non-knowledge” about women 
in sports organisations, flattening the ability to understand and address 
barriers to women’s inclusion in sports leadership.’

Relatedly, in social inclusion projects, the benefits of  being specific 
about target groups must be weighed against potential drawbacks of 
reinforcing a group identity people may have a conflicted relationship 
with. Lessard (2017) found that political support for local social inclu-
sion projects adopted as a premise eschewing group targeting to avoid 
further negative discrimination and instead opted for a ‘sport for all’ 
approach. A study of LGBTQ+ athletes in Italian grassroots sports 
draws an even clearer picture of  the situation. On the one hand, athletes 
had access to activity facilities, with 59% of the sample reporting being 
active in sport (marginally lower than EU as a whole, at 63%). On the 
other hand, they also reported numerous instances of  homo- and 
trans-negativity, for example through derogatory language and verbal 
insults. Combined with a lack of legal protection against discrimination 
on the grounds of  sexual orientation and gender identity, the efforts to 
resolve these issues have been hampered, or the problem has even 
increased, by political fluctuations towards the right and more conserva-
tive values (Heusslein et al., 2022).

Accordingly, by favouring positive discrimination in the context of 
access, clarification of the role of social exclusion is necessary. Looking at 
the European context, the Future ++ report underlines that while ‘sport is 
not intrinsically educational or inclusive,’ any intervention on any level 
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‘must be accompanied by a true socio-educational and inclusive will’ 
(Future ++, 2020, p. 20). For leaders, as emphasized by Nishii and Leroy 
(2022), this dynamic is inescapable and realizing this ‘inclusive will’ can 
hardly be done by being neutral. Rather, by being neutral, ‘leaders perpet-
uate unequal societal structures that demand assimilation among those 
with non-dominant identities’ (p. 690). Even more so, by acknowledging 
social identity differences and thereby strengthening uniqueness, neutral-
ity may have an unintended consequence of reinforcing stereotypes, hence 
reducing people’s autonomy (Nishii & Leroy, 2022, p. 690). As an exam-
ple, Nicolai, a Danish informant working on many international social 
inclusion projects, was clear about using the organizational status to make 
a European stand when collaborating with organizations in what he 
referred to as Arab countries:

I speak from my cultural point of  view. And it is, after all, more 
Western European, and they know that. And I think they’ve had that 
too, they know well what Western European culture is like, they 
know what the difference is, so it’s going very well. [To meetings] we 
send a woman when it’s an Arab country on purpose. And it is also a 
signal.

In other words, paraphrasing the conceptual difference between the 
dimensions of inclusion discussed in Chapter 2, one must ask: by includ-
ing a group in a smaller community, are you simultaneously categorizing 
them as a group in society and thus exposing them to exclusionary pro-
cesses? While some refer to positive discrimination as the place to start, 
others point at society. It is argued that in recasting ‘access to involve 
transformative action,’ disability concerns are ‘not simply a matter of 
individual inclusion but also a principal concern of social justice’ (Bennett 
& Hannah, 2022, p. 328; see also Chapter 4). In connection with this, Aila 
said that with reference to her work as coordinator of social inclusion 
themes among clubs:

I think it can be really sometimes easy for clubs to recruit people, but 
really for them to stay, I think that’s the first phase when the inclusion 
really happens. Do they feel welcome? Do they feel safe to stay? Do 
they feel that they are really a part of the group? So, yes, I think there 
is really the key thing to really hear these people, the new people, how 
they feel, what they think. And maybe also to make other people, for 
example, in our organizations, encourage them to be open and includ-
ing and what does it in practical means that it’s not just one person, it’s 
the whole organization …taking them on.
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For Nina, this was a troublesome topic. Speaking about physical activity 
more generally rather than organized sports, both the wording and the 
content of any project could cause it to potentially miss the target:

How do you make sure that you fulfill the needs of  the target group 
in a way that is suitable for them? Because sometimes they might 
have very specific needs like Muslim women, for example. But you 
also want to make sure that the social inclusion integration happens. 
So that is it the question that we need to include them into our main-
stream activities? Or is it rather that we need to be more diverse and 
open to accept diversity as it is? Or is it really an assimilation into 
Danish society or Norwegian society? Or can we exist in this cul-
tural plurality? Yes, that’s something that I struggle with existen-
tially a lot.

Seemingly, the question of  how to make access a part of  social inclusion 
projects boils down to making the fit between needs, offers, and coordi-
nating forces as good as possible. But to do so, a lot of  groundwork is 
required, in addition to the demands on the organizations to follow up 
on the implemented activities. Judging from the overall impression of 
our informants on leadership in sport, being a leader in a sport organiza-
tion today is a far cry from the management archetypes called ‘Kitchen 
Table,’ ‘Boardroom,’ and ‘Executive Office’ identified in the early 1990s 
(Kikulis et al., 1992). Rather, as discussed in Chapter 2, to flesh out what 
Barth called ‘interests’ and ‘values’ as sources of  interactional choices 
and related to stakeholder considerations and decision-making, we must 
consider what Sewell (1992) said in his critique of  Giddens’ (1986) 
attempt to explain what constitutes agency: people don’t relate to only 
one structure at the time because ‘societies are based on practices that 
derive from many distinct structures, which exist at different levels, oper-
ate in different modalities, and are themselves based on widely varying 
types and quantities of  resources’ (Sewell, 1992, p. 16).

This finding raises the question of how decisions can be made to the 
best benefit of the representative population. A methodological short-
coming of Vroom and Jago’s model for decision-making was that the 
study used ‘a standardized set of administrative problems or cases, each 
of which depicted a leader faced with some organizational requirement 
for action or decision making’ (Vroom & Jago, 1974, p. 767). By contrast, 
in sport, the leadership role, resources, and mission among those involved 
in social inclusion projects differ quite substantially. Standards do not 
exist and yet everybody strives towards the same sky, thus making con-
structive controversy (Tjosvold et al., 1986) unavoidable. As exemplified 
by the informants cited in this chapter, this ‘race to the top’ for the good 
of society between policy-makers and sport clubs, to put it simply, does 
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not come cheap, without conflicts, or with fixed answers. Sporting democ-
racies are sometimes prettier in name than in practice. In some cases, as 
underlined by Sabine, people resist becoming tokens of social inclusion 
because the burden is too heavy:

Okay, ‘you’re part of a discriminated group, but we need you and you 
have to help us’….I mean, it’s important to do it, and it’s important to 
make the space to hear those voices, but we should also never under-
mine that it’s okay if  someone says no, because we’re adding an extra 
burden on a situation that’s sometimes already complicated to deal 
with.

This burden can come in different shapes. For example, even if  a person 
belongs to a minority group, he/she cannot speak for all individuals with 
minority backgrounds. Furthermore, minority statuses often contain 
more diversity than the label accounts for. Studying the relationship 
between participation levels in organized sport, minority status, gender, 
and socio-economic background in Norway, Strandbu et al. (2019) found 
that while ‘affiliation with Islam reduces the likelihood of sports partici-
pation among minority girls, this is not the case for boys’ (p. 616). Put in 
a social inclusion setting, this multiple consideration matrix creates 
demands on leaders to be aware and knowledgeable (or collaborating with 
someone who is) of societal issues, trends, and winds defining ‘access’ in 
all its complexity. A summary of this argument is presented in Table 3.1. 
The challenge from a complexity leadership theory (CLT) perspective is 

Table 3.1  �Practical perspectives on access and social inclusion

Understood as Operationalized 
through

Facilitated by

Access Physical Material equality 
measures

Democratic use of sporting 
facilities

Non-biased information about 
possibilities for socially 
inclusive activities in sport

Objective indicators about 
social exclusion

Political Decision-making 
procedures

Inclusive agenda-setting
Representational fairness
Charting those not usually in 

the loop
Socio-cultural Differentiation 

strategies
Non-neutral leadership
Group-targeting incentives
Assessment of societal risks 

for re-stigmatization
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that ‘access,’ as unpacked in this chapter, merely conditions how inclusion 
may be used in sport for specific purposes. If  these expectations are to be 
upheld, the organization of sport needs to be rigged accordingly, with 
people in designated leadership roles who are able to facilitate questions 
of access like the ones discussed in this chapter. Thence, the three types of 
leadership posed by CLT theorists are warranted, as ‘access’ integrates 
various facets of societal complexity. To get one step further, we thus need 
to explore the next dimension of inclusion, which is participation.

Concluding remarks

In this chapter, we have found that access is a term with much more layers 
than both the neo-liberal understanding of it and the description used by 
EMS allows for. However, these layers can be merged or balanced by lead-
ers if  they exploit their role to make fair decisions possible. Rather than 
focusing on what type of decisions leaders make, or the decisions them-
selves, our analysis indicates that an essential component of facilitating 
access for social inclusion purposes is that leaders ensure stakeholder rep-
resentativeness. Notwithstanding the importance of socio-economic vari-
ables or the physical shortage of activity facilities, the logic of realizing a 
social inclusion project is both similar to, and different from, ordinary 
sporting activities. Our discussion of access-related topics underpins 
Cano-Hila’s (2022) argument that it is ‘imperative to address the condi-
tions under which people are/feel included, and how a claim and focus on 
universalism does not make differential treatment unworthy or stigmatiz-
ing’ (p. 2).

This finding makes it necessary for leaders to abandon a neutral 
approach and instead tailor the justification of having this group or that 
project using the facilities in competition with everybody else (especially 
public facilities) towards other stakeholders’ interests and aims. Particularly, 
the relationship between differentiating and equalizing efforts must be con-
sidered in the early phases of social inclusion projects as they influence the 
implementation of participation and empowerment. Although most of our 
informants do not separate aim from process or goal, the former is impor-
tant for funding purposes. For operative measures, the process takes centre 
stage. For harnessing political goodwill, the goal is dominant. In between 
these notions of social inclusion, gathering information and insight on 
access-related issues is not always a matter of considering rational argu-
ments or objective measures. Often, as with sport in general, it involves a 
lot of emotions and opinions in society mixed with formal requests and the 
need for advocacy through bureaucratic procedures with which for exam-
ple children or migrants might be unfamiliar.

We will return to how this premise for societal value creation can blos-
som into participatory self-efficacy and empowering developments in the 
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next chapters. But for those of us who are in a privileged position in soci-
ety in general, it is vital to accept from the get-go the minority’s desire to 
be acknowledged in decision-making processes as a premise for facilitat-
ing discussion on what is to be accessed and for what purpose. Tjosvold et 
al.’s (1986) suggestion to include ‘constructive controversy’ in the analysis 
requires organizational acceptance of the benefits of not shying away 
from disagreements. Above, we identified a need for an alternative for 
leaders to being neutral in access-related debates, as neutrality may repro-
duce power structures and overlook subtle norm differences which nega-
tively affect those who are not among the dominant majority (Nishii & 
Leroy, 2022). Whereas the first step to achieving this is ‘seeing who’s not 
in the room,’ the next step is how leaders can transform the achievement 
of getting access to something matched by real participatory means and 
opportunities.
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Introduction

The second dimension of the social inclusion model by Gidley et al. 
(2010a) is participation. Participation in sport can refer to simply taking 
part in an activity. As such the concept is often used interchangeably with 
access, as described in Chapter 3 (Lange et al., 2024). Yet a different 
understanding of participation is concerned with the degree of influence 
experienced when taking part in an activity (Heller, 2003). In this chapter, 
our focus is on the latter view as simply participating in a sport activity, 
does not necessarily lead to social inclusion or empowerment, as will be 
discussed in more depth in Chapter 5. Chapter 3 concluded by underlin-
ing the importance of identifying ‘who is not at the table.’ However, in this 
chapter we will focus on what happens when people vulnerable to exclu-
sion are actually sitting at the table, trying to influence matters that are 
important to them. Understanding participation as a concept related to 
influence, Gidley et al. (2010a) argue that seeing social inclusion as partic-
ipation, in this sense, provides a more comprehensive understanding of 
social inclusion, and that the concept is connected to social justice ideol-
ogy. They argue that:

from the perspective of social justice ideologies, increasing social inclu-
sion is about human rights, egalitarianism of opportunity, human dig-
nity, and fairness for all. It may or may not be linked to economic 
interests, but its primary aim is to enable all human beings to partici-
pate fully in society with respect for their human dignity. Here, acts of 
community engagement and participation are foregrounded.

(p. 10)

Thus, whereas access is necessary for social inclusion to occur, it should 
be considered merely as a starting point. As exemplified by Liu (2009), 

4	 The role of leadership in 
facilitating participation
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certain groups in society are significantly underrepresented, although 
they have access to the same facilities. Likewise, Mutz and Müller 
(2021) find in their comparison of  ten sport activities that taking part 
in sport is socially stratified. Connecting this research to Gidley et al.’s 
(2010a, 2010b) understanding of  participation, these findings may 
imply a lack of  voice from certain groups in society and raise the ques-
tion of  whether more people would participate in sport if  they were 
invited to on their own terms and with their own needs and wishes 
being met. This leads us to the main research question of  this chapter 
which is to explore what leaders can do to facilitate social inclusion 
through participation in sport?

To illuminate this research question, the chapter will proceed as fol-
lows. First, we discuss the multifaceted concept of participation in a social 
inclusion context. As a consequence of what we derive from this discus-
sion, the concept of participation will be specified by referring to social 
justice theory rationalized by the claim that ‘social justice interpretations 
of social inclusion comprise complex integrations involving participatory 
dialogue arising from the full ecology of interests regardless of power’ 
(Gidley et al., 2010b, p. 11). Moving forward, we analyse how the intrica-
cies of power sharing must be considered for participation in a social jus-
tice framework to take place. To rectify the current power sharing 
deficiencies, we argue that addressing boundary conditions for participa-
tion is necessary because operationalizing social inclusion beyond access 
requires allowing people to voice their interest, concerns, and standpoints, 
to learn about the sporting setting and eventually to challenge its exclu-
sionary features. Along the way, examples from our sample of leaders will 
be extensively used, before the chapter ends with some practical consider-
ations and concluding remarks.

The many facets of participation

Participation is a multifaceted concept that has historically lacked clar-
ity and consistency in its application. At its core, participation involves 
individuals influencing matters that are important to them, whether 
through direct engagement or indirect representation (Gallie, 2013). 
However, the meaning and implementation of  participation can vary 
widely depending on the context, often leading to ambiguity. As high-
lighted by Gidley et al. (2010a), to feel that you are participating fully, on 
your own terms and engaged in something, it is pivotal that you experi-
ence that your voice is being heard. Yet, the narratives of  the dominant, 
privileged groups tend to dominate society and sport is no exception 
(Foucault, 2013; Harris & Adams, 2016). This is also pinpointed by Kidd 
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(2008) who asserts that a problem with social inclusion through sport for 
development initiatives is:

‘top down’ control. Whereas the best community development is ‘needs- 
and asset-based’, i.e. premised on the expressed needs and available 
resources of the local population, articulated during a careful, consul-
tative joint planning process, much of SDP is donor-defined, planned 
and conducted with missionary zeal.

(p. 377)

As such, it seems that if  participatory practices are lacking, sport may not 
be able to increase the feeling of influence (or empowerment as will be 
further discussed in Chapter 5) regardless of the access to opportunities 
facing the individual discussed in Chapter 3. The essence of  participation 
is illustrated by our informant Bernard from France who explains:

It’s a bit like diplomacy. It’s about asking: What do you want? What do 
I want? Then we find a middle ground. When everything is on the table, 
and we have a clear map of all your needs and wants, even if  the center 
of gravity isn’t exactly where you stand, I can always refer back to that 
map over time. I can say, ‘Oh, you also wanted ABC, which isn’t 
included here, but I’m aware of it.’ This way, everything is transparent 
and clear, and we can adapt as we evolve.

The importance of  participation for social inclusion in the broader society 
is highlighted by Aila from Finland who explains that:

polarization is what is happening in our society when we are not listen-
ing to each other and trying to understand…what I really see is impor-
tant…is to create this kind of safe space where people who have these 
different views, …feel safe and able to discuss these topics. And maybe 
in some cases it comes up that we have the same actual values, but we 
are just expressing them in different ways.

Bernard’s and Aila’s examples highlight the complexities of participation, 
demonstrating that simply inviting the right people to the table is not 
enough. Although removing barriers to access is necessary, as discussed in 
Chapter 3, it is not sufficient to make a lasting change. Around the table, 
meaningful processes – such as compromise, negotiation, and information 
sharing – must take place for true participation to occur. For these pro-
cesses to succeed, leaders must address the social complexities of inclu-
sion, as outlined in Chapter 2, and empathetically connect with the diverse 
groups vulnerable to exclusion. Alexandra from Norway illustrated this 
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challenge in a conversation with a senior leader in a federation, who, like 
herself, also had a minority background. They discussed the troubling 
reality of having so few individuals from minority backgrounds repre-
sented within the federation. Alexandra explained that:

they don’t understand, they don’t see what they’re doing, and that’s 
because when you’ve never been different or wrong, then you don’t 
understand, so you can’t recognize it either. When [the federation] is 
criticized for having mostly just a bunch of yes-men working in the 
central management, they perceive it as unreasonable and unfair criti-
cism. They don’t see that it obviously creates blind spots that they can’t 
identify. Because they haven’t been there themselves.

Alexandra, however, is quick to highlight that this is not because of bad 
character, but rather low awareness;

It’s not because they are bad people, it’s not because they are dumb, or 
because they are racist, or because they are mean, or because of any-
thing at all. What they lack is experience, and they are not willing to 
acknowledge that competence…. And so, Norwegian sports at the top 
lack competence in quite a few things. And that’s because many of 
those who work there, well, in the past, they were athletes, and now, 
this is anonymous, so I can say to you, now it’s just a bunch of idiots 
who know about digitization and commercialization. It’s like, what the 
fuck, you know nothing about the damn legislation you’re supposed to 
deal with.

For the participants in sports themselves, however, Alexandra neatly illus-
trated how individuals from marginalized groups are not participating 
because they are simply not invited:

Sports have been really good at that, pointing at minority parents and 
saying they’re not interested, they’re not willing, right? Or at women, 
they don’t have ambition, or they don’t think it’s important, or they can’t 
be bothered, right? And then you have to shift the focus to the organiza-
tion and see who is being invited in as volunteers, who is being asked.

Alexandra concludes that ‘those who are not thriving today, the main 
reason is that, most say that they have never been asked.’ To sum up, 
participation is a complex concept that involves more than just includ-
ing people; it requires genuine efforts to listen, engage, and uplift mar-
ginalized groups. It has become evident that sports may even perpetuate 
exclusion through top-down approaches and insufficient participatory 
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practices, emphasizing the need for empathy, negotiation, and inclu-
sive processes. As such, it becomes clear that participation is connected 
to power.

Actual participation requires the sharing of power

Our leaders illustrated the many ways in which participation is linked to 
the distribution of power. In contrast to the neo-liberal perspective, social 
justice theory has shaped our understanding of social inclusion in sport 
by emphasizing how the voices of marginalized groups – often the focus 
of sport-based inclusion initiatives – are overlooked or ignored. This leads 
to the dominance of privileged narratives and the suppression of alterna-
tive perspectives (Nicholls et al., 2010). Alexandra said that:

It’s about the right to be a valuable member of the community. It 
means that you have the right to be heard, but it doesn’t mean that you 
have the right to have people agree with you. Right? And you have the 
right to be taken seriously, you have the right to be acknowledged from 
your standpoint.

Alexandras’s quote is one example of how participation in sport is inter-
twined with power dynamics. The importance of power dynamics is 
acknowledged by Kidd (2008) who calls for research that examines the 
challenges of sport participation to ‘add to our growing knowledge of the 
precise circumstances under which sport may result in positive outcomes 
for gender relations, disability inclusion, youth development, mental 
health, peace and conflict resolution … for different populations and indi-
viduals’ (p. 377). Responding to this call, Darnell and Millington (2018), 
conclude in their theoretical analysis of social inclusion through sport 
initiatives, that:

the pursuit of social justice is a fundamentally different approach and 
project than using the popularity of sport to bestow charitable benefits 
on the poor and marginalized, or to use the “lessons” of sport to teach 
people to survive amidst inequality.

(p. 176)

Hence, to apply the lens of social justice may get us further in grasping the 
complexity of social inclusion in sport. According to a review by Khechen 
(2013), participation in the context of social justice means individuals are 
given a chance to participate in decisions that govern their lives. This 
includes ‘not only engaging them in deciding on the kind of public ser-
vices needed in their areas but also ensuring their full participation in 
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political and cultural life’ (p. 5). Based on Rawls’ social justice theory, 
Khechen (2013) argues that participation alters existing power relations 
and ‘strengthens the position of traditionally weak and marginalized 
groups and individuals vis-à-vis other such actors as public and social 
institutions’ (p. 5). This point sits well with Knudsen et al.’s (2011) view of 
participation as a continuum ranging from no control over decisions 
being made, to receiving information, joint consultation, joint deci-
sion-making and full control over the decisions being made. The impor-
tance, but also the difficulties of reaching the right side of this continuum, 
is expressed by Alise from Lithuania. She explains how she understands 
social inclusion in three steps. The first step is raising awareness. An exam-
ple of this is a program they initiated to make people from different sport 
organizations become better at making activities more adaptable for dif-
ferent kinds of disabilities, refugees, and disadvantaged backgrounds. The 
second step, according to Alise, is when you include people with disabili-
ties in activities. The third step, however, is related to power and the actual 
sharing of influence. She explains that;

The third step would be where people with disabilities or let’s say inclu-
sion in general, they lead the activity so they are the ones who becom-
ing the leaders. I think for the third step we are still struggling because 
we rarely have in our activities a concrete projects where people with 
disabilities or disadvantaged backgrounds or LGBTQ plus or refugees, 
the ones that they would be the ones leading the activities, being the 
trainers, being the facilitators, being, you know, the ones who are 
speakers and et cetera. So here, I also am very, very honest. This is our 
goal to get into that stage.

As exemplified by Alise, the level of participation taking place in an 
organization is related to power. Some theories have tended to view par-
ticipation in a plus-sum perceptive, meaning that ‘everyone can partici-
pate, and no one loses out’ (Heller, 2003, p. 147). A result of this way of 
viewing participation is that it fails to acknowledge that, for real partici-
pation to occur, there must be a smaller or larger shift in influence or 
authority. As an example, which expands the discussion from Chapter 3, 
Karl from Austria highlights the importance of representative participa-
tion for social inclusion of minority groups. He explains that:

Far more resources need to go to those who are affected by exclusion…
maybe the minorities and vulnerable groups are then more in the 
center. They would be in the committees; they would be in where or 
nearer where the decisions would be taken. And that probably would 
change also some of the cultural things in sport that it’s not having 
this. You know, the expression, the white elder male…
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As such, participation is always part of a larger political power system 
and will often be resisted by people who fear that it will undermine their 
own position (Heller, 2003). Sabine, from France, tells us that people have 
the feeling that they have been fighting all their life to be in leadership 
positions, and therefore see diversity and social inclusion as a threat. She 
contends that:

Many sport leaders like the concept of being democratic, universal, 
inclusive, and all those values that they promote as a federation. But 
it’s really contradicting behaviors, I guess, to maintain the position 
they’re in. As soon as we were discussing opening up, maybe having 
some quotas, you know, trying to embrace a bit more diversity in the 
structure, everybody was … super positive, like, okay, we need to work 
on this. Of course, it’s a super important topic. We can’t, as an interna-
tional federation, not work on these topics. So, ‘great if  you have those 
little projects going on here and there, as long as I’m not involved. And 
as long as it’s not endangering my position.’

In addition, there is often a fixed number of ‘seats’ around the table where 
decisions are made. The fact that participation is often considered a zero-
sum game in sport is highlighted by Nina from Estonia who states that:

inclusive leadership is something where a lot of work needs to be done. 
And it seems to me that it’s difficult for people in power to spread that 
power or let it go. So it’s part of good governance in terms of limits, 
making sure that there are principles in place that would encourage 
inclusion at the highest leadership level.

A danger of viewing participation as a plus-sum game is that it may facil-
itate what Heller (2003) refers to as inauthentic or pseudo-participation, 
where people are invited to participate without real influence-sharing tak-
ing place. This lack of influence sharing is often legitimized by wanting to 
give individuals a feeling of power, with the aim to improve managerial 
satisfaction, to reduce resistance in situations where decisions have already 
been taken, or where there is no real intention to take the inputs that result 
from the consultations into account. As such, ‘pseudo participation 
denotes management techniques, which, even though involving informa-
tion and consultation of employees, aim at persuading employees to 
accept decisions that have already been taken’ (Knudsen et al., 2011,  
p. 380). Pseudo-participation has its roots in the theoretical distinction 
between espoused and actual behaviour (Argyris, 1976). According to this 
theoretical stance, managers feel the need to espouse participation because 
it has become an expected part of being a leader, however, acting on it 
might endanger their managerial power. Pseudo-participation is often 
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linked to a large degree of scepticism and frustration when encountered 
over time. People don’t necessarily confront pseudo-participation directly, 
but they still respond by showing distrust (Heller, 2003).

Pseudo-participation can take many forms at different levels and in 
varying contexts in sport organizations. Nina recalled a story about 
attending a conference where she was in one of the two first panels that 
started the conference. Both panels were predominantly female on pur-
pose, to show representation of women and give a chance to female voices. 
However, as the conference proceeded Nina recalled that:

the organizers did an Instagram reel of the event. But they didn’t show 
a single female speaker. So, in the communication, all of the speakers 
were male. …we commented on Instagram. And the next day, because 
I was still there and I had access to the speaker launch. And I went 
there, and I made a comment to them. And it’s something very obvi-
ous. But it’s maybe because the leadership was male.

Pseudo-participation may also take place in the implementation process 
at an organizational level. Aila gives an example where implementation is 
done for the sake of appearances and not because of a sincere interest in 
social inclusion:

Hockey in Finland, which has really, I don’t know, but it has really 
been accused the last year for racism. So I think that’s also like even I 
think the problem is that even if  they say that we are doing active meas-
ures, they are still not being implemented genuinely.

The challenge with pseudo-participation in relation to social inclusion 
also becomes evident when it comes to social inclusion through volunteer-
ing. Alise explains that:

You know, you cannot carry bottled water or whatever all the time…. 
You need to have a real responsibility. We don’t want to say, okay, you’re 
going to, you know, making lines or carry the bottles or say welcome to 
the people when they enter the room. You want to give them real respon-
sibility. So organizing, facilitating, managing the teams and etcetera.

The above examples highlight how pseudo-participation can occur in dif-
ferent levels in sport, and how it can have a detrimental influence on social 
inclusion. As such, Bernard highlights how harmful it is to not attend to 
these issues as:

Expectations or needs can evolve and in that sense there is also a need 
for kind of a checking quite regularly. But to me, yeah, if  you don’t 
touch upon this topic, [it] is like ignoring and burying kind of the real 
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truth. And it means like building on false foundations that are very 
unstable and very dangerous as well.

Considering the necessity of power sharing to real social inclusion, we will 
now turn our attention to important barriers to participation in sport and 
discuss what leaders can do to help reduce some of them, to foster social 
inclusion through genuine participation in sport.

Boundary conditions of participation

Dachler and Wilpert (1978) argue that to effectively implement participa-
tory arrangements, it is essential to identify both their limitations and 
opportunities, as well as the complex interdependencies they entail. 
Dachler and Wilpert emphasize several boundary conditions that shape 
the success of participatory efforts. In our analysis, three of their identi-
fied boundary conditions emerged as particularly central for fostering 
social inclusion through participation in sport: the social range of partic-
ipation, the balance between formal and informal participation and the 
complexity of the decisions being addressed. These factors play a critical 
role in determining the effectiveness of participatory arrangements relat-
ing to social inclusion.

The first boundary condition is related to Dachler and Wilperts (1978) 
concept of  social range, which is concerned with the range of  people, 
divisions, and organizations involved in a participatory system. As such, 
a participatory system with limited social range will only consider the 
interests of  some sub-groups, while others will be left out. Accordingly, a 
key component for increasing social inclusion through sport is to aim for 
a broad social range, as discussed in Chapter 3. A challenge to this aim is 
time. Listening to different views and taking varying interests and stake-
holder views into account takes time. As such, participation leads to a 
plethora of  contingencies, which sometimes make interpretation difficult 
and action impossible (Heller, 2003). Looking back at Chapter 3 where 
Vroom and Yetton’s (Vroom & Jago, 1974) contingency theory of  leader-
ship was introduced, time constraints are underlined as one of  three 
major factors that influence how leadership decisions should be made. 
According to the theory, participation in decision-making is different in 
diverse scenarios, and therefore leaders need to determine their leader-
ship style, for example, consultative or autocratic, based on what is 
appropriate for the situation. For example, if  speed is required, more 
autocratic processes will be effective, where the leader takes the decision 
alone. If  collaboration is preferred, however, a more democratic process 
will be superior, where the leader acts as a facilitator. Time available for 
reaching a decision is thus decisive for the influence sharing of  leaders. 
However, the theory also posits that the more time available, the better 
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the quality of  decisions that can be made (Vignesh, 2020). This point is 
acknowledged by Alexandra who explains that:

A more feminine leadership style is more inclusive. Such things play a 
role, as one is, of course, influenced by them. For example, a Secretary 
General once told me that the meeting that the previous chair, who was 
a man, could conduct in 45 minutes, I can barely manage to conduct in 
three hours. And I just say, ‘thank you very much, I take that as a com-
pliment’. And that’s because people get to say what’s on their minds. 
And I believe that’s important because I think the democratic aspect 
and the deliberative process have intrinsic value.

Time is often scarce in sport organizations, especially since much work 
that is done there is done by volunteers in addition to other work and 
family obligations. Yet, Vroom and Jago (1978) offer some perspectives on 
when and how influence sharing is necessary and efficient, and state that 
power sharing may be especially important if  you a) need commitment 
from group members, b) if  you need their competence on the issue at 
hand, and c) to reduce conflicting issues. Accordingly, influence sharing 
may be especially important with regard to social inclusion issues, consid-
ering how ‘participation, that is to say influence and its distribution in an 
organization, is the way power engages with human capital’ (Heller, 2003, 
p. 160). Hence, spending a considerable time on sharing influence on 
social inclusion issues, may be justified in relation to other priorities. 
Sharing decision-making is also an important part of inclusive leadership 
and an important way to foster belonging within a group (Veli Korkmaz 
et al., 2022). To conclude so far, however, it is sufficient to say that time is 
a considerable barrier to social inclusion through participation in sport. 
Nonetheless, in the paradox between time and efficiency, spending time on 
including more people in decisions and volunteer work, may be of impor-
tance for inclusion issues, as this concept is strongly connected to social 
capital. Characteristics found in collaborative leadership such as mentor-
ship, constructive feedback provision, open sharing of data, strong net-
work building skills and contextual intelligence are thus factors sports 
leaders should consider (Vignesh, 2020).

The second boundary condition is the nexus between formal and 
informal participation. While formal participation often involves being 
seen as worthy of  a seat at the table (see Chapter 3), informal participa-
tion requires the use of  voice – defined as the upward communication of 
ideas, suggestions, and concerns aimed at improving organizational 
functioning (Liang et al., 2012). However, expressing opinions, sugges-
tions and concerns can be a risky endeavour (Detert & Burris, 2007). In 
this context, voice self-efficacy – the confidence and competence individ-
uals possess in formulating and expressing their viewpoints – is essential 
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for enabling effective self-expression (Yan et al., 2022). While we previ-
ously emphasized the importance of  competency among leaders, this 
requirement is frequently overlooked when addressing efforts to increase 
participation in sports for marginalized groups (Heller, 2003). Alise 
explains that:

You cannot go into the decision making without having a sufficient 
background and sufficient knowledge. It’s not enough just to stand 
there and say, you know, I think it should be different. You have to 
have arguments and learn how to express your arguments. So this is 
also part of the trainings, what we do for different backgrounds, that 
it’s not enough to have your opinion, you also need to know how to 
express it in the way that it would be listened to, how to advocate and 
also in an argumentative manner.

Yet having enough background and sufficient knowledge may not always 
be easy in sport and is very relatable to the way leaders and organizations 
are able to convey their information. Much of an organization’s culture is 
hidden in, for example, gendered norms of ‘the way we do things around 
here.’ Reviewing the gender aspect of organizational dimensions, Piggott 
et al. (2024) found examples of these practices relating to dress code, 
informal socializing, and expectations towards leaders which are open to 
those in the know but invisible to others. Another study found that by 
reproducing a hegemonic view of gender inequities as natural, expected, 
or normal, the organization ‘provided little space for dialogue about the 
serious nature of the inequities, the immediate need to address them, or a 
more comprehensive approach to implementing gender equity for ath-
letes’ (Hoeber, 2007, p. 275).

The third boundary condition pertains to content complexity, which 
refers to how a lack of knowledge and information presented in a way that 
is unsuitable for its audience becomes a significant barrier to participa-
tion. Alise explains that:

the way we, as organizations and leaders, communicate about things – 
how easy it is to understand the structures or the work of the organi-
zation, or how someone can get involved – is not always clear. For 
individuals from diverse backgrounds, especially those involved in 
Special Olympics, the language must be super simple, super easy, and 
highly understandable. Yet, you open our documents, and you see 
50-page reports, leaving people saying, ‘OK, I have no idea what’s in 
there.’ So, yeah, I think that’s also a big barrier.

Similarly, Alexandra tells us a story of how lack of cultural knowledge 
may hinder participation and volunteering among immigrant parents.  
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She explains that ‘immigrant parents who have come to Norway, they 
have no idea how these organizations are organized. Because in very, very, 
very many countries in the world, for example, in school, it is the gym 
teacher who does the job.’ Alexandra explains that parents of immigrants 
often feel uncomfortable stepping into roles that seem to encroach on the 
responsibilities of others, such as taking on tasks typically handled by a 
gym teacher. She also argues that Norwegian leaders frequently fail to 
understand or empathize with the perspectives of immigrant parents. To 
illustrate this point, Alexandra shares an analogy she often uses with 
Norwegian sport leaders to enhance their awareness and understanding 
of these dynamics:

Imagine I go to the grocery store one day. I’ve had a quiet day at work, 
I’m in a good mood, full of energy, and considering whether to go for 
a run later. At the store, I notice there’s a long queue at the checkout, 
and the atmosphere is stressful. I could, in theory, walk over and say, 
‘I’ll just sit at register four to help out for an hour and get through the 
rush.’ But, of course, I wouldn’t do that – because I have no business 
being there. It would be completely absurd. That’s how it can feel for 
immigrant parents when interacting with sports organizations. You 
don’t just walk in and take over.

To reduce barriers to informal voice use and address feelings of inade-
quate competence or cultural knowledge, the concept of self-efficacy – 
defined as an individual’s belief  in their ability to successfully complete a 
task (Bandura, 1997) – emerges as particularly significant. Self-efficacy 
has been recognized as a critical factor in fostering participation within 
organizational contexts. For instance, Veiga (1991) concludes that individ-
uals feeling they lack competence may reduce participatory behaviours in 
groups. Similarly, Heller (2019) highlights that feeling competent and hav-
ing opportunities to apply this competence through participation can 
unleash motivational energy. The domain-specific concept of self-efficacy 
will be examined in greater depth in Chapter 5, particularly in relation to 
empowerment and its connection to life skills. However, this chapter 
focuses on the role of self-efficacy in relation to participation, particularly 
in the context of the boundary conditions identified by Dachler and 
Wilpert (1978). A central question therefore arises: what can sport leaders 
do to enhance self-efficacy related to participation among their members? 
First, according to socio-cognitive theory, the major way of fostering 
self-efficacy in individuals is through mastery experiences (Bandura, 1997, 
2006). Mastery experiences come from the experience of success in doing 
a task. Conversely, consistent failures at a task may affect efficacy percep-
tions negatively. Leaders can play an important part in shaping individu-
als’ perception of self-efficacy by creating arenas where individuals can 
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express themselves. This is accomplished by being participative and by 
giving room for different opinions and recognizing people’s efforts to 
express themselves (Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2012; Svendsen et al., 
2016). The essence of participative leadership is exemplified by Alexandra 
who contends that:

the goal should be to make disagreements visible, because it creates 
trust among those who don’t agree with the majority. They might 
think, is there something wrong with me? Or does everyone think the 
same way? I don’t want to be a part of that. But if  you highlight disa-
greements and show a diversity of opinions, perspectives, and reflec-
tions, first of all, you will make much better decisions if  everyone dares 
to speak up and feels it is their duty to bring forward different 
viewpoints.

Creating spaces for participation and signalling that it is acceptable to 
disagree can be challenging in sports contexts. This challenge is closely 
tied to the concept of psychological safety, understood as both an individ-
ual and group construct. Psychological safety refers to the perception of 
an environment as safe for interpersonal risk-taking (Kahn, 1990; 
Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson & Bransby, 2023). It involves the assur-
ance that expressing oneself  will not result in negative consequences, such 
as ridicule, ostracism, damage to one’s professional or social network, or 
other sanctions (Kahn, 1990; Detert & Burris, 2007). Empirical research 
highlights the importance of psychological safety, particularly when 
addressing sensitive issues that carry greater personal risks for those 
speaking up (Svendsen et al., 2016). In this context, psychological safety 
is especially critical for participatory practices aimed at promoting social 
inclusion. Leaders play a key role in fostering psychologically safe envi-
ronments, as they often control the distribution of rewards and sanctions 
(Liu et al., 2010). A leader who demonstrates approachability and shows 
appreciation when individuals share suggestions or concerns contributes 
significantly to the perception that self-expression will not lead to negative 
outcomes (Liang et al., 2012). Alexandra points out a critical challenge 
within sports organizations: the value of loyalty, as it is currently inter-
preted, can stifle openness to disagreement and impede organizational 
progress. She observes that loyalty is one of the core values in sports 
organizations, and while loyalty itself  is not inherently problematic, its 
interpretation within the organizational culture is. Specifically, she argues 
that loyalty is often understood as unwavering agreement with those in 
positions of authority. When leaders make decisions or take a stance, 
there is an implicit expectation that everyone else must align with them. 
Disagreement, in this context, is perceived as disloyal, which creates a fear 
of speaking up. Specifically, Alexandra contends that:
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It’s not the value of loyalty that is the problem, it’s the organizational 
culture that is the problem. People are terrified of exposing disagree-
ment. And I don’t understand that, but I think it’s because it is a very 
homogenous group that thinks very similarly. And then disagreement 
becomes uncomfortable. But I say that what creates trust among the 
members is if  we make our disagreements visible. If  someone thought 
this way, and someone thought that way, it needs to be made visible to 
the members. Because that builds trust. It builds loyalty.

As such, participative leadership does not occur in a vacuum and needs to 
be supported by organizational values and structures in order to create 
proper arenas for psychological safety and self-efficacy so that individuals 
can have mastery experiences with participation and daring to express 
themselves. Heller (2003) argues that one of the reasons why many 
attempts to promote participatory practices in organizations fails is 
because we look at them in isolation, and don’t take a holistic perspective 
that also includes organizational culture and structures. Trine from 
Norway highlights the fact that leadership is always embedded in organi-
zational structures that, in turn, affects leadership’s ability to influence 
inclusion issues:

One of the biggest problems is the ideal of the masculine leader, which 
favors men in Norwegian sports. What we see is that if  you possess 
typically masculine traits or skills, you will be in a good position to 
climb in the organization. And you can have that as a woman as well, 
but in most cases, men are the ones that benefits from this ideal. This is 
a structural problem that stands in the way of creating an inclusive 
organization.

Others, like Henryk from Poland, pointed out that competency only takes 
you so far, as there is more to participation than access. When he started 
playing golf, just for fun, the clubhouse manager came over and said:

‘next time you play just please make sure your socks are a bit higher like 
they’re just got shorts and the socks are very low and just make it 
higher’. … I wasn’t expecting that even from like a Polish background 
you know this was completely normal for them for my colleagues you 
know the British they’re like ‘yeah of course yeah that’s fine’ because 
that’s that’s in most in most British clubs for me it was just unbelieva-
ble. I was very surprised. I know they’re traditional clubs and this is 
something I’ve personally never liked and with the jeans example as 
well I mean looking at like the history of why jeans were not allowed on 
the golf  courses …the only reason is for golfers to be uh you know not 
to be mixed with the working class which wore jeans back in the day
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As such leaders should take the organizational culture and structures into 
account in their quest to facilitate participatory self-efficacy.

A second way to build self-efficacy is through what Bandura calls 
vicarious experiences. Vicarious experiences involve seeing people who are 
relatable to oneself, succeed based on their efforts (Bandura, 1997). A cen-
tral concept here in relation to leadership is the idea of leaders as role 
models and the use of mentoring (Shamir, 1991; Yan et al., 2022). This is 
pictured by Alise who uses herself  as an example when she explains how 
leaders can increase participation through social inclusion in sport:

Another way is, of course, to make sure that we have leaders or people 
in the leadership positions from different backgrounds, because espe-
cially from the discussions we had with the young people, it encourages 
them a lot. Then they hear the stories that the leaders or people in the 
positions, they come from different backgrounds, maybe different dis-
abilities, disadvantages, and etc. Me, myself, I also usually share my 
story. I also came from a very small town. I mean, I grew up in the 
town which had 5,000 people. So it’s a very, very small city in Lithuania. 
And then they come and say, okay, but you talk with thousands of 
people. You have these presentations with the huge crowds and etc. So 
this story also inspires for different inclusion aspects, let’s say.

Leaders are therefore important role models, by speaking up themselves 
and thereby enhancing voice self-efficacy. For example, Henryk applauded 
the employment in some clubs of people who ‘are actually quite forward 
looking and, you know, pushing the game forward.’ He used an example 
from Scotland where one individual has done a lot make the club ‘an 
extremely open facility, working with the community.’ But behind the 
scenes, the organization stays intact ‘with just a room of old golf club 
members. Old and rich and they can fire and hire whoever and no one has 
any control over what they do.’ Although the examples presented show the 
importance of role models, a challenge may lie in the lack of role models 
from marginalized groups that speak up. For example, Yan et al. (2022) 
argue that a reason why women may voice their opinions less than men is 
because of an absence of female leaders who model speaking up. Because 
of this, women may experience less access to mastery experiences with 
speaking up, and thereby also miss out on the chance to develop voice 
self-efficacy (Wood & Karten, 1986). Wood and Karten (1986) argue that 
‘status cues lead people to have expectations about each other’s behavior 
so that people who have characteristics (e.g., maleness) ordinarily associ-
ated with higher status roles in our society are assumed to be more compe-
tent’ (p. 341). Therefore, specific mentoring programs may be of particular 
relevance when aiming to increase voice self-efficacy in sports. Lefebvre  
et al. (2020) argue that mentoring is effective in increasing knowledge and 
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skills in both athletes and coaches. However, based on social cognitive the-
ory (Bandura, 1997), it is pertinent to note that individuals from marginal-
ized groups can observe individuals that are congruent with the groups 
they socially identify with, as this will help them perform specific elements 
of agentic behaviour such as speaking up and sharing their opinions (Yan 
et al., 2022). The importance of mentoring for facilitating confidence and 
efficacy in participatory practices is highlighted by Alise who explains that:

Mentoring, that’s a very first step. So we need this mentoring program 
to have concrete people who would be support at the beginning. And I 
think that’s not only for inclusion aspect. I think this is in general for 
the youth aspect. There is the biggest mistake when they say, ‘oh, we 
give a space, we give an opportunity, they can do whatever.’ It doesn’t 
work like that. You need to have a mentor who at least at the beginning 
helps. And then, of course, you can leave them do. But at least for the 
beginning, we need that.

The last way of increasing self-efficacy according to social cognitive the-
ory, that is relevant to our context, is through social persuasion. Social 
persuasion is concerned with offering encouragement, specific feedback, 
and creating environments where you are not punished for trying 
(Bandura, 1997). These factors are all relatable to Veli Korkmaz et al.’s 
(2022) model of inclusive leadership. In this model, one of the dimen-
sions, showing appreciation, entails recognizing efforts and contributions, 
directly relatable to Bandura’s (1997) focus on positive encouragement. In 
relation to increasing participatory self-efficacy, this means acknowledg-
ing and appreciating inputs from marginalized groups and creating envi-
ronments characterized by a growth mindset where effort and improvement 
are valued over performance and criticism (Yeager & Dweck, 2020). The 
importance of inclusive leadership for increasing speaking up is empiri-
cally supported by Younas et al. (2023). Their quantitative study finds that 
inclusive leadership, specifically through a focus on participation in decision- 
making processes, both directly and indirectly through the mechanism of 
empowerment, increases individuals’ propensity to speak up.

To round off, our emphasis on self-efficacy as a tool to go from rep-
resentation, or the availability of access, to participation for social inclu-
sion relates to the key finding in Chapter 3 – on the necessity of dialogue 
between parties. As such, it bears on the literature on inclusive leadership, 
which underlines the importance of sharing decisions and appreciating 
inputs (Carmeli et al., 2009; Korkmaz et al., 2022). Our finding relevant to 
practice is summarized in Table 4.1. As the concepts involved in exploring 
participation bear some overlap, the initiatives for facilitating participa-
tion also contain overlapping issues.
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Table 4.1  �Practical perspectives on participation and social inclusion

Understood as Operationalized 
through

Facilitated by

Participation The social range 
of 
participation

The involvement of 
diverse 
stakeholders on 
social inclusion 
issues

Denoting time for 
inclusion issues

Sharing influence on 
relevant issues

Leader competence and 
self-awareness

Avoiding pseudo-
participation, by 
fostering genuine 
power sharing

Balancing 
formal and 
informal 
participation

Establishing a 
culture of voice

Stimulating cultural and 
organizational 
knowledge

Stimulating 
psychological safety 
by being 
approachable, 
participative, and 
valuing upward 
communication of 
ideas and concerns

Striving towards 
organizational values 
and structures that 
allow for disagreement 
and conflicting 
perspectives.

The 
complexities 
of the 
decisions 
being 
addressed

Fostering 
competence and 
self-efficacy 
regarding 
participation

Emphatically connect 
with diverse 
stakeholders and 
applying cultural 
knowledge

Fostering voice 
self-efficacy by

	•	 Creating safe arenas 
for individuals to get 
mastery experiences 
with participation

	•	 Making differences 
transparent and 
visible

	•	 Having relevant role 
models for voice
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Concluding remarks

This chapter has been concerned with participation and has covered top-
ics such as influence sharing, power and competence as factors pivotal to 
increase social inclusion through sport. Our findings point to the impor-
tance of not taking for granted that participation and influence sharing 
will take place if  people are given a ‘seat at the table.’ Rather, for people to 
express and participate, they need to be asked, to be granted time to 
express their views and to feel that they are safe and competent to partic-
ipate. As such, the potential for sport to influence social inclusion issues is 
conditioned and can be facilitated by leaders who pay attention to these 
issues and are genuinely interested in understanding and considering the 
views of marginalized groups.

A challenge lies in that leaders may be afraid to lose influence and 
power if  they authentically share their influence. Yet, from a social justice 
perspective, this challenge needs to be grappled with by leaders to foster 
social inclusion through sport. The concepts of participation, power, 
influence and self-efficacy are all factors central to reach what Gidley et al. 
(2010a, 2010b) suggest as the most inclusive definition of social inclusion, 
empowerment. As such, we will now turn to the next chapter and explore 
what leaders can do to create social inclusion through the experience of 
meaningfulness in sport.
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Introduction

The last dimension in Gidley et al.’s (2010a) model of social inclusion, is 
empowerment. While Chapter 4 concerned the processes that happen 
‘around the table’, the current chapter explores what happens after people 
leave the table and interact with society. According to Gidley et al. (2010a), 
seeing social inclusion through the perspective of empowerment is the 
most integrative understanding of social inclusion and goes beyond the 
social justice perspective as it ‘foregrounds the notion that all human 
beings (whether mainstream or marginalized) are multi-dimensional 
beings, who have needs and interests that go well beyond their role in the 
political economy of a nation’ (p. 11). Moreover, Gidley et al. (2010b) 
affirm that seeing social inclusion through the lens of empowerment ‘val-
orizes difference and diversity, pointing to collective individualism’ (p. 5). 
Central to this understanding is the valuing of human potential and a 
shift from deficiency focus to human potential and strengths. The essence 
of empowerment is captured in the reflections made by Lydia, a leader 
from Greece working with social inclusion of immigrant and refugees 
through sport. She explains that:

You need to consider who is to be included and who is to include, 
because I think inclusion in itself  has a distinction between a superior 
that will include an inferior. It’s the same thing with the migrants and 
refugees. They should be included in our European community. And 
so even discussing inclusion from these two different sides from a 
European person, and a migrant or a refugee, brings you two different 
definitions.

Lydia highlights at least three aspects relevant to understanding the 
importance of empowerment in a social inclusion context. First, social 
inclusion is related to the feeling of being inferior (or the opposite). 
Second, subjectivity; how social inclusion is understood is relative to the 

5	 The role of leadership in 
stimulating empowerment
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individual’s perception of the context. Third, she exemplifies the diversity 
of understandings of how social inclusion should be defined. Together, 
these reflections are all of importance to the understanding of the rela-
tionship between empowerment and social inclusion. Connecting these 
aspects to empowerment is, however, not straightforward, as empower-
ment is a contested construct. According to Drydyk (2017) ‘it is nearly 
customary by now to begin a conceptual article on empowerment by 
lamenting how confused the concept has become over the last decade’ 
(p.17). For example, empowerment can be understood as both a process 
and an end. As a process, it can relate to reversing powerlessness experi-
enced by marginalized individuals. As an end, however, it is not only 
about giving people more choices and confidence to participate (as dis-
cussed in Chapter 4), but about giving individuals real opportunities to 
create a better life situation (Drydyk et al., 2023).

Thus, empowerment involves a socio-structural and a psychological ele-
ment that is both central to the understanding of empowerment in relation 
to sport. Correspondingly, we will investigate what leaders in sport can do 
to stimulate social inclusion through the experience of psychological 
empowerment? To explore this question, the chapter will proceed as follows; 
in the next section, empowerment and its relation to social inclusion will be 
presented. Second, the concept of empowerment will be unpacked by using 
Spreitzer’s (1995) model of empowerment to explore what leaders can do to 
increase social inclusion through empowerment in sport by fostering a) 
meaningfulness, b) self-determination, c) competence, and d) impact. Lastly, 
critical and practical reflections regarding psychological empowerment in 
sport will be discussed, together with some concluding remarks.

Empowerment and social inclusion in sport

In relation to sport, empowerment has been conceptualized in various 
ways. Lawson (2005) highlights three keys to understanding empower-
ment in sport. One key is the availability of resources, ranging from money 
to assistance networks. Thus, for a person or community to experience 
empowerment through sport, access is needed. This part of the empower-
ment concept is discussed in depth in Chapter 3. Another key to under-
standing empowerment in sport is through power and power sharing. 
According to Lawson (2005), ‘in order to know empowerment when you 
see it, you need to understand power distributions and authority relations, 
and you need to be able to determine how they change for the better as 
empowerment is practiced’ (p. 147). This key to understanding empower-
ment is related to participation, as discussed in Chapter 4. These two 
understandings of empowerment can arguably be interpreted in accord-
ance with the socio-structural understanding of empowerment (Spreitzer, 
2008) that puts weight on power and how organizational, institutional, 
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social, political, or cultural forces can create conditions that may or may 
not lead to empowerment (Liden & Arad, 1996). The third key to under-
standing the empowerment concept in relation to sport, according to 
Lawson (2005), rests on the foundation of collaboration and entails col-
laborative engagement, where participants manifest their needs and wants 
and how they will get access to them and represents a more psychological 
understanding of the empowerment concept.

In contrast to the predominant attention to the socio-structural 
aspects of  empowerment (Drydyk, 2017), the psychological element of 
the concept has been somewhat overlooked in research on social inclu-
sion and empowerment in sport. This lack of  research on psychological 
empowerment is unfortunate, as it forms a cornerstone in the stimulation 
of  organizational and community empowerment, which might be recti-
fied by studies that ‘examine and identify what are the psychologically 
empowering process and outcomes in the context of  sport participation’ 
(Lim & Dixon, 2017, p. 402). For example, Jakob from Austria said that 
one of  the upsides of  working with social inclusion was ‘seeing how 
impactful a socially including time on the field/in the club can be for a 
young person, it is a great way to develop a person’s personality in a pos-
itive way.’ As such, empowerment can be viewed as establishing and facil-
itating meaningfulness for the individual and the collective, by inviting 
people’s agentic engagement in activities on their own terms. Lawson’s 
(2005) third key to understanding empowerment also stresses the impor-
tance of  community and belonging, in the same vein that Gidley et al. 
(2010a) underline the importance of  collective individualism to experi-
ence empowerment. On that note, we interpret Lawson’s last key to 
understanding empowerment in line with the concept of  psychological 
empowerment which underlines how the individual subjectively experi-
ences their environment, rather than how it is objectively structured 
(Spreitzer, 2007). In this regard, Crisp (2020), who researched empower-
ment and community sport projects, underlines that many of  ‘the 
intended consequences of  promoting empowerment can be measured 
through individuals’ actions and self-regulation, and so in many respects 
it can be seen to detail a psychological change’ (p. 224). Lydia gives an 
important example from practice of  the importance of  psychological 
empowerment and how participating in an activity is not enough to 
reach this ideal. When discussing the relationship between participation 
and empowerment, she explains that participation in sport can be both a 
vehicle and a hindrance for empowerment, and how she has experienced 
that some people want to ‘prove that you are useless.’ She gives an exam-
ple of  how participation in sport can negatively impact empowerment:

I have Afghani boys, Syrian boys, Egyptian boys that play street soccer 
and then I take them to clubs in Greece and they have no idea of the 
regulations of a European soccer game. So I throw them in there and 
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yes, they can participate and I yell at them because they don’t know 
what they’re doing, and this is not empowerment. So participation 
needs to be very well controlled, designed, prepared, planned by the 
coach, the trainer, the person who is in charge.

Much empirical work on empowerment, however, has reduced the mean-
ing of empowerment to Lawson’s two first keys of empowerment, or what 
Drydyk (2013) refers to as power distribution or agency. This is unfortu-
nate considering how being given power or choice over aspects of your life 
in such a way that does not, for example, have meaning for you, does not 
lead to the experience of empowerment (Spreitzer, 1995).

Accordingly, in this chapter we base our understanding of empower-
ment on the work of Spreitzer (1995, 2007, 2008), who sees empowerment 
as a motivational construct that involves the feeling of being able to shape 
one’s own role and context. Spreitzer (1995) contends that psychological 
empowerment is built by experiencing meaning, self-determination, com-
petence, and impact. To experience psychological empowerment, individ-
uals should experience all four of these psychological states, and 
empowerment thus becomes a ‘gestalt of the four dimensions’ (Spreitzer, 
2007, p. 8). This is important to keep in mind during the rest of the chap-
ter, as there will obviously be some overlap between the dimensions and 
the factors that facilitate them. According to Spreitzer, empowerment 
should be understood as a continuous variable. This means that individu-
als are not categorized as empowered or not empowered, but rather as 
more or less empowered. In accordance with research on self-efficacy 
(Bandura, 2001), empowerment should be regarded as domain-specific 
(Spreitzer, 2008), partly because of the interpretative diversity in play. 
Thomas and Velthouse (1990), whose study preceded and influenced 
Spreitzer’s analysis, highlight the need to view self-efficacy judgments as 
‘subjective interpretations (constructions) of reality, so that task assess-
ments are also influenced by individual differences in interpretive pro-
cesses’ (p. 667). Thus, in a sport context, empowerment can vary depending 
on the sport, context or participant demographics (Lim & Dixon, 2017). 
One may feel empowered as an athlete, but not as an employee or the 
opposite. The remainder of the chapter will address this through Spreitzer’s 
(1995) fourfold model for analysing empowerment: meaningfulness, com-
petence, impact, and self-determination.

Meaningfulness

According to Spreitzer (1995), meaning involves the significance of  goals 
and purpose, and how these are perceived according to one’s own ideals 
or standards. As such, meaning refers to a fit between the requirements 
in a role, and the individuals’ beliefs, values and behaviours. There are 
many important sources of  meaning (Rosso et al., 2010). In a review by 
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Maneka (2023) social relationships are established as the most important 
source of  meaning. Hence, in our discussion of  meaning in relation to 
empowerment and social inclusion we focus on belonging. Stillman and 
Baumeister (2009) argue that belonging poses a primary mechanism for 
meaning making in individuals. They ground the importance of  belong-
ing in an evolutionary perspective and argue that ‘humans get most of 
what they need to survive from their social group, rather than directly 
from the environment’ (p. 250). Thus, they contend that social exclusion 
could ‘threaten people at such a basic level that it would impair their 
sense of  meaningful existence’ (Stillman & Baumeister, 2009, p. 250). 
Stillman and Lambert (2013) highlight the importance of  the subjective 
experience of  belonging.

For example, it is possible to be part of a sports club with friendly 
people and still not feel that one belongs or is accepted. One of our 
informants, Stina from Finland, working with social inclusion of 
LGBTQ+ individuals through sport, underlined this when she explained 
that ‘if  there’s still like even one person in a team who’s not doing the 
inclusion, but is doing exclusion, then somebody can still feel excluded. 
So it sort of  also takes everybody to welcome someone.’ In his article 
discussing the concept of belonging in relation to community football for 
refugees Stone (2018) argues that belonging in sport is ‘an embodied 
sense of control, comfort and security; the ease through which one can 
convey both socially constructed and self-conceived identities’ (p. 174). 
Moreover, he contends that

Belonging, or the absence thereof, is regarded as the interconnection 
of personal identity, group attachment and cultural background. 
These characteristics are by no means independent from one another 
but emerge at different times to greater or lesser degrees to create feel-
ings of belonging within individuals. Thus, it is not a fixed state but an 
ideal towards which each and every one of us proceeds, some more 
successfully than others.

(p. 175)

As such, belonging to a category is not an ontological fact, but some-
thing that is dynamically construed by individuals and groups (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1986). Fehsenfeld (2015) finds empirical support for the 
notion that belonging is pivotal for the social construction of  meaning 
within sport programmes for the socially disadvantaged, as it contrib-
utes to shared values, norms, social cohesion, and reduces the risk of 
rejection and failure. The importance of  belonging was highlighted as 
a cornerstone for social inclusion by many of  our informants. For 
example, Henryk, a Polish leader working with social inclusion issues 
in golf, was asked why social inclusion was an important issue to him. 
He explained that:
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I think the biggest thing or the first thing that comes to my mind would 
be the integration aspect, the common experiences and common back-
ground, especially common experiences across different people, nation-
alities, genders and all the other different categories (…) which later 
like helps with empathy and like connection, which then would have 
like social inclusion.

In the same vein, Zoe from Greece, who was working with social inclusion 
issues with immigrants and refugees, stated that the most important thing 
for social inclusion is ‘the sense of belonging because these people need 
this sense, the sense of someone is caring. I think that’s the most impor-
tant thing.’ Correspondingly, Craig, a leader from the UK working with 
social inclusion issues for people with physical and intellectual disabilities, 
explained that the most beneficial outcome of social inclusion is:

people feeling like they belong somewhere. They’re part of a club. 
They’re not isolated. It’s not the sports development. Yeah, we want to 
help them be better at kicking a ball. Yes, we want to help them be better 
at learning to serve in tennis. That’s not as important as people feeling 
like they belong to a club. They can interact not only with other people, 
but also community environments. They get to go to their local clubs.

In the same vein, the absence of a sense of belonging and the subjective 
factor in experiencing it is considered an important barrier to social inclu-
sion. Stina explains that:

if  you belong to a team but you don’t feel included and you still do the 
sports

there, then (…) the situation should be changed somehow. So you 
should bring it up or change the team or something. Because in the 
long run, it’s not good for you, even if  you get the physical exercise. But 
being excluded for a long time makes people just sad.

Lydia gave a vivid explanation of why sport is so pivotal for the feeling of 
belonging by creating the experience of identity and meaning and label 
sport as a ‘passport’ for immigrants coming to Greece:

They belong because they speak the same language, even if  they don’t 
speak Greek, but they play very good soccer. Usually it’s soccer they 
play. And they belong. And not only they have this sense of belonging, 
but what’s more important, they have this sense of continuity that 
they’ve lost. Because they can take away your country, your home, 
your people. But usually, if  you have another identity, which is very 
strong, and being an athlete is a very strong identity, they cannot take 
it away from you.
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Interestingly, however, Craig explains that the experience of belonging 
may not limit itself  to the individuals vulnerable to marginalization in the 
first place. It may also spread and have a positive effect of belonging for 
the people who are close to these individuals. For example, Craig elabo-
rates on the unintended consequence of a social inclusion project, where 
respite sessions are provided for children with complex needs, so their par-
ents are able to have some respite care. Craig explains that this allows 
children with complex needs to form a community and participate in 
sport. However, an unintended consequence of the initiative was how:

all the parents of the different children start talking to each other and 
they start to support each other because they’re all living through these 
challenges in the same way. Before, they had no one to share them with, 
but now they’re in a community where they’re all in the same position 
and they share, they talk, they laugh.

He concludes that ‘what we do it for is that social element between child, 
family and the wider community,’ underlining the importance of belong-
ing for the people who are involved with people vulnerable to exclusion. 
Judit from Slovenia highlighted how and why the mechanism of belong-
ing is of such high importance for people from marginalized groups, by 
referring to the difference between strong and weak ties in the social net-
work of athletes participating in judo. According to Granovetter (1973), 
strong and weak ties can be understood as the amount of time, the inten-
sity, the intimacy, and the services shared between two nodes in a social 
network. Dobbels et al. (2018) confirm that network structure is of rele-
vance for the social inclusion projects in sport for disadvantaged people. 
Maness (2017) also specifies this finding and illustrates how the diversity 
of weak ties and access to weak ties with high social status, positively 
affects the frequency of leisure participation. Judit explained that individ-
uals with intellectual disabilities often have the same strong ties (for exam-
ple, family) as other participants. However, the weak ties, meaning the 
more loosely defined social networks, seem to be more vulnerable for peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities and sport therefore has an even stronger 
meaning for them. She explains:

I was working a lot with intellectual disability. They don’t have so 
many weak ties. And that’s why they are weaker in society. And that’s 
why the sports club means so much to them because this is one way out 
of the family that is like a window to society, to let’s say to a normal 
world.

The importance of the weak ties is thus not only that individuals vulner-
able to exclusion get access to a larger network, but also that they get 
access to a network that knows and appreciates them on their own terms. 
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As such, our findings support experimental studies that suggest that feel-
ing well liked, welcomed, and popular is linked to a higher belief  that life 
has meaning (Stillman & Lambert, 2013) and that social exclusion leads 
to a decrease in meaning (Stillman & Baumeister, 2009).

Creating meaningfulness through the experience of 
belonging – the role of leadership

Having established the importance of belonging for social inclusion and 
meaningfulness a pertinent question becomes; what can leaders do to 
increase the part of the psychological empowerment concept related to 
meaningfulness? First, leaders need to be consistent when it comes to sup-
porting the organizational efforts to be inclusive (Veli Korkmaz et al., 2022). 
Moreover, they need to communicate inclusiveness as a value and standard 
early in the process. To effectively communicate the importance of inclu-
sion, this communication needs to be both formal at an organizational level, 
but also trickle down to the informal interpersonal communication in the 
organization (Wolfgruber et al., 2022). Judit illustrates the importance of 
strongly supporting the value of inclusion and the importance of communi-
cating it clearly; both formally in specific meetings, but also informal by for 
example conversations with parents of new members of the sport club:

I had about maybe five people that [stopped coming] to our club 
because they were not feeling well being around people with disability. 
But I learned that we don’t need those people. I was glad that it turned 
out that way. But now, as I’m continuing with this way of working, 
more and more people are coming to the club that really respect this 
inclusive approach. And every time some parents call me, I always say 
we are inclusive. We have people with us with diverse abilities and we 
are working a little bit different, is that OK with you? And most of 
them are saying, yes, perfect.

Stina also highlights the leader role when it comes to communication. She 
explains that:

I think inclusion, well, the initiative needs to come from leadership, and 
they need to be active on it. If you just think that you are including 
everybody, you say everybody’s welcome, that’s usually not enough. So 
that’s why it’s important to actually have a communication that involves 
who you want to include (…) There can be campaigns. You can do it on 
your website. Mention what you’re doing for different groups and so on.

Second, to create a feeling of belonging, it is beneficial for leaders to focus 
on the inclusion of the close network or the strong ties of the participants 
who are at risk of exclusion (Dobbels et al., 2018). Judit describes that it 
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is pivotal that parents of children with disabilities are allowed to gain pos-
itive experiences from their environment, as they have often encountered 
so many challenging experiences from society. Therefore, she claims that 
one of her most important tasks is to include people with disabilities and 
their parents in judo. She says that:

For me, my work is to make this air around us welcoming all the time 
– it’s the biggest work in an inclusive sports club, I think, that some-
body has to do. But yeah, it’s not science, it’s just a social worker 
mother bug.

A third important leadership task is to act as an ‘identity entrepreneur’ and 
be aware of how individuals at risk of marginalization can belong to differ-
ent groups, without losing the importance of their most salient social iden-
tity (Fladerer et al., 2021). An example of this was provided by Zoe who 
told a story of when she was working in Mytilene, a reception centre in 
Moria. Many of the refugees had been there for up to five years and their 
living conditions were awful. Once she was counting the points in a volley-
ball game, and she said the points in Farsi, Arabic, English, and Greek:

At the beginning I had one person, when I was telling it [the score] in 
Greek, he came to my face and said, ‘not in Greek’. And I was trying to 
make a joke. But I didn’t stop saying it in all languages. He came to my 
face two, three times. And after this, I was telling it in Greek and I was 
smiling at him, but I was smiling at him not laughing with him. And he 
stopped doing this. So you see, I can understand that being five years in 
a campus with very bad situations of living. Yes, he will be angry. He 
wants to live to go somewhere else. But okay, I can understand you, but 
this is something that I respect, but you should respect too.

Through her quiet, yet powerful insistence on also acknowledging the 
Greek numbers, Zoe was able to convey the plethora of social identities 
that was at stake for the volleyball team, and the player that resisted the 
Greek counting. The above example also underlines the importance of 
belonging as a dynamic and subjective experience (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; 
Stone, 2018). However, competing social identities can be an important 
barrier to social inclusion. Lydia highlights how the discourse on social 
inclusion in sport is often characterized by a focus on assimilation, and 
that we often want to include people into our sport (i.e., volleyball), but 
the participants may have no interest in this and would rather play for 
example hockey. She explains:

Inclusion for the native European is assimilation. Because if  it is inclu-
sion, it is inclusion with limits. I include you. It’s like with homosexual 
people, that I respect them, but I wouldn’t like my son to be gay. I like 
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refugees and I don’t mind refugees, but I don’t want them in my neigh-
borhood. It’s better if  they are in their own neighborhoods. I would 
like them in my sports club, but not as a captain. I want the captain of 
the team to be Greek.

A fourth way to create social inclusion through a sense of belonging in 
sport is through easing the competitive aspect of sport. On the one hand, 
the rules, regulations and competitive aspect of sport may be the very 
thing that makes it so suitable for social inclusion, as these rules are the 
same regardless of the participant’s background (Bailey, 2007). On the 
other hand, it may be that these same rules and competitiveness create 
social exclusion in sport (Spaaij et al., 2014). Hansen et al. (2003) suggest 
that competition may be the key variable in producing both positive and 
negative outcomes through sport, and they conclude that ‘processes asso-
ciated with positive youth development may limit the development of col-
laborative skills and expose youth to negative experiences that challenge 
their character’ (p. 51). In the same way, Bortoletto and Porrovecchio 
(2018) conclude that ‘there is an important gap between reality and uto-
pia: the reality of competition and the cult of victory come to oppose the 
utopic values of integration, so it would be risky to say that sport allows 
easy integration’ (p. 54). Their point is illustrated in practice by Craig who 
also discusses how competitiveness in sport can hamper the feeling of 
belonging. For example, he explains that if  you look at ‘five to 11-year-
olds in schools, if  you watched the way the playground works, if  you’re not 
good at football, socially, it’s going to be difficult to make friends.’ He 
elaborates this further:

I think there’s still some work to be done in removing the elitist attitude 
(…) from teachers, coaches down to participants. But generally, if  
done in a way that’s for the right reasons at the right level, because 
elitism has a place at academic, elite, pro-professional standards, but 
for grassroots, community and schools, it needs to remain for engage-
ment, health and well-being elements.

Lydia illustrates this point further and frankly states that, ‘if  you are in a 
competitive club, there is no room for such thing as social inclusion.’ To 
reduce the negative aspects from competition-driven sports inherent in the 
funding and structure of the European Model of Sport (EMS), Anders 
from Denmark argues that we need to acknowledge the wider diversity of 
physical activities. He contends that:

One must also be honest in saying that sports have an insanely large 
number of practices, especially in the competitive-oriented part, which 
are simply not relevant, and may even be excluding for children and 
young people who fundamentally just want to have fun. And if  they do 
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want the competitive element, then I think we should talk about it in a 
way that focuses on them competing with themselves and approaching 
competitions as a journey, more than focusing on the result.

In line with this, Zoe explains that one of her strategies to increase belong-
ing among individuals with immigrant background is to balance compet-
itiveness with cooperation. She elaborates on a situation where they 
struggled with violence at the school she was teaching. Thus, she modified 
her games and focused on trust building and communication training, 
and through that, the students learned to help, follow, guide and care for 
each other. She explains that:

It wasn’t easy. But all this effort, I think that the students learned that 
they are all accepted, that they were all respected and they learn how to 
cooperate with others and for me it was very important, they learned 
to care for the others. At the end, I didn’t have any problem with the 
kids.

The last leadership behaviour that our informants put forth as pivotal to 
create a sense of belonging through social inclusion efforts is role model-
ling. As argued by Shore and Chung (2022), leaders have pivotal role in 
signalling how people are allowed to belong to the organization, while at 
the same time retaining their uniqueness. According to Emma from the 
UK, ‘the development of people into leaders for their community has 
been very rewarding especially those who doubted they had the skills or 
confidence to become a leader.’ Similarly, Mor Barak et al. (2022) argue 
that decoupling, meaning the failure to ‘walk the talk’ on inclusion issues, 
may harm the feeling of belonging to the organization. Zoe paints an 
interesting picture of the importance of role modeling when she discusses 
what she believes is the most important thing leaders can do to create 
inclusion through belonging: ‘When I train people and my students, and 
physical education teachers, I always say that everything begins with us 
and ends with us. So if  we try to make inclusion and we are not inclusive 
persons, it will not work.’ In practice, Zoe believes this boils down to the 
leaders’ self-awareness. She explains that:

You can always be aware of your stereotype. So you need to use a lan-
guage without criticism, without stereotypes, because you cannot say, 
‘OK, this is a game that is inclusive for both girls and boys,’ and some-
how say something that is stereotyping for girls, for example.

The reflection of Zoe sits well with previous studies which confirm the 
importance of adult role models and how the trust developed between 
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coaches and participants is pivotal for the success of sport intervention 
programmes (Crisp, 2020). Lydia elaborates this further:

We always talk about underprivileged groups, whether it is mental 
illness, whether it is disabilities, whether it is migrants, refugees, girls. I 
think inclusion always goes with an underprivileged group or vulnera-
ble group, which I hate because I believe that no group is vulnerable. 
The conditions we create are vulnerable. But if  you do not create a safe 
place, and people do not trust who you are, why you’re doing what 
you’re doing, how you will do it, what your interest is, it will never 
reach the goal.

Lydia therefore advocates the importance of trust and safety for empow-
erment. This is also highlighted as pivotal by Lim and Dixon (2017) who 
underline the relationship between safety, belonging and the development 
of competence, knowledge, and skills: ‘an empowering process can occur 
when a program provides participants with a safe space and an experience 
that they can increase perceived control and competence, yield knowledge 
and skills, and allow one to engage in collective activities’ (p. 403) To elab-
orate this further, we will now dive deeper into the competence element of 
the empowerment construct.

Competence

The second part of the empowerment construct is related to competence 
or self-efficacy (Spreitzer, 1995). While in the previous chapter we argued 
that enabling self-efficacy among stakeholders was pivotal for leaders to 
enhance real participation, it is equally important to make the changes 
which come from this participatory process evolve and last. According to 
Spreitzer (1995), competence is ‘an individual’s belief  in his or her capabil-
ity for perform activities with skill’ (p. 1443). In relation to social inclu-
sion, this can be seen as connected to the development of life skills. Life 
skills can be defined as: ‘those skills that enable individuals to succeed in 
the different environments in which they live, such as school, home and in 
their neighborhoods’ (Danish et al., 2004, p. 40). According to Turnnidge 
et al. (2014), life skills can be understood as cognitive skills (for example, 
developing cognitive flexibility or creativity), emotional skills (e.g., man-
aging social anxiety or depressive symptoms) and social skills (such as 
cooperation and teamwork). Often, sport is considered a prime site for 
developing these skills (Ronkainen et al., 2020). Working with immi-
grants, Enzo from Italy told a story about how this could go both ways. 
Some participants take part in social inclusion programmes and then 
leave, never to be seen again. One of the participants, for example, began 
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playing football and went on to do it for a living in Italy. The promise of 
this move, however, was shut down as the club went bankrupt and lost all 
of his personal documents. Although Enzo tried to help him out, the gov-
ernment would not grant him refugee status, which made him so disheart-
ened that he gave up and moved back to Africa. Contrastingly, Enzo also 
told a story about a person who quickly expressed an interest in adminis-
tration and leadership and went on to become a major community philan-
thropist in his home country.

A concept related to life skills and development thereof is life skills 
transfer. According to a review by Pierce et al. (2016), life skills transfer 
refers to

the ongoing process by which an individual further develops or learns 
and internalizes a personal asset (i.e., psychosocial skill, knowledge, 
disposition, identity construction, or transformation) in sport and 
then experiences personal change through the application of the asset 
in one or more life domains beyond the context where it was originally 
learned.

(p. 194)

Accordingly, sport is also related to psycho-social development, and pos-
itive identity as highlighted by Pierce et al. (2016). Henryk explains that 
personal traits such as integrity are developed through the premises on 
which golf  is based in addition to mental health benefits, stating that what 
is developed through golf  is ‘definitely like honesty and integrity because 
of how golf  is played (…) that lack of direct competition in golf  (…) we 
don’t play against someone directly.’ However, as the literature on life 
skills also notes, the development of life skills or competence through 
sport often happens both implicitly and explicitly and typically revolves 
around emotional, cognitive, personal, or physical skills (Pierce et al., 
2016; Holt et al., 2017; Camiré et al., 2022). This complexity is described 
by Zoe when she tells us what the refugees thought about the benefits of a 
social inclusion project in a reception area she was part of:

We kept them occupied in a funny way and creative way because they 
were in reception areas and in accommodation centers. So we didn’t 
have a lot of things to do during the day, the daily life. Physical activity 
helped them reduce stress, deal with negative thoughts, because a lot of 
people commit suicide or try to suicide when they are in these centers. 
They improved their sleep. That was very important for them. They 
made new friends.

Lydia even considered the social life skills and the transference thereof as 
definitional for her understanding of social inclusion. She explains that:
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I can include you in my volleyball club. But if  I include you through my 
volleyball club into the Greek community, then I have achieved a 
higher goal. Because to include you in a small local volleyball club is 
one thing. But if  through this volleyball club, I open up your network 
to other clubs in Greece and to other volleyball players in Greece. And 
then they open their homes and then they become your friends and not 
only your teammates. Then I have included you in the Greek commu-
nity through a sports club.

Achieving competence through life skills – the role of 
leadership

According to a recent review by Harmsel-Nieuwenhuis et al. (2022), many 
factors may influence the development and transfer of life skills. 
Specifically, they identified the characteristics of the individual, the design 
and staff  working with the programmes, the inherent demands of sport, 
the safety of the environment, and social cohesion as pivotal for the devel-
opment and transfer of life skills. Importantly, Crisp (2020) identified the 
importance of leadership in the empowerment process. Specifically, he 
found that:

the success of their projects was primarily due to building relationships 
and identifying leaders, outlining examples of good practice. These 
include an emphasis on consultation, flexibility, and allowing the 
young people to be given choice and incremental levels of responsibil-
ity. It is worth noting that the coaches emphasised the fact that they 
had character development (pro-social behaviours) embedded as part 
of their programme outcomes and expected their interactions to drive 
this instead of sport in and of itself.

(p. 232)

As such, many of the factors influencing the development and transfera-
bility of life skills are related to the socio-psychological and cultural fac-
tors that may foster belonging, as discussed in the previous section, as 
much as ‘skills’ in the form of functional capacities. According to Camiré 
et al. (2022) important specific life skills for youth in particular, associated 
with sport are physical (such as healthy living), personal (developing 
self-esteem) and social (engagement in society). Ronkainen et al. (2020) 
expand this argument by claiming that life skills in reality is also about 
existential learning, that is, how people ‘are attuned to the world, find 
meaning and value in life, and make life choices’ (p. 219) in relation to 
others. In that context, Ronkainen et al. (2020) also criticize the lack of 
specificity when it comes to explaining how these transfer processes work 
and why it is not always useful to subscribe ‘to the economic and social 
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cohesion agendas implicit in life skills’ (p. 221). To develop these skills 
beyond a socio-economic paradigm, Nicolai from Denmark underlines 
the importance of meeting participants where they are and engaging in 
their challenges. He gives an example of a project that works specifically 
with this among young gamers:

We want movement, we want physical togetherness, but the reality is 
that young people play, and if  we want to reach them where they are, 
we need to be part of that. Local associations in Denmark and the rest 
of Europe, as part of their sports association, also have an eSports 
department, where young people come and meet them, but where they 
can also be drawn into the community within the association and into 
the health-promoting activities they have.

Nicolai also highlights the importance of cooperation, when discussing 
the development of life skills. He describes a project directed at schools 
that aim to include refugees:

There are schools in Poland, Denmark, and Spain, as well as schools 
in Ukraine, that are brought together and engage in activities across 
these countries. This provides both social and cultural learning, and 
of course, it also fosters understanding and ownership among these 
children.

Although the development of life skills is often perceived as an implicit 
outcome of participation in sport (Holt et al., 2017), our informants also 
underlined the importance of programmes with empowerment and devel-
opment of life skills as an explicit focus. Our Lithuanian informant, Alise, 
described an empowerment project for women that was targeted at foster-
ing empowerment of women to become leaders in sport organizations with 
a focus on nurturing leader identity, offering mentoring, concrete leader-
ship skills and so forth. Alise also reflected on the importance of wanting 
to make change if  you are selected as a leader, and how you will go forward 
to change your environment. This is closely tied to the experience of mak-
ing an impact, which we will explore further in the next section.

Impact

The third factor of Spreitzer’s understanding of empowerment is impact. 
Spreitzer (1995) contends that impact is the degree to which an individual 
can influence strategic, administrative or operating outcomes (p. 1444). In 
other words, people must believe that their behaviour will influence what 
happens around them to feel empowered. Impact is also referred to as the 
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opposite of learned helplessness (Seligman, 2002). Understood in a social 
inclusion context, impact is thus whether a person believes she or he can 
significantly affect, make a difference to, or influence this context. 
Importantly, impact differs from concepts such as locus of control, as, 
contrary to locus of control, impact is constantly shaped by the environ-
ment and is hence not a personality trait that can be generalized across 
situations (Spreitzer, 1995). The potential to have real impact gives people 
a reason to take the risk to accomplish something and is therefore closely 
connected to the concept of positive deviance (Spreitzer & Doneson, 
2005). Grant et al. (2007) introduce the term perceived impact and refer to 
this as the subjective awareness of how one’s actions affect one’s out-
comes. In their measure of perceived impact, Grant et al. (2007) highlight 
the possibility of making a positive impact, to feel capable of making a 
change, to feel focused on improving, and the positive intention of trying 
to make something better. Grant et al. (2007) find that contact and feed-
back from beneficiaries is positively linked to the perception of making an 
impact. As such, impact is also connected to having a sense of purpose 
and trying to change something for the better (Rosso et al., 2010).

Impact can manifest itself in different ways in practice. Importantly, 
however, making an impact needs to be related to meaning to foster empow-
erment. The importance of meaning something to someone through sport 
is acknowledged by Van der Veken et al. (2020). The respondents in their 
study highlighted how getting responsibility, even a small one, gave the par-
ticipants a sense of purpose, which in turn was one of the most important 
outcomes of their sport for development programme. They argue that 
many socially excluded people feel unworthy as they only receive and are 
not able to give something to others. However, sport can create arenas 
where this may be possible for these individuals (Van der Veken et al., 
2020). Wilson (2000) claims that an important arena of making a positive 
impact in sport is through volunteering, that is, ‘any activity in which time 
is given freely to benefit another person, group, or organization’ (p. 215). 
Individuals at risk of exclusion are often underrepresented as a group in 
volunteering programmes and positions in sport. This is not surprising, 
considering that ‘education, income and social networks are considered to 
be the most consistent predictors of volunteering’ (Vertonghen et al., 2017, 
p. 181). Vertonghen et al. (2017) find in their study of a volunteering pro-
gramme for underprivileged youths that one of the key factors contributing 
to social inclusion was the participants’ experience of making a meaningful 
impact in society and their own neighbourhood. Alexandra from Norway 
underlines that volunteering is not only an important source of impact for 
oneself, but it is also empowering to see others making an impact. Alexandra 
explains that ‘all children have the right to see that their parents are 
resources in the local community. And sports can contribute to this.’  
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She further argues that both school and local politics can accomplish this, 
but that ‘it doesn’t reach as many, but sports reach almost everyone, right?’

However, volunteering and parental volunteering through sport is 
not necessarily an unproblematic route to social inclusion. Legg and 
Karner (2021) find, in line with Alexandra’s reflections, that volunteer-
ing may be an important route to empowerment through sport. However, 
their study also elucidates that sport volunteering is often a political 
process that is dependent on good social networks, rather than skills in 
the activity per se. Hence, as individuals at risk of  exclusion may not 
have this network, the barriers to volunteering are larger. Whittaker and 
Holland-Smith (2016), investigate volunteering in relation to parental 
volunteering and find that the same exclusionary mechanisms are pres-
ent here as well. The authors label this the ‘dark side’ of  social capital 
and argue that the over-reliance of  networks on parental volunteering 
may actually reinforce social exclusion mechanisms. This finding sits 
well with the reflections of  Alexandra who describes how individuals 
and parents from marginalized groups may have trouble being recruited 
as volunteers out of  a misunderstood form of  kindness. Alexandra 
explains that:

I know that there are native Norwegians (…) who don’t know either 
Muslims or poor people, who refrain from asking because they don’t 
want to add an extra burden. I have conducted research on parents 
who have come to Norway as refugees, and their first encounter is with 
kindergarten and how they experience never being asked to contribute 
as a form of exclusion.

This exemplifies Whittaker and Holland-Smith’s (2016) dark side of vol-
unteering and Alexandra concludes that:

What the parents say is that they feel excluded. No one talks to them, 
and no one asks if  they can bake buns. So it’s not simple. But if  we 
don’t expand our conversations, if  we don’t open up to other perspec-
tives, we will never be able to have those kinds of conversations. It will 
mean that we continue to reproduce exclusionary practices with the 
best of intentions.

The reflections of our informants underscored the importance of volun-
teering for making an impact. However, making an impact is not only about 
being something for others, it’s also about achieving something for yourself. 
Dalsmo et al. (2021) find in their qualitative study of young Tanzanian 
women that the belief in one’s own ability to achieve a personally significant 
outcome is a key factor to empowerment. This is also exemplified by Lydia 
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who explains the importance of achievement, but also the inherent paradox 
leaders must face when working with these matters:

A third element that we also see in schools when we’re talking about 
inclusive education, but it’s the same in sports, is opportunity to 
achieve something (…) if  you do not have (…) opportunities, equal 
opportunities to achieve something, then again, we’re not talking 
about full inclusion if  it is only the natives. We cannot combine it. 
What leaders can do is provide both. Because if  they do not provide 
both, then we become discriminatory.

Lydia also tells a story about two kids she was teaching in school with 
tremendous talent for sport:

They were so above average that they needed something more that I 
could not provide them because I was doing physical education. I 
ended up having them as my assistants. We planned together. We break 
groups. They worked with their teammates and their classmates trying 
to help them. become more fit and more active and they found their 
role but as participants they were so good that they could not be part 
of it so it would be very unrealistic to say that we delete competitive 
sports because there’s some charismatic people out there that they’re 
meant to be in competitive sports.

Impact: the role of leadership

In order to give people an opportunity to perceive they have impact, it is 
pivotal that leaders are able to put themselves in the shoes of those they 
are working to include. Lydia gives an example involving a Coca-Cola ad 
which she often uses when giving talks about inclusion. In the commer-
cial, someone is in the desert, almost dead from exhaustion, but then 
drinks Coca-Cola and gets refreshed and starts running again. However, 
it turned out this ad did not resonate with many refugees, as they read 
from the right to the left, so it looks like someone is almost dying if  they 
drink Coca-Cola. Lydia explains that just like in the advertisement:

We read the world differently from left to right. And we interpret 
things our own way. But there is a whole population out there that 
reads the world, not only differently, but in a completely opposite way. 
It’s like we read inclusion from left to right or from right to left.

Another factor that can lead to a perception of impact is to tailor the 
competitive aspect of sport to the needs of the individual, to give them an 
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opportunity to experience achievement. In their quest to find ways to 
compete in judo with a disability, Judit explains that:

a window we found in judo is kata. In kata competitions, you don’t 
compete with fighting, but with showing techniques. And it’s very 
developing and very opening right now for people with disability and 
for those who don’t want to compete in this traditional way, you 
know.

Lastly, it is important to be aware of how the different accessibility to 
networks may influence how leaders are recruited in the first place. In rela-
tion to the findings of Legg and Karner (2021), being appointed to lead-
ership positions in volunteering may be related to who you know, more 
than what you know. Accordingly, and in relation to the findings in 
Chapter 3, leaders need to be aware of who is allowed a seat at the table. 
Additionally, Legg and Karner (2021) underscore the importance of 
inclusion as an embedded value of the organization, and that leaders need 
to play a part in the process of ‘trickling down’ these values, so that they 
also reach volunteers. These findings highlight the importance of Veli 
Korkmaz et al.’s (2022) inclusive leadership behaviour of supporting 
organizational efforts through championing and translating organiza-
tional values of inclusion into explicit behaviours.

Self-determination

The last factor in Spreitzer’s (1995) model of empowerment is self-deter-
mination. Spreitzer (1995) contends that self-determination ‘is an individ-
ual’s sense of having choice in initiating and regulating actions’ (p. 1443). 
According to Ryan and Deci (2000), the concept of self-determination is 
closely tied to the concept of autonomy. They argue that autonomy is not 
simply about the ability to choose between different options, but to engage 
in behaviour that is in correspondence with oneself. Autonomy is thus 
connected to, yet different from, participation in that:

the concept of autonomy is a theoretical rather than empirical one, 
though it has clear empirical consequences. Autonomy connotes an 
inner endorsement of one’s actions, the sense that they emanate from 
oneself and are one’s own. Autonomous action is thus chosen, but we 
use the term choice not as a cognitive concept, referring to decisions 
among behavioral options (…), but rather as an organismic concept 
anchored in the sense of a fuller, more integrated functioning. The more 
autonomous the behavior, the more it is endorsed by the whole self and 
is experienced as action for which one is responsible.

(Deci & Ryan, 1987, p. 2025)
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To illustrate this point, Deci and Ryan (1987) give an example of an indi-
vidual who is desperately seeking approval or avoiding guilt. They argue 
that, although this person may have choices of which behaviour to engage 
in, they are not autonomous because they are controlled by external fac-
tors that contribute to guilt, shame or lack of approval. Hence, when indi-
viduals are experiencing autonomy, they see themselves as the source of 
their behaviours, they can select which outcomes are important to them, 
and crucially, they can choose how they will go about trying to achieve 
them (Ryan & Deci, 2000). As such, one may question whether true 
autonomy, in an organismic perspective as proposed by Ryan and Deci 
(2000), is a utopic endeavour as there will always and inevitably be some 
external factors influencing the individual. However, autonomy should 
also be understood as a continuous variable, and an individual may thus 
experience autonomy to a smaller or larger extent (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 
Empirical findings support the importance of autonomy for the positive 
effect of sport on social inclusion. For example, Farello et al.’s (2019) 
study of a social inclusion programme for female youth refugees through 
sport endorses the importance of autonomy and choice for the experience 
of empowerment. The importance of autonomy and self-determination 
for social inclusion is underlined by Sabine from France. When asked 
about what she thinks is the most important outcome of social inclusion 
through sport, she affirms that

the most important outcome would be to give people the opportunity 
to be where they are, where they want. But at the end of the day, I 
really think, yeah, it’s about giving a chance for everyone to have their 
own journey in the context of sport.

The understanding of autonomy as a continuous variable is underlined by 
Lydia when she explains the dilemmas about her work with unaccompa-
nied minors in Europe. She explains that:

I have seen 16 year-olds with the mind of a 50-year-old. They have seen, 
experienced and been through things that we cannot even imagine and 
whether or not we Europeans wanted, these are not children. A 16-year-
old unaccompanied minor is not a child. Yet, working for a state protec-
tion system, I need to take the decision for this child and tell him or her 
that you’re going to live in a shelter. You’re going to have a very strict 
curfew, like the curfew that I imposed to my son when he was 16 years 
old. When this kid came all the way from his country walking.

Lydia’s take on this dilemma is to sit down with the individuals in question 
and reason and explain, and through that try to create a degree of owner-
ship for the solution for them. She concludes that, ‘we cannot make 
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decisions for other people without them.’ In a similar way, Roberto, a 
leader working with football for immigrants in Italy, underlines the impor-
tance of allowing people to experience that they are the source of their 
own action. Hence, it was the interest of the immigrants that led to their 
specific community project being about football. He described how they 
got to know a group of 20 or so guys coming from mostly Sub-Saharan 
Africa. When elaborating on the process of how this project became real-
ity, he explained that:

We tried to keep a strong connection with this group and to keep them 
involved and to let them take a decision and an idea of a project in 
what to do in the topic of inclusion. And since most of them were 
connected with football on many levels, their favorite game, also some 
of them coming to Italy with (…) the totally unrealistic illusion, to 
become a star in the sport and start playing in that field. So football 
was always there at some level. We decided to try to form a team and 
play a championship. It became a part of our local regular activity 
after the end of our international program just to keep these guys 
involved in the association and help them do something on their own, 
do something about what they love (…) what they want to do. Because 
some leaders stand in the way, whilst others help people become more 
of what they want to be themselves.

Roberto’s quote also illustrates the fundamental part of leadership in rela-
tion to autonomy. This is something we will delve deeper into in the next 
section.

Leadership and self-determination

Lydia’s work with unaccompanied minors in Europe highlights the neces-
sity of involving individuals in decision-making processes to ensure their 
inclusion and respect their autonomy. This accords with Veli Korkmaz  
et al.’s (2022) focus on participative decision-making for fostering inclu-
sion and for catering to the individuals’ need to feel unique (Shore et al., 
2011). Craig also acknowledges the importance of choice and attributes 
much of the success of his inclusionary efforts to the fact that they are 
striving to make it invitational and that the participants should be allowed 
to decide how they will go about achieving their goals. He explains that if  
participants want to try to do things differently:

we shout about that and go ‘oh look at this great idea let’s all try and 
do it that way and allow people to explore.’ One of the things that my 
coaches do as a leader, we say to all participants where we can that 
everything we do is invitational. So in our sessions there’s not a coach 
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going ‘right you must run to the cone’. So it allows individuals to 
choose on their journey of what they’re doing.

Craig also argues that making activities invitational is both more ethical, 
but also that you get better responses from the participants. When he trains 
coaches to work with children with complex needs he explains to them:

When you’re at home with your partner (…) if  they say to you, ‘go and 
wash up,’ what do you think? Well, ‘don’t tell me what to do.’ But if  you 
say, ‘would you mind doing the washing up because I’m going to cook,’ 
you get a much better response. And I try and use that example to what 
you can do with people in societies. You can do this or you can do that. 
Not ‘this is what we’re doing and you just have to get on with it.’ So it’s 
about allowing choice and making it invitational.

Yet Roberto also underlines that there may be instances where you grant 
autonomy and instances where you need to be more autocratic to pull the 
group forward. Moreover, he underlines the importance of perspective tak-
ing, by putting yourself on the same level as the participants. He explains that:

I think that the first step in taking leadership the way that can facilitate 
other leaders to emerge is get rid of judgment, get rid of expectation 
(…) learn to put themselves on the same level of the participants and 
knowing that there’s a distance between a leader and participants, but 
it’s not the same distance every moment. You have to understand that 
there’s a moment if  you are totally a peer and you stay in the group, 
and there’s a moment if  you stand a little up and drag the whole group. 
Because doing just one of the things wouldn’t be right. Just being at the 
same level doesn’t make you a leader. Just standing out doesn’t make 
you the leader that effectively helps the team grow.

Judit also underlines the importance of leaders giving individuals and 
parents from marginalized groups choice to explore and take part in 
meaningful activities in line with their own identity. However, she also 
illustrates how this choice is also pivotal for those who play an important 
part in marginalized individuals’ life (i.e., parents). As such, it is not 
always given which group individuals wish to belong to, and leaders need 
to pay attention to this. Judit tells the story of ‘Tina,’ a girl with mild 
intellectual disability:

After three years training with the mainstream group she said that, 
next year, I don’t want to be in this group anymore. I want to be with 
my group. And I was shocked because of her expression, you know, 
because I was trying so hard for her to be in the middle of the, you 
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know, judo club and supporting her together with her parents. But 
then those were her words. I want to be with my people. And it was the 
first time that I was really starting to think, what are we actually doing 
by pushing them among us?

In the aftermath of this incident, Judit reflected a lot, and concluded that:

I think that we need to listen to them much, much, much more than we 
do. And they don’t bother being with their people. And they feel better 
maybe, you know. And it depends on us, our parents, how we push 
them and where we put them. So that’s why I think it’s so much impor-
tant (…) to have choice, to have, you know, so they can choose. where 
they want to be, how long they want to be, and they’re welcome and 
respected wherever, however they choose.

What Judit also shows is that formal structures, in this example mixed or 
exclusive groups, may not always be the most important thing to foster 
autonomy and sense of belonging for individuals at risk of marginaliza-
tion. Rather, the important thing for ‘Tina,’ was that she was listened to 
and respected for her opinion on where she wanted to belong. This type of 
choice is also important for the people who are connected to the partici-
pants. Judit explains that:

One kind of parents don’t want to mix with a mainstream because in 
mainstream there are so many opportunities where they can be bullied 
or having a bad experience. So they like to be, you know, among them, 
among ours. So somehow separated because of feeling more or wel-
come or even safe. But then there are other kinds of parents who have 
children with disabilities, especially intellectual, who want to push and 
want to open worlds for their kids to have as much experience as pos-
sible and to live … in the brackets [as] normal as possible but they 
somehow sacrifice their peace for the knowledge, for the experience 
that their children would get.

As can be seen from the reflections provided by the leaders in our study, 
autonomy or self-determination is more than simply being given the dis-
cretion of choice. It involves being given an authentic opportunity to cre-
ate and choose a way of life that is in accordance with their own values, 
competence and idiosyncratic attributes. This authenticity and level of 
connection is summed up by Enzo who explains that the main job of lead-
ers working with social inclusion in sport is to:

try to connect always with people at some level. You can be the man-
ager, you can be the trainer, you can be the social worker, but at the 
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moment you always have to look in the eyes of those who are in your 
project at any level. And this is something that actually is very heartfelt 
in the whole field of sport in our area. It’s not about what you learn 
and the skill you bring. It’s always about the capability to connect with 
the people when they need to

To round off  the discussion of empowerment, social inclusion and leader-
ship, the main findings of this chapter are presented in Table 5.1. It depicts 
the different leadership behaviours associated with the different dimen-
sions of the empowerment constructs, but it is important to keep in mind 
the interrelatedness between the dimensions and how that also translates 
to the leadership behaviours associated with them.

Concluding remarks

In this chapter, we have looked at how sport can increase social inclusion 
through psychological empowerment, by stimulating meaningfulness, 
competence, impact and self-determination. As illustrated by many of our 
informants, however, these factors don’t work in isolation and, in order to 
stimulate empowerment, leaders need to keep all these factors in mind. 
Considering our definition of social inclusion in Chapter 1, empowerment 
with regards to social inclusion issues, however, implies that leadership 
enables someone to feel that she can shape and define her role regarding 
her standing and worth in society, to create a feeling of belonging and of 
having a valued social identity.

The focus on psychological empowerment does not deny the struc-
tural constraints imposed on individuals vulnerable to social inclusion, 
as addressed in Chapter 3 and partially in Chapter 4. Critiques of  psy-
chological empowerment assert that it can function as a neo-liberal 
assimilation mechanism focusing on fixing individuals with deficien-
cies, so they become ‘like the others’ and making the individual them-
selves responsible for their growth, thriving and ability to be included, 
despite the structures that reinforce exclusionary mechanisms. Hence, 
empowerment needs to be understood within a critical perspective, 
aiming for agentic individuals, who are celebrated for their differences 
and become stimulated to use their strengths to alter their environment 
(Gidley et al., 2010b).

Accordingly, when sport leaders work with social inclusion and 
empowerment, they not only arrange for ballplayers; they help to convert 
a cluster of personal histories, identities, and statuses into a new stage 
through the world of sport. Individuals at risk of exclusion are not just 
that – they are complex human beings, for whom future sport leaders can 
be an inclusive or an exclusionary factor, regardless of sport because of 
the prominence of the social aspects involved.
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Table 5.1  �Practical perspectives on empowerment and social inclusion

Defined as Operationalized through Facilitated by

Empowerment Meaningfulness Belonging Internal and external communication of inclusive values
Including the close network of individuals vulnerable to exclusion
Navigating individuals’ different and often competing social identities
Balancing the competitive aspect of sport
Role modelling and awareness of own stereotypes

Competence Life skills/life skills 
transfer

Meeting people where they are and where they have interest
Having explicit focus on life skills (without the socio-economic factors 

frontline)
Fostering learning through cooperation

Impact Volunteering and 
making a positive 
change

Asking people beyond the immediate network and being attentive to ‘who is 
not at the table’ (see also Chapter 3)

Giving flexible opportunities for achieving through sport
Perspective taking

Self-
determination

Autonomy Allowing individuals their own journey in sport
Facilitating bottom-up processes from the very start when initiating inclusive 

sport activities (also see Chapter 4)
Dear to openly explore peoples’ preferences for activities and belongingValue 

and facilitating human connection
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Introduction

The research question of this study was: What role does leadership play in 
promoting social inclusion through sports? Based on the empirical explora-
tions earlier in this book, working to achieve social inclusion through 
sport in many ways is a Sisyphean task. Across Europe, policy makers 
and governments cherish value-based ideals of  social inclusion. 
Unfortunately, these ideals are often out of sync with realities when it 
comes to funding, priorities, human resources, and collaborative arrange-
ments between sport organizations and stakeholders from other sectors 
of society. Furthermore, it is difficult to prevent social exclusion by sim-
ply including. Leaders in sport organizations in Europe therefore operate 
under contradictory circumstances. At the same time, we found that the 
sampled leaders expressed a genuine belief  in the idea that sport can make 
a difference for the good of society, especially if  things were a bit different 
from what they are at present.

More specifically, we found a leadership practice dependent on a stake-
holder collective to realize social inclusion projects, while at the same 
time, leaders would be missed if  they disappeared. Whereas leaders are 
not heroic figures able to solve any challenge, leadership functions must be 
operated by someone. That said, no one-size-fits-all-logic exist. Despite 
the ambitions of the European Model of Sport (EMS), national and 
regional variations are vast in terms of resources, funding, organizational 
characteristics, leadership styles, and the relation between grassroots and 
elite sport. The connection between societal characteristics and the char-
acteristics of the sport through which inclusion efforts are made must also 
be considered. Meeting the responsibility as leaders for socially inclusive 
arenas thus requires from them a broad span of psychological and socio-
logical insights on how social inclusion and exclusion affect groups and 
individuals in different contexts.

6	 The role of leadership for 
social inclusion policy 
development in Europe

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Against this backdrop, the aim of  this chapter is to demonstrate how 
our analysis comes together and can be converted into policy advice on 
leadership and social inclusion through sport. In Chapter 3, we found 
that access was about seeing who’s not in the room and making efforts 
to rectify that by considering the relationship between equalizing and 
differentiating motives. Chapter 4 then discussed how to include those 
‘sitting at the table’ and how they could become ‘co-authors’ of  their 
own destinies. Thereafter, given that access and participation were in 
place, Chapter 5 outlined how the lessons from being included could be 
transferred into experiences relevant to others and the community over-
all when ‘leaving the table.’ By combining these findings, the next sec-
tion discusses how four dimensions of  inclusive practices – complexity, 
collaboration, consideration, and compassion – connect with the three 
conceptual dimensions of  social inclusion as posed by Gidley et al. 
(2010). Thereafter, we specify implications for policy makers, before the 
book ends with some limitations of  this study and research pointers for 
the road ahead.

A new look at social inclusion and leadership

Through the stories, examples, and episodes our informants shared with 
us, we found that social inclusion themes in sport represent a cluster of 
‘wicked problems’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973). These are characterized by 
competing interpretations of where problems lie, by the uncertainty in 
causal connections, and, by the new or unforeseen consequences of policy 
programmes (Sam, 2009). Considering the wider role of sport in social 
inclusion, where wicked problems, as elsewhere, ‘are characterized by dis-
agreement over the very nature of the issues at hand’ (Sam, 2009, p. 510), 
leadership is pivotal due to its bridge-building capacity. Our informants 
support the notion that, where words are attributed to groups and identi-
ties for strategic purposes, combined with labelling, communicating, and 
addressing social realities and cultural sensitivities, they matter to how we 
understand the processes, powers, and outcomes involved (Swedberg, 
2020). Notably, exclusion is not the opposite of inclusion, as the phenom-
enon may be a result of voluntarily actions, sanctions, or of knowledge 
deficiencies on both sides, with the club, on the one hand, being unaware 
of the needs of those who want to be included and lack of knowledge, on 
the other, among people on the search for a sporting community about 
what it has to offer. Regardless of whether the priority is anti-social 
behaviour or funding issues, grassroots leaders in sport must see the big 
picture without missing the nuts and bolts of what social inclusion can be 
for targeted groups. Roberto, from Italy, summarized in many ways our 
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informants’ view on leadership and the solution to the question of what 
type of leadership is needed, by describing it as:

a set of skills and knowledge that enable you to enable a young person 
that is interested to be involved in grassroots sport environment, to be 
leader and so to bring their own ideas, to make them aware of the pos-
sibilities also that they can find within grassroots sport and how they 
can use it in order to meet needs and reach objectives. So in one sense, 
to give them the tools to make their ideas possible.

Our analysis shows that leaders have a humble view of  their own role and 
express deep trust in the community of  organizations and other leaders 
to work collaboratively towards common goals. A part of  this reflective 
attitude is to acknowledge the limits of  leadership. Tasha, from France, 
said that:

My leadership is irrelevant to influence social inclusion. Just like any-
one else I can contribute by investing time and energy in the [NN] 
which has a very inclusive social structure with public funding and an 
affordable membership. But real change can only happen if  the whole 
community gets inclusive: individuals but also clubs, companies…

Meanwhile, Roberto, again:

You are a leader, you are a manager, maybe, in this case, but you can-
not do everything by yourself. So you need to involve all the other 
departments, for example, of your organization (…) And so the diffi-
culty is to make them understand that there are choices that we need to 
take that are not just related to the economical or efficiency ways, but 
are needed because we need to meet those needs.

As a result, our informants view social inclusion dimensions as part of an 
interlinked whole to which leadership is necessary but where leaders are 
not irreplaceable. While Chapters 2 and 3, and partly Chapter 4 analyse 
the sociological circumstances of inclusion as a societal phenomenon, the 
rest of Chapter 4 and above all, Chapter 5, discuss the psychological 
mechanisms of participation and empowerment. For leaders, these cir-
cumstances and mechanisms represent a substantial challenge for them as 
translators and shapers of organizational policies and for them being 
inclusive in their own roles to many diverse groups vulnerable to exclu-
sion. As a result, the three dimensions of social inclusion – access, partic-
ipation, and empowerment – intersect through commonalities in four 
ways, called The Four Cs. A summary is presented in Table 6.1.
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Elaborating on these Four Cs, the first is an acknowledgement of the 
complexity of  having leadership responsibilities for a sport organization. 
Drawing upon complexity leadership theory, we assumed that these com-
plexities emerge as dilemmas and priorities in respect of the available 
resources for, and capacities of a community. In addition, the decisions 
and collaborations necessary to get things done in an organization must 
be anchored among stakeholders way beyond the organization itself. 
Hence, with the empirical analysis before us, complexity leadership theory 
is relevant to a discussion of what type of role sport is going to have in 
tomorrow’s society as inclusion projects concern the three entangled CLT 
functions of organizations discussed in Chapter 2 – administrative leader-
ship, adaptive leadership, and enabling leadership (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 
2009, p. 633). Instead of fighting this complexity and ignoring the interre-
lation between these functions, this study demonstrates the necessity of 
integrating them and even more so, the benefits of embracing them as part 
of a complexity management tool in light of the massive expectations of 
sport in solving societal issues (see Chapter 1).

The change needed, at least on a leader level, is to utilize this complex-
ity to shape the leadership purpose of an organization towards the aims of 
social inclusion engagements. While leadership in sport is about achieving 
a desired outcome and creating purpose for the people of the organization 
and its stakeholders beyond financial gain and quantifiable results (Næss 
& Svendsen, 2024), CLT owes an intellectual debt to Barth’s theory of 

Table 6.1  �European leadership commonalities for social inclusion through sport

The four Cs Dimensions of social inclusion

Access Participation Empowerment

What socially 
inclusive 
leaders 
should 
concentrate 
on in 
relation to

Complexity Mapping 
diverse 
barriers to 
availability

Seeking 
representational 
fairness

Redefining the 
situation

Collaboration Creating a 
sense of 
community

Involving 
stakeholders

Making changes 
the 
organizational 
imperative

Consideration Suggesting 
qualified 
priorities

Enabling joint 
forces towards a 
common cause

Empathizing 
with those ‘on 
the outside’

Compassion Inviting 
others on 
their 
premises

Engaging with 
prioritized 
groups

Evoking 
meaning-
making in the 
grander 
scheme of 
things
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transactions, as the latter ‘bring(s) about what we may regard as the main 
work of integration in culture because they make actors establish com-
mensurability between the forms of value over which they consummate 
transactions’ (Barth, 2007, p. 8). In Chapter 2, we argued that this type of 
inclusive engagement among leaders was dependent on the value of trans-
actions (Barth, 1972) between stakeholders in a bigger societal system. As 
any decision to seek increased value comes with a price, we recall that 
Barth (1972) argued that we needed ‘to commit the simplification of dis-
tinguishing between total societies as distinct bodies of people. Rather, we 
can utilize the relative discontinuities in the networks and premises of 
interaction to delimit social systems within their larger environment’ 
(Barth, 1972, p. 216). Hence, constraints and incentives for social interac-
tion in sport are entangled with societal forces in a way that ‘appears to 
affect the preferences of individuals at a time prior to that at which the 
effects of the orientational mechanisms are felt and can coexist with either 
of the latter mechanisms’ (Skvoretz & Conviser, 1974, p. 54). An example 
was given by Luis, who said that:

we have stakeholders and organizations who deal with us and who 
really do it with their best intention but we still see their attitude 
towards us is that they are doing us a favor, or they are (…) doing 
charity (…) they are treating it like throwing almost a coin to the poor. 
And we feel that, okay, of  course, we will accept the coin, let’s say it 
like this, because we need to keep our mission, but that’s not the objec-
tive because, what’s more than that, what we believe is that you change 
and you really support because you see this as an opportunity.

To operationalize this issue, we turn to the second condition, which is to 
lead by collaboration. Although pragmatism seems to be the key tactic for 
European sport leaders to get things done, it works best when it is com-
bined with directions on where one wants to go. Given the democratic ele-
ments of EMS and the national variants, our informants specified that to 
realize that ideal, sport cannot be confined to its own sector. Community 
engagement, by contrast, although not always termed that way, was instru-
mental to most of them. As proposed by Kidd (2008), and further nuanced 
by Welty Peachey et al. (2019), and as our findings support, for community 
engagement programmes to lead to social inclusion and be part of solving 
prominent social issues within an area, it is necessary to involve the targets 
or beneficiaries of these programmes. According to Coalter (2002), the 
relation between sport and communities can be related to the growth of 
sport in communities, by removing barriers, advancing sporting excellence, 
recruiting local volunteers and so on. Sport and communities can also 
interact through focus on social outcomes such as general health, reducing 
crime, building employability and academic skills and so on (Coalter, 
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2007). Acknowledging the importance of both forms of community 
engagement, Coalter (2002) underlines the importance of participation 
and influence sharing when engaging with communities. Specifically, he 
argues that ‘the involvement of local communities in the identification of 
relevant opportunities can ensure appropriate provision, a sense of owner-
ship, and cooperation – all of which can contribute to the success and 
sustainability of programmes’ (Coalter, 2002, p. 15).

More than twenty years after Coalter wrote this, Anders, one of our 
Danish informants, said that a requirement for sport, viewed as physical 
activity and not so much as organized activity coordinated by a set of 
rules and norms, to be a change factor in society, cross-sectorial alliances 
are required:

Our main objective is basically to look beyond the sports sector. Instead 
of looking inward, we must look outward and bring in people from the 
education sector, and people from the inclusion sector, and people from 
the health sector. What can we contribute from a sports perspective to 
other and broader sectors? So before we talk about inclusion effect, or 
health effect, or education effect, we are not relevant.

Nevertheless, although Coalter (2002, 2007), centres the importance of 
participation in sport, the level of participation described rarely extends 
to consultation. To specify the participatory processes, Coalter (2002) pre-
sents examples such as surveys and ensuring representation from the 
whole local community. More specifically, Corvino et al. (2023) argue that 
those working with sport and social inclusion should ‘consider introduc-
ing social workers who act according to the principle of forming alliances 
between the diverse systems of youth life, namely, the sport system, the 
family system, and the larger community’ (p. 16). According to some of 
our informants, the local community should not merely be consulted, but 
should be the drivers of social inclusion programmes. Craig from the UK 
even goes so far as to say that he considers his organization to be commu-
nity-led. When asked how he works to develop the different activities in 
the communities, he explains:

The first thing is going back to being aware of the communities that 
we’re serving. Have an awareness of demographics, have an awareness 
of marginalized groups within a society. I’m forever supporting grass-
roots clubs who want to become more inclusive, but they want to say 
they are inclusive, but that’s just words, but actually in practice, are 
they on the ground – Including all people from different backgrounds 
and with ability and needs? So I think as a leader personally what we 
do is we make sure we listen to our community, and we’re almost led by 
them we’re led by the community.
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Bernard is also very specific that local programmes need to be led by the 
local communities themselves. However, he is also specific that the pro-
grammes should not only be initiated by the communities. The partici-
pants should also play a crucial part in implementing the programmes:

How do you move away from consultation to actually active participa-
tion and co-creation? Just saying, ‘hey hence you’re gonna participate 
and I’m gonna listen to you. It’s not enough if  I listen to you I need you 
to be part of the process of implementing.

Similarly, Roberto put it well as he claimed that sport and social inclusion 
were never about sport alone. For him, it was a community thing, where 
municipalities represented the ideal hub for coordinating social inclusion 
projects as they:

can give you an overview where you can also meet and find the other 
organizations, the other actors of the communities, to involve all of 
them together with the users in a participatory process. This can be 
really important because at the end the event, the service, the activity 
really can meet the needs of all the community.

This could have long-term effects, Roberto argued, while in the opposite 
case, ‘you don’t have people that attend so it’s not useful and for sure 
something that won’t even last the period of the funding that you bring.’ 
Similarly, Luis from Portugal said that, with reference to physical disabil-
ities, ‘I believe this program has much more indirect beneficiaries than 
direct.’ He told the story of a project where a person had first taken part 
in a leadership programme organized by Luis and his colleagues, and then 
used the experience to transform the view of disabilities in sport in a coun-
try in Eastern Europe:

Her life changed completely, but majority of people that were impacted 
are people that we even never will know in our lives, that are the wheel-
chair user that couldn’t go to the match and now they can go to watch 
their national team.

As such, our leaders underline the importance of making the community 
participate, as opposed to simply being consulted, if  the goal is to increase 
social inclusion through community engagement programmes.

The third condition is to consider the relation between aim, process, and 
outcome of social inclusion projects without locking in to one or the other. 
Earlier research on where the weight should be is inconclusive. A study of 
newcomers to a Canadian winter sport programme found that integration 
was part of its outcome yet ‘not a central feature of the programming’ 
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(Barrick, 2023, p. 720). One result was that participants raised concerns 
about the integrative potential of ‘winter sport participation more gener-
ally instead of specific programme examples’ (Barrick, 2023, p. 720). Most 
of our informants, however, did not distinguish between goal, process, or 
outcome of social inclusion in their daily work. Yet, as exemplified in 
Chapters 3–5, this could be a tactical move from leaders to get funded or, 
by arguing in favour of a broadened concept of ‘access,’ to secure meaning-
ful participation underpinning the aim to empower people beyond pro-
grammatic interventions in people’s lives. Distinctions between the 
components of inclusion were more functional than substantial to the 
notion of what social inclusion is. Aila from Finland made some interest-
ing reflections in that respect: ‘Do you ever come to the finish line? It’s a 
process. A journey. You have to do it. But you never come to the destina-
tion.’ Stephen from the UK, preferred to see it as an outcome: ‘Knowing 
why you design your programmes and what change you want to see is key 
to potentially creating impact.’ Others said that planning was key. For 
Lydia from Greece, an important leadership task is to:

be very, very careful and very, very precise on our goals. And it depends 
on the leader and what the goal is that he or she wants to achieve. 
Usually it’s a he, which is another big issue because leaders are male. 
Leadership is a masculine word. at least in my world. So I think it 
depends on what they want.

Similarly, Roberto says that: ‘The ideal project works so well that the peo-
ple that attend it know how to repeat, to reply and of course to bring it 
throughout the years because it’s something that belongs to the commu-
nity.’ Finally, being clear about your ambitions is not merely state-
ment-driven; it can also avoid misunderstandings. In Slovenia, our 
informant, Jon tells us, judo clubs have for more than two decades offered 
programmes directed towards, for example, children with autism or peo-
ple with cerebral palsy. The major benefit of these programmes, according 
to Jon, is that nobody ‘ever leaves a community in which they feel good, 
are accepted and respected, and are enabled to contribute, advance, and 
grow.’ The secret to making this work, Jon states, is that ‘the people we 
include in judo practice are full members of the club with equal rights and 
duties. We consistently avoid any unnecessary labeling of judokas and any 
type of discrimination.’ While it might be less inclusive in a functional 
sense by being open to all, it is in return wholly transparent about the 
premises for taking part. In other words, the takeaway from this element 
is to say what you mean and mean what you say as a leader working with 
social inclusion through sport.

The fourth is (organizational) compassion. For leadership on a meso-
level analysis, this view is relatable to a common challenge in inclusion 
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research: to make individuals, groups, and even organizations feel unique 
and a sense of belonging at the same time. This element is complementary 
to the other three Cs because, as noted by Davey and Gordon (2017), ‘by 
focusing only on the fact-of-the-matter participation’ as a proxy for inclu-
sion, we ‘cannot capture the subtle, implicit aspect of exclusion’ (p. 5).  
A central tenet of the relationship between social inclusion and empower-
ment in an organizational compassion context is that empowered individ-
uals are more likely to set goals, find pathways, and be motivated to follow 
these routes (Egan et al., 2008). To reduce dropout, Back et al. (2022) 
underline the importance of ‘a high-quality motivational climate facilitat-
ing, for example, the basic psychological needs’ (p. 9). Linking this back to 
Chapter 5 in particular, our data support Lambert et al.’s (2013) finding 
that it was the subjective feeling of belonging, and not the exposure to 
social relationships per se, that was decisive for the individual’s perception 
of meaningfulness. Larger correlational studies also confirm this relation-
ship (Moynihan et al., 2023) while qualitative studies have found that ‘a 
sense of belonging occurred through deepened group sharing in a safe 
social environment, understanding, acceptance and support. In addition, 
expanding one’s social network and healing through laughter and fun 
were meaningful aspects of the group’ (Lund et al., 2019, p. 63). Moreover, 
they found that meaning making ‘occurred through group participation 
as participants experienced positive personal contrasts. This especially 
related to feeling less alone, more connected, supported, respected, and 
worthy’ (Lund et al., 2019, p. 64).

Seemingly, a means to do so is an organizational surrounding charac-
terized by a view of compassion that is ‘more than the sum of aggregated 
individual workers’ compassionate behavior (…) and involves an ongoing, 
systemic capacity to notice, feel, and respond to suffering’ (McAllum  
et al., 2023). Drawing on conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989), 
Simpson et al. (2024) argue that the aim of organizational compassion as 
leadership motive is to reduce causes of ‘suffering,’ that is, people’s loss of 
personal and social resources needed to achieve goals. To that end, our 
informants demonstrate the practical implications of the NEAR frame-
work – without anyone naming it as such – which involves noticing, empa-
thising, appraising, and responding (Simpson et al., 2024, p. 8). In a social 
inclusion context, this prevents people’s need for being part of a collective 
running contrary to their perception of their own selves. Lydia underlined 
for people in her workshops that being a refugee is not an identity:

I don’t talk with Greek students about refugees. This is exactly what I 
say. This is not their identity. It’s just the status that I want to be tem-
porary. It’s a status that we are potentially all in danger of having. 
Ukrainians did not believe five years ago that they would become 
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refugees. But being an athlete is an identity because many people 
self-define their personality by their ability in sports.

In the bigger scheme of  things, this element reveals how the core moti-
vation for leaders practicing organizational compassion is to generate 
meaningfulness among those involved. A final example came from Judit 
from Slovenia:

Many times I see that, especially people with intellectual disability, 
they’re like suns, like sunshine, like, you know, they don’t know how to 
make tactics, you know, even in judo, they don’t have any tactic. They 
just do what they learned. And even in life, they don’t measure, they 
don’t try to fake or something. They just are who they are. And with 
that, we are getting from them so much more than they are getting 
from us.

Policy implications and priorities

Understanding policy as ‘an action program intended to reify a priority 
structure’ (Meehan, 1985, p. 307), two types of  findings from this study 
shed light on future needs. On a programmatic level, it supports the criti-
cisms against the EMS that it is not adapted to the diversity of  sport 
organizations in Europe (see Chapter 1). Analysing the status of  the 
model on the assumption that it is suitable for increasing physical activ-
ity, a report by Rask et al. (2024) warns about becoming too dependent 
on it ‘as the core framework for policy development’ because then it ‘runs 
the risk of  establishing a blind spot that does not cater for the large share 
of  European citizens outside this structure’ (p. 23), such as fitness centres 
or outdoor activities. What is more, there are major differences within 
the EU member states when it comes to the settings for sport and exer-
cise. Nordic countries have much higher participation rates than Southern 
European countries, while the proportion of  sports club memberships 
are much higher in Western European countries than in Eastern Europe, 
as people there often exercise at home or while commuting. Hence, the 
authors postulate that ‘differences in the overall participation levels 
between countries to some degree can be related to how equal citizens’ 
participation in sport and exercise is across gender and age groups’ (Rask 
et al., 2024, p. 23).

At the same time, a Europe-wide push for social inclusion through 
sport is highly desired by our informants, if  it is adapted to national 
needs. One reason is that it might have an equalizing effect. Whereas some 
governments, as in the UK for example, have been actively promoting 
sport as a means to social inclusion and community development through 
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funding schemes and educational reforms (Crisp, 2020), other countries 
have a trickle-down model where inclusion projects in grassroots sport 
depend on elite sport performances. Many of our informants, moreover, 
underlined national differences and international trends. For example, 
Nina, thought the Eastern European mindset influenced the view of sport 
as hard-boiled competitive arena negatively, by stigmatizing those who 
leave sport because of that competitiveness as what she referred to as 
‘snowflakes.’ These potentially equalizing policy dimensions are hard to 
grasp within the current EMS, as it fails to consider the diversity of social 
inclusion efforts. Our informant Anders said that:

we think this is a problem. It [EMS] becomes an organizational 
monopoly structure, and a financial straitjacket by only looking at the 
connection between the elite and the rest. In reality, the best invest-
ment you can make is to get people to participate. So, it is a political 
issue for us. We never talk about the European Sport Model as the 
basis for inclusion. In fact, I think it can prevent it. Because it is based 
on an understanding of competition and sports, which is about other 
things than citizens with special needs, or with special prerequisites.

This comment points back to what we discussed in Chapter 2, where 
statistics about physical activity in Europe told a story about inclusion 
and exclusion that questions the structural limitations of  organized 
sport. Although sport organizations serve important integrative func-
tions in society, they are not always ideally designed to manage the diver-
sity of  physical activity preferences. Consequently, there is no agreement 
on ‘how far the features of  the European Sport Model can help to pre-
serve sport as a public good and realise policy goals through sport’ 
(Sennett et al., 2022, p. 9), as the question should be asked differently. 
Instead, as argued by several of  our informants, social inclusion has a 
more natural place in an organizational structure resembling Scheerder’s 
(2020) church model which consists of  four levels: grassroots sport, com-
pulsory sport, mass sport, and, at the apex, professional sport. However, 
due to the mixing of  levels and priorities in EMS as well as the wicked 
problems involved, there is no clear agreement among our informants or 
among policy makers across Europe on which problem related to social 
inclusion and grassroots sports is most acute, why it has emerged, or 
what it would take to solve it.

This brings us to the second policy implication, which is about lead-
ership priorities. While the church model is visually appealing, it says 
less about how levels intersect, for example, in terms of  the relation 
between grassroots funding, membership figures of  federations, and 
elite performance. If  social inclusion continues to be a part of  sport’s 
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responsibility and capacity, these issues must be dealt with inductively 
before designing new European models in terms of  agreeing on where to 
restart. In that connection, we propose a priority structure based on 
what our informants said about solving the challenges ahead to exploit 
the benefits of  a continent-wide push for social inclusion, which could 
serve as the basis for remodelling the EMS. The first priority is relevant 
grassroots involvement. Lamenting the lack of  funding for grassroots 
sport in Europe, Anders said it like this:

We have the crisis of trumping our case, and I think that will be our 
biggest challenge. We don’t know what’s coming, but something will 
probably come. And then it is difficult to be in the sports sector, I think. 
So (…) instead of speaking the political case and helping when there is 
a crisis…we have to protect the funding for the sports sector because it 
is disappearing. So relevance will probably be our biggest challenge 
going forward.

In line with Crisp’s argument (2020) that ‘promotion of key outcomes 
related to empowerment match well with the aims of community sport pro-
jects, in particular the manner in which it can demonstrate positive develop-
mental changes in individuals, stronger civic links, and an improved quality 
of community life’ (p. 224), we argue that social inclusion through sport 
cannot be a one-ship mission. Instead, metaphorically speaking, the entire 
fleet must be coordinated and put into movement if social inclusion is to 
happen and determine whether sport will remain as the relevant arena for it.

The second priority is to strategically mix targeted and general inclu-
sion tools. Despite the risk of re-stigmatization, our findings suggest that 
it is better to target groups and merge them into mainstream activities 
than trying a one-size-fits-all approach or not aiming for inclusion at all 
assuming it will take care of itself  due to team sport’s inclusive character-
istics. Kunz et al. (2021) write that:

The crucial moment in these initiatives is actually transferring partici-
pants from exclusive groups into regular services, which is of course 
easier when the latter are open to diversity. Therefore, exclusive sup-
port and inclusive programs are not to be seen as alternative but as 
complementary.

(Kunz et al., 2021, p. 18)

In practice, as exemplified by Luis who facilitated two leadership pro-
grammes – one for people with disabilities and another open to all – these 
two elements can be planned to merge down the road. But this requires a 
clear mission. On the one hand, he said:
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To include the disability community inside the sports industry, we 
believe that that we should keep it just for disabled people (…) because 
in the end what we want is to include a specific group inside an industry 
with that problem. If  we open it for non-disabled people, then we will 
be reducing our objective because we’ll be having less disabled people 
(…) across the sports world.

On the other hand, talking about the other programme, he said:

It’s open to everyone, because here we believe it’s our mission to create 
an environment where (…) even if  there are differences (…) we all have 
the same access. You have this objective, and these are the means that 
will get you there. Although they differ, they sort of seek the same 
outcome.

To avoid working along parallel lines, better coordination is needed. One 
example is the confusing information about the sources of  funding avail-
able to organizations, as well as about their opportunities for coopera-
tion with other external actors both nationally and within Europe 
(Future ++, 2020, p. 43). A Swedish informant, Sebastian, therefore 
called for more systematic approaches to the topic, as this was the only 
way of  realizing the ambitions imposed upon them by their funders and 
policy developers:

I think that sport [organizations], at least in Sweden, is built on the 
idea that you want to contribute to society. They want to offer 
lifespan development based on a health perspective, a social perspec-
tive and more. And with that, it goes in line that inclusion is an 
important part of  maintaining and legitimizing the whole image and 
the whole idea of  sport. So not working with these parts is not a 
choice. You have to do it. But to be able to do that, I, and many of 
the colleagues I work with, believe that it is important to do it 
systematically.

Obvious as it might seem, this is a task which requires expertise and net-
works, which leads us to the third priority: make leaders great again. 
Sport leadership is a rarity in studies and policy documents about social 
inclusion through sport. But as translators, mediators, and ‘chairpersons’ 
of the meso crossroads between group processes and contextual factors 
(see Chapter 2), they occupy roles that require a finely tuned management 
of emotion-based and task-based responsibilities. Although one bio-
graphical analysis of global sport leaders paints a gloomy picture of their 
ethical and democratic qualities (Bayle & Clastres, 2018), other studies 
find that sport leaders can epitomize the claim that
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there is no better source of meaning at work than having a heart for its 
mission. Keeping this heart warm, as it were, is according to our 
informants not dependent on leadership style, strategies or credentials; 
it is about caring for people.

(Næss & Svendsen, 2024, p. 157)

In that context, we believe that our informants had some relevant experi-
ences for the road ahead. Luis said that, from a disability perspective, 
leaders should try questioning themselves:

What we do already, is it that we can do something better? Because you 
are already seeing disability as part of your mission, of your scope, my 
suggestion here is that he or she of course asks him or herself  what 
they do already for disability and is there anything that they can do 
more.

Similarly, Roberto said that:

We have few resources for staffing, so everyone must be a jack of all 
trades. You can be the manager, you can be the trainer, you can be the 
social worker, but at the moment you always have to look in the eyes of 
those who are in your project at any level.

Beginning with the perception and a mission to convince others to put a 
given topic ‘within the circle,’ as he put it, was discussed in Chapters 3–5 
as the opportunity to set the agenda for those waiting to be included. 
Leaders are, first, instrumental in working for the creation of access by 
marginalized groups to where decisions are made. Second, they are key to 
translating access into participation by inviting representatives to not only 
sit at the table, but also advocate solutions which make them part in the 
operationalization of decisions. Last, in terms of empowerment, they are 
central to following up on whether this combination of access and partic-
ipation can create indirect benefits and personal development, both as 
documentation of the initiated projects and as learning material for future 
projects.

Limitations of this study and avenues for further research

Reaching the end of this book, we can document a European-wide belief  
in sport as a catalyst for social progress and well-being. This belief, more-
over, creates results that are not always tangible or measurable, but which 
would, had they been absent, have made a gaping hole in the lives of those 
involved. For sure, arguing that social inclusion through sport can be 
improved by research ‘may be implicated in perpetuating the notion that 
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sport can be used as some sort of magic pill which can cure a variety of 
social issues’ (Misener et al., 2022, p. 323). There is, however, no conflict 
between adhering to the highest standards of research ethics and having 
an ambition to have an impact on society by suggesting remedies for 
things that don’t work and emphasizing the things that do. By advocating 
a critical, yet hopeful approach to what social inclusion through sport can 
bring about in terms of social change, this book has contributed to studies 
of sport and social change by bridging the called-for theory-practice 
divide among sport management scholars (Love et al., 2021). At the same 
time, the study has identified some of the antecedents of limits to inclu-
sion which are also avenues for further research.

First, complete inclusion will never take place. Although much can be 
solved, there will always be exclusionary processes, as inclusion requires 
some criteria for being included in the first place (Hansen, 2012). Sport is, 
in this case, paradoxical with its rules for participation, not least con-
nected to gender, age, and physical ability. Yet, some form of eligibility 
criteria – such as the division of football players into teams – are neces-
sary to create a ‘We.’ But where to draw the line? Second, having the power 
to define the ones to be included and what they are to be included in pro-
duces a danger of assimilation into the majority culture. Sometimes, this 
might be intentional, a means of cohesion, whereas, in other cases, it 
might be unintentional, as when individualizing the responsibility for suc-
cessful inclusion (Simpson & Price, 2010). Meanwhile, leaving the respon-
sibility to the state can also lead to disempowering people since it fails to 
recognize their contribution to society. Third, targeting groups in need of 
inclusion might end up by stigmatizing them or reinforcing stereotypes. 
For example, ‘immigrants’ is not a homogenous group of people, not even 
within ethnic or religious groups, or families (Bilali, 2014). Fourth, inclu-
sion projects can contain elements of tokenism, defined as ‘a pattern of 
activity meant to foster the illusion of inclusivity within social systems 
where a dominant group is pressured to share resources (e.g., privilege, 
power, commodities) with a historically excluded group’ (Drenten et al., 
2023, p. 3). As an example, tokenized individuals may fall victim to ‘role 
entrapment’ which, in the case of social inclusion projects, results in peo-
ple being ‘that guy’ who is there to secure an image of representative par-
ticipation on behalf  of a marginalized group.

Yet, these challenges are not insurmountable, either as research topics or 
practical tasks. Rather, they constitute a grid of researchable areas that it is 
necessary to explore if leaders of social inclusion, either as bearers of a top-
down idea by the European Commission or as entrepreneurs of a minor 
project in a rural community, are to serve its promise and purpose. What is 
more, if  one supports the idea of inclusion as a morally sound idea which 
might also be beneficial for a socially cohesive society, this book demon-
strates that there is no reason to let go of inclusion aims through sport.  
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In a Europe currently characterized by increasing threats to social equality, 
democracy, and rule of law (Civil Liberties Union for Europe, 2024; Eick  
et al., 2024), using sport as an incubator of the opposite – regardless of the 
reach of its idealistic connotations – is too good an opportunity to waste. 
To that end, as voiced by Sabine when asked about any problematic aspects 
of inclusion: ‘I think there’s no other way. I thought of it the opposite way. 
And I thought, well, if  not inclusion, then what?’
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