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Abstract  

Community sport organisations face increasing pressure from stakeholders to devote 

resources to activities that help them appear as being socially responsible actors in society. 

This study extends the concept of social responsibility from the corporate sport domain to 

investigate the relative importance of social responsibilities for community sport clubs. Items 

were developed from the Global Reporting Initiative and International Standards 

Organisation guidance on socially responsible organisations. A three-wave Delphi study was 

conducted internationally with 33 sport management academics and 23 national sport 

organisation managers. This study found that community sport clubs are primarily 

responsible for enhancing sport participation, creating a safe and inclusive environment, and 

ensuring the club is economically and legally sound. It is concluded that for sport clubs to be 

socially responsible organisations, their focus should be on fulfilling obligations that 

meaningfully impact their community, before devoting scarce resources to activities beyond 

their immediate capacity. 
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 Community sport organisations play an important role in the creation and delivery of 

social capital and community health outcomes in local communities globally. These 

organisations can be defined as “non-profit and voluntary organisations that have a primary 

mandate to provide recreational and competitive sport services to their members” (Misener and 

Doherty, 2014, p.493). In the United Kingdom, Canada and Australia there are more than 

234,000 community sport organisations (Nichols, 2003; Pedersen, Parks, Quarterman and 

Thibault, 2011; Commonwealth of Australia, 2011). Community sport organisations can 

greatly impact the community in which they are embedded. For example, community sport 

clubs may be a setting that can produce positive social benefits and increase social capital by 

bringing communities together, provide opportunities for physical activity, and promote health 

([author(s)]; Nicholson and Hoye, 2008; Darcy et al. 2014). Simultaneously, in order to 

maximise the positive benefits that a community sport club may produce, they also need to 

mitigate negative outcomes such as exclusion (Putnam, 2000), harm (Nichols and Taylor, 

2010; Parent and Demers, 2011) and injury (Pakzad-Vaezi and Singhal, 2011; Finch, Kemp 

and Clapperton, 2015) to their constituents and community stakeholders. 

Drawing on social responsibility literature from the corporate domain, this paper 

examines the premise that community sport organisations are to a certain extent responsible to 

society (Carroll, 1979; Paramio-Salcines, Babiak and Walters, 2013). Recognising the capacity 

constraints of organisations at the community level we present the argument that social 

responsibility is, logically, constrained based on resource availability (e.g. human, financial 

etc.) [author(s)]. Using health promotion as the frame of reference, we develop the argument 

that there exists a hierarchy of social issues that community sport organisations have been 

charged with addressing, and that the most important social issues should be addressed first 

(Sheth and Babiak, 2010). Whilst intuitive, this paper explicitly develops the notion that the 

social responsibility of a community sport organisation contains both the avoidance of harm 

and the advancement of socially beneficial organisational outcomes (Campbell, 2007).  

 

 Corporate social responsibilities of organisations 

Social responsibility has been defined as the “responsibility of enterprises for their 

impacts on society” (European Commission, 2011, 6). In the latter half of the 20th century the 

concept began to develop within corporate organisations (Bowen, 1953), and generally 

considers an enterprise’s social, environmental and economic responsibilities to society 
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(Elkington, 1997). After nearly three decades of theoretical development, Carroll (1979) 

identified that a corporation’s social responsibility consisted of economic, legal, ethical and 

discretionary responsibilities regarding a variety of social issues (discrimination, 

shareholders, product safety, the environment), and could range from proactive to reactive 

responses by the organisation. Building on this model, Wood (1991) conceptualised that the 

social performance of an organisation is based on principles of legitimacy, public 

responsibility and managerial discretion; processes of environmental assessment, stakeholder 

and issues management; and outcomes of the social impacts, programs and policies of a 

corporation’s behaviour. Since this time there have been numerous attempts to describe and 

integrate the broad concepts that connect business and society into identifiable domains 

(accountability, balance and value) (Schwartz and Carroll, 2008).  

Despite recent advancements the concept of social responsibility in the sport industry 

remains relatively new and confined to highly commercialised organisational forms 

(Paramio-Salcines, Babiak and Walters, 2013). Whilst it is known that social responsibilities 

can vary between corporate industries (Godfrey, Hatch and Hansen, 2010), it is not well 

understood how these social responsibilities differ in community sport. [author(s)] broadly 

investigated the overlap between corporate social responsibility and the social responsibilities 

that are intrinsic to sport. They found that when corporate social responsibility is 

implemented in the sport industry it may possess distinctive dimensions including mass 

media distribution and communication power, youth appeal, positive health impacts, social 

interaction, environmental awareness, cultural understanding and integration and immediate 

gratification benefits. Albeit under the corporate paradigm, this marked one of the early 

attempts to demonstrate the utility of conceptualising the sport industry as a distinct field of 

social responsibility inquiry. The treatment of the sport industry as a distinctive field of 

inquiry regarding social responsibility laid the foundation for further conceptual advances in 

the conceptualisation of social responsibility in professional European football (Breitbarth, 

Hovemann and Walzel, 2011); professional sport leagues in the United States, Germany, 

Australia and Japan (Breitbarth and Harris, 2008; Babiak and Wolfe, 2009, 2013; Sheth and 

Babiak, 2010; Cobourn, 2014); and the social responsibility of major sport events such as the 

Super Bowl (Babiak and Wolfe, 2006).  

 

Health promotion within community sport clubs 
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The discourse on what responsibilities sport organisations have to society has 

received increasing attention within the sport management and public health domains. 

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) health promotion can be defined as “the 

process of enabling people to increase control over, and to improve, their health” (WHO, 

1986). Moreover, within the health promotion domain, the social responsbility of sport 

organisations as it relates to health promotion policies and practices has been investigated 

internationally (Kokko, Kannas and Villberg, 2006; Geidne, Quennerstedt and Eriksson, 

2013; Kokko, Green and Kannas, 2014). However, the integration of management principles 

of social responsibility and health promotion within sport clubs has not been researched. This 

paper aims to explore what are the primary social responsibilities of community sport, and 

where does health promotion fit in? 

Community sport clubs are considered important settings for overall physical activity 

(Kokko, Kannas and Villberg, 2006; Wickel and Eisenmann 2007) and participation in club-

based sport contributes considerably to leisure-time physical activity at health enhancing 

levels ([author(s)]). Sport is a popular leisure-time physical activity, especially amongst 

children and adolescents (Australian Sports Commission 2016). Furthermore, participation in 

club sport can not only positively influence physical health, but social and mental health too. 

Due to the social nature of club sport participation these social and mental health benefits can 

rise above those attained through participation in individual types of physical activity 

([author(s)]). Settings-based health promotion focuses on whole-of-system thinking in order 

to address a range of behaviour change strategies that advocate participation in sport as 

healthy behaviour (Dooris 2009). This can lead to strategies engaging people in sport 

participation. These strategies may range from individual level factors such as improving 

competency and skill, to intrapersonal strategies like better coaching practices, and physical 

environmental and policy level influences such as improving club management and 

governance (Kokko, Green and Kannas, 2014). 

Internationally there are a range of health promotion practices and policies being 

implemented in sport clubs. These include sport injury prevention, smoke-free environments, 

responsible serving of alcohol, sun protection, healthy eating, healthy beverages, and creating 

welcoming and inclusive environments (Nicholson and Hoye, 2008; Kelly et al. 2010; Kelly 

et al. 2014; Kokko, Donaldson et al. 2015). Others are more directed at governance (Kokko, 

Donaldson et al. 2015). Sometimes these policies and strategies are driven by the clubs 

internally or via external health promoting agencies (Kokko, Donaldson et al. 2015). A recent 



5 
 

study investigated the perceived influence of a range of sport club health promotion practices 

on participation. The authors concluded that the social environment, or welcoming factors, 

were the most positive influences on participation ([author(s)]). Like social responsibility, the 

implementation and efficacy of health promotion and inclusion programs is relative. For 

example, Kelly (2011) identified that inclusion programmes may be more successful in one 

context (e.g. employment and sports participation) than others (e.g. challanging the 

underlying social factors that lead to the marginalisation of participants in the first place). 

Additionally, in the Australian context Maxwell et al. (2013) acknowledged the paradox that 

practices leading to the inclusion of one social group in the community sport setting, may 

lead to the exclusion of another.  

 

Primary responsibility of sport clubs 

Whilst there is pressure from within and outside sport clubs to deliver health 

promotion strategies, it is generally acknowledged that the primary role or responsibility of 

community sport clubs is on delivering sport, that is, providing opportunities for people to 

play sport (Kokko, Donaldson et al. 2015). Health is not the primary goal of sport clubs 

(Geidne, Quennerstedt and Eriksson, 2013). Furthermore, sport policy is driven by aiming to 

achieve elite sporting success, as well as policy seeking to increase grass-roots community 

sport club participation (Australian Sports Commission 2015). Therefore tension may exist 

between the competing roles and responsbilities of community sport clubs. It must be 

remembered that sport clubs predominantly are run by volunteers and not health promotion 

experts, and therefore club volunteers may not have the capacity, or find it difficult to 

undertake these health promotion activities as they do not perceive them to be directly related 

to the club’s primary responsibilities (Kokko 2010; Kokko, Donaldson et al. 2015).  

Health promotion was deemed appropriate as a frame for the broader social 

responsibility discourse as it is an important and growing area of research that investigates 

how community sport organisations may positively benefit their communities. In contrast 

health promotion research to date has not considered this area relative to other 

responsibilities the organisation may have. This is concerning for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, in isolation, health promotion is a logical and worthwhile social issue for a 

community sport organisation to pursue. However, when considering other possible issues 

such as good governance, legal compliance, safety, coaching accrediation, delivering the 
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actual service of sport and other responsibilities local clubs may have, health promotion may 

lose some of its perceived importance. Secondly, like other discretionary actions health 

promotion may not contribute to the core products and services of a community sport club. 

Consequently, it seems unreasonable for community sport clubs to allocate scarce resources 

to health promotion programs at the expense of core operational tasks. Third, other actors in 

society have the primary purpose of promoting health. Governments can legislate the 

labelling and tax on goods that lead to negative health outcomes such as alcohol, tobacco and 

junk-food (Sacks et al. 2011). Unhealthy food and beverage companies are allowed to 

sponsor and influence youth sport (Kelly et al. 2011). Additionally, other locations of 

consumption such as the quality of food in school lunches (Peterson and Fox, 2007) or the 

impact of the family on food consumption behaviours (Boutelle et al. 2007) arguably play 

more significant roles in daily food consumption than local sport clubs. If health promotion is 

not deemed a priority for community sport clubs and not consistently pursued by other 

significant stakeholders that can influence the health promotion discourse, yet diverts human 

and financial resources away from core operational tasks within community sport 

organisations, then the utility of applying health promotion strategies in this organisational 

setting may be questionable. To that end the aim of this study is to explore what are the 

primary social responsibilities of community sport, and where does health promotion fit in?  

 

Methods 

The method selected for this project was the Delphi method. The Delphi method is a 

consensus generating approach that has been used in sport management to determine the 

future of the sport management field (Costa, 2005); environmental responsibility in sport 

facilities (Mallen et al. 2010); health promotion factors in community sport clubs (Kokko, 

Kannas and Villberg, 2006; Kelly et al. 2014); steroid use in high school sports (Woolf and 

Swain, 2014) and professionalisation in sport management practice in the North American 

Society for Sport Management (Bowers, Green and Seifried, 2014).  

The utility of the Delphi method is the ability to elicit consensus group responses 

regarding complex problems. Due to the exploratory nature of this study and the 

multidimensionality of the social responsibility concept, the Delphi method was deemed an 

appropriate method for this project as it draws together the views of multiple experts and 

expertise in the areas of community sport and social responsibility. The Delphi method has 



7 
 

three characteristics that differentiate the method from focus groups. Firstly, the anonymity 

of responses reduces the impact of dominant or shy respondents by allowing each group 

member to have equal representation. Secondly, multiple time points seperated by controlled 

feedback allow expert group members to mediate their responses in light of counter 

arguments and positions. Finally, grouped responses are provided that allow participants to 

see the distribution of responses and re-assess or justify contrary positions leading to more 

nuanced results (Martino, 1983). Each iteration is seperated by controlled feedback in the 

form of median group responses to items, the participants initial response and the opportunity 

to provide qualitative feedback to justify their position. Following the first round, controlled 

feedback was provided regarding a range of new items identified from open ended responses 

in the first round. The controlled feedback allowed experts to consider and change their 

responses in light of group responses and justify contrary opinions (i.e. discensus) via open 

ended responses. 

  

Participant selection 

Participant selection occurred as part of a larger study that investigated the concept of 

social responsibility in multiple types of sport organisations. Academics and managers were 

selected as the two sample groups of experts (Table 1). Expertise was assessed by the 

position that the individual held either as part of an editorial board of a sport management 

(peer reviewed) journal or as a senior manager in a national sport organisation. 

The academic expert group was generated from the editorial boards of one sport 

sociology journal and three sport management journals. In total 125 sport management and 

sociology experts were invited to participate in the project, 62 were professors, 54 were 

associate professors and nine had either an unspecified title or held the title of doctor. The 

manager expert group was developed from publically available website data in 14 countries 

and 24 sports. Consistent with the selection strategy of identifying experts in the field, 96% 

of the 159 experts identified were employed in executive positions in national sport 

organisations (e.g. executive director, chief executive officer, secretary general, general 

manager etc.). The remaining 4% (seven people) held middle to senior management positions 

in organisations where the senior management contact details were unavailable. Participants 

were selected on the basis of knowledge of the sport industry, English proficiency, and the 

ability to critically analyse the importance of social issues for sport organisations. The size of 
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the expert panel was larger than previous studies to ensure appropriate response rates and 

panel size (Dalkey, 1969).  

Social responsibility is a heterogenous concept including, amongst other things 

aspects of governance, human rights, labour practices, the environment, fair-operating 

practices, consumer issues and community involvement and development (International 

Organisation for Standardisation, 2010). Both expert groups offered valuable insights that 

complemented each other. On the one hand academic experts could provide expertise in one 

or more content areas of social responsibility. On the other hand, senior managers from the 

sport industry provided pragmatic guidance regarding the importance of these issues to the 

day-to-day operations of these organisations. By utilising the Delphi method, a broad range 

of expert opinions were combined to form consensus around social responsibility issues.  

[Insert table 1 around here] 

Item development  

A list with social responsibility items was developed based on two of the most prevalent 

and globally accepted conceptualisations of social responsibility: the International 

Organisation for Standardisation’s ISO 26000 Guidance on Social Responsibility (2010) and 

the Global Reporting Initiative’s – Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (2011). Both measures 

have been developed for over a decade and are widely used by organisations around the world. 

To develop the social responsibility item list, the item hierarchies in each guideline were 

respectively mapped. Each document identified macro, meso and micro levels of social 

responsibility and these were combined in the initial item list. At the macro level 13 social 

responsibility categories were identified, with a further 73 social responsibility issues at the 

meso level and 363 social responsibility items at the micro level. To start building a social 

responsibility hierarchy the ISO 26000 document was used as the initial framework. Only 

categories and issues from the GRI 3.1 that were dissimilar to those present in the ISO 26000 

were added to the framework (see Table 2). Duplicate issues were removed resulting in the 

identification of 66 social responsibility issues. The research team collectively identified, 

refined and piloted an item list of 25 social responsibility items they felt most adequately 

represented the initial list of social responsibility issues. The pilot study was conducted with 

13 sport management and sociology academics from an Australian university. The pilot study 

allowed the research team to identify the likely completion time, test the wording of the 
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questions and have a pilot run at analysing the data to address any final issues prior to 

distribution to the global expert panel (Gratton and Jones, 2004).  

 

[insert table 2 around here] 

Items were categorised around the core (macro) social responsibility issues as identified 

from a review of conceptual papers on corporate social responsibility in sport management, 

and industry measures of responsibility (International Organisation for Standardisation, 2010; 

Walker and Parent, 2010; Global Reporting Initiative, 2011; Breitbarth, Hovemann and 

Walzel, 2011; Babiak and Wolfe, 2013) (see Table 3). Seven categories of social responsibility 

were identified. Each category included several social responsibility items that are relevant in 

organisations. The seven categories are (number of items included in brackets): community 

development (seven items), labour practices (seven items), human rights (seven items), 

economic (three items), governance (five items), fair-operating practices (three items) and the 

environment (one item).  

 

[insert table 3 around here] 

Data collection 

Data were collected in three sequential survey rounds (Martino, 1983). Each survey 

round contained Likert scale and open-ended questions regarding the most important 

perceived social responsibilities of a community sport organisation. Requesting the 

identification of the most important social responsibility issues allowed the research team to 

discriminate between the relative importance of various responsibilities. This enabled the 

research team to determine how important, relative to other competing responsibilities, health 

promotion was to the organisation. Each survey round allowed two weeks for participants to 

complete the survey; separated by a week for the research team to analyse the data and 

provide controlled feedback. Conservative measures of consensus were used in comparison 

to previous Delphi studies (von der Gracht, 2012). For an item to reach consensus one of two 

conditions had to be met. First, if the median value was between two and four inclusive, then 

the condition of consensus was 90% of the expert panel responding within one rating scale 

point of the median value. Second, if the interpolated median value was less than two, or 

greater than four, then the consensus threshold was lowered to 80% of the expert panel 

responding within one rating scale point. If the item did not reach consensus then participants 
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who fell outside one rating scale point of the median value were given the opportunity to 

revise their response in light of group opinion or describe their reasoning for maintaining 

their position outside of group consensus. 

The first survey round asked participants to rate the 25 social responsibility issues on 

a five point Likert scale of importance (from one - very low importance; to five - very high 

importance). The open-ended questions allowed participants to identify areas of social 

responsibility they thought were important but not included in the first survey round. In round 

two the items that did not reach consensus were redistributed to those participants who were 

outside the group consensus measures. Eight additional items were identified as important to 

the community sport organisation. These eight items were distributed to all participants in 

round two to be ranked for the first time on the same five point Likert scale of importance. 

All items that reached consensus and rated above highly important (greater than four) 

were redistributed to participants in the third round. The third round was designed to 

discriminate between highly important social responsibility issues in a community sport 

organisation. Each participant identified their five highest priorities and described how they 

would expect to see such priorities actioned within a community sport organisation.  

 

Data analysis 

Data analysis occurred sequentially throughout the data collection process as outlined 

above. Following round three a weighting factor was developed to discriminate between the 

most important social responsibility issues that had reached consensus. The sum of the 

priority scores assigned to each social responsibility issue was expressed as a fraction of the 

maximum possible sum of priority scores and the fraction was added to 1.0. The weighting 

factor for round three could therefore range from 1.0 (although participants identified this 

issue as highly important no participant identified it in the top five highest social 

responsibility priorities for the community sport organisation), to 2.0 (all participants 

regarded this social responsibility item as the highest social responsibility priority for a 

community sport organisation). The round two mean scores were then multiplied by the 

weighting factor to produce a priority weighted mean score of the importance of social 

responsibility issues to the community sport organisation. The results of the data collection 

and analysis processes identified 33 social responsibility items.  
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Results 

Delphi sample characteristics and response rates 

The response rate from the expert sample was 19.7% producing an initial expert panel 

of 56 members who completed the first survey. More males (34) than females (22) 

responded, from 12 different countries and representing 14 different national sport 

organisations and 32 different universities. After the first round, 10 out of the 25 social 

responsibility issues had reached consensus, 15 had not. The expert pannelists identified eight 

additional social responsibility issues. The eight new social responsibility issues along with 

the 15 issues that had not reached consensus, were redistributed in the second round. Thirty-

three social responsibility issues were presented in total.  

Forty-nine members of the expert panel responded to the second survey round, a 

response rate of 87.5%. Out of the 23 social issues that were redistributed to the expert panel, 

a further 18 social responsibility issues reached consensus in the second round. The total 

number of issues that reached consensus was 28 out of 33 issues. Only five social 

responsibility issues did not reach consensus after the second round: freedom to associate; 

anti-competitive behaviour; philanthropy (surplus resources to social benefit organisations); 

local investment and prioritising on-field sporting success. Of the 28 social responsibility 

issues that reached consensus 17 were also identified as highly important to community sport 

organisations. These social responsibility issues were redistributed to the expert panel in 

round three. The response rate for the final round was 61.2% leaving 28 useable responses. 

Participants were asked to select their five highest social responsibility priorities and rank 

them from first to fifth most important. This allowed the research team to discriminate 

between the highest social responsibility priorities for the community sport organisation. 

Key areas of responsibility for community sport organisations 

Table 4 outlines the areas of social responsibility that were perceived to be most 

important by the expert panel. The items that did not reach consensus or were perceived as 

less important are shaded in grey. Table 4 is ordered by the weighted third round mean (for 

those issues that were on average above ‘highly important’ after round two (i.e. above 4.0)) 

and the second round mean (for those issues that were on average below ‘highly important’ 

after round two (i.e. below 4.0)).  
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High social responsibiltiy importance scores were achieved for maximising 

participation in sport (6.79), safeguarding individuals from harm (6.11), creating an inclusive 

setting (5.88), remaining financially responsible to their members (5.57) and financially 

viable as an organisation (5.38), and, maximising volunteer participation (5.19). The lowest 

scores were achieved for contributing surplus resources to social benefit organisations (i.e. 

philanthropy) (2.43); expressing freedom to associate and collectively bargain (2.69), 

implementing socially responsible procurement practices (3.24); abiding by anti-competitive 

behaviour regulation (3.38) and prioritising on field sporting success (3.43). The lack of 

perceived importance of these issues indicates that philanthropy, collective bargaining, 

responsible procurement and conformance to regulation regarding competition were 

relatively incongruent with the non-profit and community orientated goals of these 

organisations. Interestingly, on-field performance was one of the issues perceived to be the 

lowest priority whilst maximising participation was the highest. 

[Table 4 near here] 

 Health promotion was perceived to be the 19th most important social responsibility 

issue out of the 33 included in the Delphi study, with a mean importance score of 3.86. Table 

4 indicates that its importance is commensurate with issues such as equal opportunity 

employment (4.19), anti-corruption measures (3.98), equitable access for disadvantaged 

groups (3.86) and developing equality and diversity resources (3.79).  

Discussion 

This study is the first to investigate the concept of social responsibility in community 

sport clubs, and extends from research focusing on the social responsibilities within the 

corporate sector. Furthermore, it extends research regarding health promotion in sport, by 

investigating how important health promotion in sport is relative to other competing 

organisational objectives. That is, what are the primary social responsibilities of community 

sport, and where does health promotion fit in? 

There has been considerable research on the health promotion policies and practices 

that occur within sport clubs (Kelly et al. 2014), as well as the impact health promotion 

activities have on health behaviours of club participants (Kokko, Selänne et al. 2015). 

Furthermore, the broader organisational constructs such as partnerships and partnership 

developments between sport and health (Casey, Harvey et al. 2012; Misener and Misener 

2016) have been investigated, but these tend to be in isolation of health promotion and sport, 
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and not investigated within the broader context of the responsibilities that sport 

(organisations) have to society.  

In this study, social responsibility was captured in seven responsibility dimensions: 

human rights, labour practices, economic, governance, community development, fair 

operating practice and environment. We will now discuss the social responsibility dimensions 

and items the expert panel perceived to be most important for a community sport club, and as 

such identify the most important social responsibilities of sport clubs.  

Overall the highest social responsibility scores were achieved in the human rights and 

labour practice dimensions. Maximising participation in sport was the highest perceived 

priority, followed by safeguarding individuals from potential harm and creating an accessible 

and inclusive sport setting. Further perceived priorities were related to financial responsibility 

(economic dimension). Interestingly, lower priorities were awarded to governance and 

community development dimensions. Health promotion as part of the community 

development dimension was only ranked the 19th priority out of 33 identified.  

Many of the human rights items were ranked highly and related to maximising 

participation, creating accessible and inclusive sport settings and generally ensuring equity 

standards and opportunities. As a CEO from a national sport organisation in Canada stated 

“it's the fundamental role of a sporting organisation. If you're maximising participation 

you're doing many things correctly and your policies inevitably support participation. It’s a 

foundational responsibility” (Participant 50, CEO Canadian NSO). The results of this study 

are consistent with previous research and policies which states that the primary focus of sport 

organisations is on maximising or increasing participation (Australian Sports Commission 

2015; Kokko, Donaldson et al. 2015).  

Accessible and inclusive settings and ensuring equity was also ranked highly. Issues 

of equality and inclusion “form club culture - behaviours are rewarded or chastised under 

culture banner - what we stand for... proactively encourage and promote an open for all 

philosophy and culture” (Participant 48, Senior Manager, Australian NSO). There are many 

initiatives within sport governance and policy that focus on accessibility, inclusivity and 

equity. In the Australian context examples include the “Come Out to Play” report that focuses 

on better understanding and combating gender and sexuality based discrimination in sport 

(Symons, Sbaraglia, Hillier, and Mitchell, 2010); various ethical and integrity issues 

associated with grassroots participation (Australian Sport Commission, 2010); and national 
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anti-racism strategies (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2015). In addition to these 

formal guidelines and initiatives there are also other informal strategies that clubs deliver, for 

example initiatives to encourage inclusivity in sport including clubs providing meals for 

disadvantaged children (Kelly et al. 2010). 

Within the labour practice dimension the highest priority related to safeguarding 

individuals from harm, maximising volunteer participation, as well as health and safety 

standards and procedures. Volunteers have been identified as one of community sport 

organisations’ most scarce resources (Wicker and Breuer, 2011). Subsequent considerations 

should be made to “put in place a volunteer management program to recruit, train, and 

retain volunteers” (Participant 21, Sport Management Associate Professor, Canada). This is 

“due to the lack of capacity (paid) [it is] important to have a volunteer base to develop other 

needed areas” (Participant 40, CEO, Australian NSO). Consequently, the maintenance of the 

voluntary labour force is highly important to community sport clubs. Increasingly state and 

national governing bodies are introducing regulation around safe guarding individuals 

(particularly children and vulnerable groups) from harm. In countries such as Australia, 

Scotland and Canada, recent policies have introduced the need for background checks of all 

volunteers for criminal history to “ensure all coaches and volunteers have completed the 

appropriate police, working with children checks” (Participant 42, CEO, Australian NSO) 

(Nichols and Taylor, 2010; Parent and Demers, 2011). Furthermore, there is increasingly 

research and implementation of strategies regarding injury prevention which relates to the 

health and safety standards context (Swan et al. 2009).  

Health promotion lies within the community development dimension and was ranked 

quite low, at 19th out of 33. Also within this dimension, maximising the use of the facilities 

and the contribution of sport to social capital and community cohesion through community 

involvement, were ranked as higher priorities than health promotion. The provision of sports 

facilities is a necessity for playing sport and therefore ranked as a high priority for clubs to 

take charge of. The role of sport for increasing social capital and social connectedness has 

also been longstanding (Darcy et al. 2014). 

There has been much research on the health promotion practices and policies, and 

organisational change principles within sport clubs. These are aimed at trying to get sport to 

develop both sport and health strategies (Kokko, Donaldson et al. 2015). However, a 

challenge regarding the efficacy of such strategies remains, as health promotion policies do 
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not directly translate to sustained health promotion practices within sport clubs (Crisp and 

Swerissen 2003; Kokko, Donaldson et al. 2015). Health promotion is often not seen as a 

priority (Kokko, Donaldson et al. 2015), and therefore strategic planning for health 

promotion within sport organisatins is low, even with the support of funded health promotion 

schemes (Casey, Harvey et al. 2012). It is also acknowledged that health promotion through 

sport clubs is not feasible for clubs and sports to achieve alone, without funding and expertise 

to support it (Kelly et al. 2014). 

The dependence on volunteer capacity to run sport clubs is highlighted above, and 

within the health promotion in sport literature, volunteer capacity dominates the debate. 

Recent research has highlighted the misalignment between different organisations that work 

in sport and health promotion diminishes their collective capacity to collaborate and use 

scarce resources effectively to meet health promotion policy goals (Misener and Misener 

2016). A lack of capacity to deliver health promotion is commonly reported (Casey, Harvey 

et al. 2012; Kelly et al. 2014; Kokko, Selänne et al. 2015; Misener and Misener 2016) and 

this also relates to (the lack of) readiness for organisations to change. 

Limitations and future research directions 

This exploratory study had some limitations and also implications for future research. 

Seminal components to the social responsibility concept are economic, legal, ethical and 

discretionary responsibilities (Carroll, 1979). Within sport management, the concept of 

corporate social responsibility has been used as the principal framework for understanding 

the responsibility of sport organisations (Walker and Parent, 2010; Breitbarth, Hovemann and 

Walzel, 2011; Babiak and Wolfe, 2013). The transferability of social responsibility 

frameworks developed within the corporate context, and applied to small non-profit 

organisations, is a limitation of the current study. In particular the results regarding the least 

important social responsibility issues (i.e. philanthropy, collective bargaining, procurement 

and compliance with regulation) should be considered cautiously. These items, whilst 

congruent with social responsibility practice in highly resourced and profit orientated 

organisations are potentially incongruent with the organisational goals and objectives of non-

profit organisations. What is apparent from this research is that despite the questionable fit of 

some items, community sport organisations do have important social responsibilities to the 

society they are embedded in. Future research may wish to investigate the extent to which 

small non-profits differ in their responsibilities from larger profit oriented organisations. 
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Community sport organisations are increasingly pressured to produce social outcomes 

beyond their constitutional and operational remits. However, clubs face constrained resource 

environments. Consequently a minimal behavioural thresholds approach orientated toward 

avoiding harm may potentially hold more utility for sport clubs (c.f. Campbell [2007] for an 

example in the corporate setting). For example Sport England accredits community sport 

clubs in the United Kingdom on the basis of the clubs activity program; duty of care and 

welfare; knowing your club and community; and club management as the central tenants of 

its ‘ClubMark’ accreditation system (Sport England 2015). Minimal behavioural standards 

set floor measures and aim to avoid material negative consequences from negligence and 

misconduct in club environments. This approach raises pragmatic questions that are yet to be 

addressed in the literature: when is a community sport organisation responsible enough? 

What are the key functions of a community sport organisation? What are the material risks? 

Have they been met? Future research along these lines may investigate social responsibilty in 

practice.  

Beyond the conceptual extension from the corporate to the community sport domain, 

there is a need to better understand the microfoundations of social responsibilty practice at 

the individual level of analysis. To do so, future research on the voluntary human resource 

capacity in community sport organisations and boards of governance is required. Approaches 

to decision making in sport organisations often assume rationality and perfect information in 

decision making (e.g. club managers are rational economic actors). That is, perfect 

information is available, individuals are able to accurately analyse, interpret and 

communicate this information without consideration for emotional, political or interpersonal 

relationships within a constrained resource environment. However in reality, decision making 

is bounded (Simon 1957). Individuals don’t have access to perfect information, make 

emotional decisions, and are influenced by interpersonal relations. Applying this to the 

concept of social responsibility, little is known about managerial agency to influence socially 

responsible behaviour at the organisational level (Aguinis and Glavas, 2012). Future research 

in this area may wish to address how individuals within community sport organisations 

interpret, manage and prioritise social responsibility issues within their organisations. 

Methodologically, this may require methods that better enable us to understand individual 

choice and decision making factors. For example, weighting the importance of organisational 

action (e.g. the point allocation methodology), or utilising frameworks such as the competing 

values framework (e.g. Quinn and Rohrbaugh, 1981). These approaches may enable 
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researchers to better understand the concious and unconscious decision making processes 

individuals utilise when making choices about the responsible actions of the sport 

organisation. 

  

Conclusion  

This study delivered evidence that community sport organisations are perceived to 

have a wide range of social responsibilities. By extending corporate social responsibility 

research to the community sport domain we also found that health promotion as a social 

responsibility of sport clubs did not rate high on what are considered priorities for community 

sport organisations. Our findings confirm intuitive and anecdotal perceptions about the 

foundational role of community sport clubs. We found that the fundamental responsibility of 

community sport organisations is to maximise participation, in a safe environment that is 

accessible to a variety of community stakeholders whilst remaining financially viable. 

Community sport organisations play a vital role in our society and can influence society in 

positive and negative ways. To maximise positive social outcomes community sport 

organisations should devote scarce resources to what a sport management expert panel 

considered as the most important social responsibilities such as inclusion and participation in 

sport whilst actively mitigating any risks of harming their stakeholders. As most community 

sports organisations are primarily volunteer-based, they cannot be expected to extend beyond 

their core responsibilities and deliver on a range of other social issues outside the scope and 

resource capacity of the organisation. Whilst the multitude of benefits that society at large 

subscribes to participation in and engagement with sport, to deliver on such benefits, 

organisations need to be well resourced and provided with the (financial and human) capacity 

to do so. It seems that community sport organisations are not (yet) at the stage to take on such 

a wide range of responsibilities.  
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Table 1 – Expert Panel Overview 

 Academic Industry 

Gender  46 female, 79 male  27 female, 132 male  

Position  63 professors, 54 associate professors, 9 

unspecified  

152 executive managers, 7 

middle managers  

Countries  United States (56), Canada (25), Australia 

(13), United Kingdom (10), New Zealand 

(5), Norway (3), Germany (3), the 

Netherlands (2), Greece (2), France (2), 

Switzerland (1), South Korea (2) and 

Mexico (1).  

Australia (16), New Zealand 

(17), England (8), Scotland (6), 

Wales (5), Canada (11), United 

States (14), the Netherlands (13), 

South Africa (12), India (13), 

Finland (12), Sweden (13), 

Singapore (13) and the 

Philippines (6)  

Broad Topic 

Areas / 

Sports 

Governed  

Race, gender, economics, organisational 

studies, marketing, ethnicity, community 

development and capacity, management, 

policy, volunteerism, sociology, physical 

activity and health, diversity, governance, 

inequality, culture, sponsorship, social 

capital, consumer behaviour, social 

responsibility, ethics, labour policy, risk 

management and law  

Football codes (European, 

Australian, league, union), 

swimming, volleyball, athletics, 

basketball, table tennis, baseball, 

softball, rowing, golf, hockey, 

cycling, cricket, badminton, 

netball, tennis, golf, ice hockey, 

squash, handball and lacrosse  

 

 

 

Table 3 – Overview of Social Responsibility Dimensions from the Literature 
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GRI 3.1        

Babiak & Wolfe 
(2013) 

       

Breitbarth, Hovemann 
& Walzel (2011) 

       

Walker and Parent 
(2010) 
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Table 4 – Social Responsibility Priorities for a Community Sport Organisation 

Perceived  
Organisational 

Priority 

Weighted 
R3 Mean 

Round 
2 (n) Social Responsibility Item Social Responsibility 

Dimension 

Human Rights Dimension 

1 6.72 49 Maximise participation in the sport Human Rights 

3 5.88 49 Create an accessible and inclusive sport setting Human Rights 

8 4.93 49 Complying with relevant equity and anti-discrimination legislation Human Rights 

10 4.75 48 Ensure gender inclusion and equity standards Human Rights 

13 4.43 48 Ensure disability inclusion and equity standards Human Rights 

17 4.19 49 Ensure the organisation is an equal opportunity employer Human Rights 

21 3.79 48 Develop equality and diversity resources to implement within the 
sport Human Rights 

Labour Practices Dimension 

2 6.11 49 
Safeguard individuals from potential harm by assuring people in 
positions of trust have gone through relevant background checks and 
possess appropriate training 

Labour Practices 

6 5.19 49 Maximise volunteer participation Labour Practices 

12 4.51 48 Ensuring up to date occupational health and safety standards and 
procedures Labour Practices 

15 4.32 49 Guarantee data protection and privacy Labour Practices 
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16 4.23 49 Develop and implement injury prevention strategies for players and 
officials Labour Practices 

22 3.78 49 Provide personal development and training opportunities for staff and 
members Labour Practices 

32 2.69 49 Overtly express the freedom to associate and collectively bargain Labour Practices 

Economic Dimension 

4 5.57 49 Ensure fiscal responsibility to owners/members Economic 

5 5.38 48 Ensure financial viability Economic 

29 3.43 49 Prioritise on field sporting success within the organisation Economic 

Governance Dimension 

7 5.15 49 
Ensure the appropriate organisational governance frameworks are in 
place to effectively identify and manage the organisation's social 
objectives 

Governance 

14 4.37 49 Setting social equality policies and procedures Governance 

24 3.73 48 Raise awareness of social issues within the organisation's sphere of 
influence Governance 

25 3.71 49 Actively identifying the organisational resource capacity for socially 
responsible programs Governance 

26 3.65 49 Publicly stating social goals and performance indicators Governance 

Community Development Dimension 

9 4.90 49 Maximise the use of the organisation's sports facilities Community 
Development 
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11 4.69 48 Contribute to increasing social capital and community cohesion 
through community involvement 

Community 
Development 

19 3.86 49 Maximise health promotion opportunities for staff, volunteers and 
community 

Community 
Development 

20 3.86 49 Provide equitable access to disadvantaged groups through subsidies, 
access times, locations etc. 

Community 
Development 

27 3.63 49 Provide community education opportunities Community 
Development 

28 3.49 49 Maximise local investment, suppliers and employment Community 
Development 

33 2.53 49 Contribute surplus resources to social benefit organisations that are 
not business related 

Community 
Development 

Fair Operating Practices Dimension 

18 3.98 49 
Actively promote anti-corruption practices that support the 
'uncertainty of outcome' within a sporting contest and/or the 
organisation's integrity 

Fair Operating Practices 

30 3.38 47 Actively abide by anti-competitive behaviour regulation to ensure fair 
competition within the organisation's market(s) Fair Operating Practices 

31 3.24 49 Implement socially responsible procurement practices within the 
supply chain Fair Operating Practices 

Environmental Dimension 

23 3.73 49 Abide by principles of environmental responsibility and sustainability Environment 
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