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“Sport is probably the most effective means of communication in the modern world.  It cuts across all cultural and language barriers to reach out directly to billions of people world-wide”.

President Nelson Mandela

Sport’s functions and forms of social significance 

What is the value of sport for all those millions of people in our society who are involved in it in one way or another? And what is the value of this large-scale participation in sport for society as a whole? Some time ago, a sociological study was published that examined the various functions and meanings of sport (De Knop & Hoyng, 1998).  A total of 24 functions and forms of significance can be encountered. We shall discuss a number of these here:

-
the democratizing effect of sport: this means that sport contributes to maintaining the balance of power between groups with different characteristics (social classes, race, sex, age, religion, handicaps, regional differences or sexual preferences);

-
distinction through sport: distinction is (conscious) differentiation from others. Through a distinctive use of the body or a different (life-) style sport reveals the social classification of different kinds of people; through sport one can distinguish oneself from others and from other social classes;

-
the economic significance of sport: the economic function of sport can be measured with three yardsticks: expenditure, production and employment. Some years ago, for example, it was established in one of the studies by the IOS (the Belgian interuniversity sports policy research unit) that more than 3 % of all consumer and investment expenditure in Flanders is currently sports-related.  In economic terms sport accounts for 3 % of world trade (European Commission-DG X, 1998);

-
the health function of sport: sport involves physical movement and so can foster improved general health; this is not unimportant, given that we are confronted more and more with a drastically increasing sedentarism, which goes hand in hand with a systematic decline in the physical fitness of our young people;

-
the pleasurable experience of sport: not only participating in sport but also watching it gives people pleasure. Sport can therefore make both a direct and an indirect contribution to an enhanced quality of life;

-
the recuperative function of sport: sport is an excellent means of physical recuperation for people in sedentary jobs;

-
the identification function of sport; sports offers individuals an opportunity to identify with a specific group or individual. Sport thus gives people an opportunity to generate comradeship and a feeling of ‘belonging’ and solidarity;

-
the integration function of sport: integration means the growing together of different groups and/or individuals (immigrants, the elderly, the physically challenged, homosexuals, etc.) within a society, institute or organization (Elling & De Knop, 1997). In spite of the fact that it both brings together and splits up members of a community, sport encourages communication and provides common symbols, a collective identity and a reason for solidarity (the ‘integration through conflict paradox’: Lever, 1987). So, for example, both sports events and sports centres can function as sources of national pride and strength, enabling the inhabitants of a country to start feeling more unified; sport is one of the few symbols of global unity between people that is recognized by almost the entire world population;

-
the interactive function of sport: participating in or watching sport means that people come into contact with others and communicate with each other because of their shared interests;

-
the military function of sport: sport often serves as a form of military training. It is seen as a way of improving the (military) skills that may be required in the event of conflict;

-
the ‘release’ function of sport: sport is a safety valve for many people, acting as a relaxant for the combating of stress and as a way of getting one’s feelings out of one’s system; this form of release is also designated by the term ‘catharsis’. Sport is a way of channelling aggression and a means of escaping from workaday reality;

-
the leisure function of sport: sport is a form of amusement experienced by millions of people;

-
the developmental function of sport: sport is a means of personal unfoldment, a way of increasing self-knowledge and, ultimately, of personal development. This personal development can lead to a feeling of self-worth and actualization. The feeling of competence (through mastery of skills) can help to nourish a sportsman’s or sportswoman’s perception of their own self-competence, self-confidence, feeling of self-worth and fulfilment, and can help foster the development of their self-actualization;

-
the social control function of sport: sport is a form of controlled combat (mimetic function), a symbolic representation of a usually ‘non-violent form of competition between individuals, groups or even countries’. Sport can therefore contribute to the maintenance of public order (‘panem et circenses’);

· sport as a political instrument: the political  function of sport is one of the most widely described functions in the scientific literature. Sport does, after all, appear to fulfil several political functions:

-
sport as a diplomatic instrument;

-
sports as a means of propaganda and ideology;

-
sport as a way of obtaining political prestige;

-
sport as an instrument of foreign policy;

-
sport as a medium for political protest;

-
sport as a catalyst of (inter-)national conflicts.

-
sport as socialization: a socializing or pedagogic value is assigned to sport whereby, through a system of rewards and punishments, a multifaceted training of sportsmen and sportswomen and so of the population as a whole is achieved. A desired character, personality characteristics and moral qualities (sportsmanship, honesty, courage, an orientation towards success, cooperation, etc. are all aims of participation in sport);

-
sport and status: sport is an area in which people can acquire power and status, and not just through performances; the body itself has also become a symbol of value and prestige;

-
social mobility through sport: social mobility means that the sportsperson has (and retains) a superior position on the social ladder at the end of his or her career than he or she had at the beginning of it. Participation in sport can lead to the development of certain physical skills which facilitate the move to a professional career (both inside and outside sport) because it develops attitudes and patterns of behaviour that are very highly valued in the world of work.

Another indication of the social significance of sport is the fact that the largest international sports organizations have even more members than the United Nations.

Major Sport Facilities and events as an attraction for visitors

Events, large and small, for display and competition, focus the interest of tourist and resident alike.  Repeated events like league matches in soccer, American football, baseball, and so forth demand purpose-built facilities, and their volumes of attendance make them desirable attractions for regeneration programs.

Most sports events are quite modest, involving a few hundred participants and spectators, few of whom stay overnight.  Yet a regular events program adds noticeably to a city’s or a region’s economy, or the events can be of substantial national or international nature, attracting extensive TV coverage and associated sponsorship and advertising, and involve merchandising of club or team-branded goods and souvenirs.

At the top of the hierarchy come mega-events, defined by Ritchie (1984, p. 3) as

major on-time or recurring events of limited duration, developed primarily to enhance the awareness, appeal, and profitability of a tourist destination in the short and/or long term.  Such events rely for their success on uniqueness, status or timely significance to create interest and attract attention.

On a more modest scale, some facilities and events produce healthy profits from ticket sales, catering, stadium advertising, and increasingly from executive business boxes.  Even technically bankrupt British soccer clubs can have their finances rescued by lotteries and merchandising of clothing and souvenirs for fans.  Although the operation of some urban sport facilities has to be subsidized from the public purse, the associated travel, shopping, eating, drinking, entertainment, and souvenir spending of visitors from out of town or overseas produces a valuable indirect income and job generation, which is taken, and sometimes assessed, as justifying it.

Some of this new income to the host community is then re-spent on paying employees, on consumption, on maintenance, on buying more materials, on insurance, and so forth, and in local taxes; and some “leaks” out of the locality to pay regional or national taxes, employees, shareholders, HQ offices, and so forth.  This is the “multiplier effect”.  This first round of spending then generates further, diminishing rounds, but tracing such money flows is difficult and laborious beyond the first round.  The smaller the area concerned with the event, the larger the leakage is likely to be.  What we do know is that the multiplier effect significantly increases the value of financial injections from outside the local economic system, whether through mega-events or other forms of tourist-related initiatives.

Problematic developments

At the same time, problematic developments and symptoms are also arising in sport.  In part these are related to wider social problems, such as discrimination and aggression, with which not only sport but other social sectors as well have to contend.  Although such problems are not actually generated by sport itself they do express themselves in sport in a specific way, e.g. via increasingly rough play, football vandalism or making ‘jungle’ noises at black players.  As such they can help to actualize general social problems and perhaps help to bring them into sharper focus.

Although it is difficult to draw up a precise balance sheet of the positive and negative social effects, it can be deduced from the above data that the problems are limited in nature when set against the enormous extent of sports participation and the individual and social benefit to be derived from it.  The positive features do not, however, cause us to deny or ignore the problems.  Rocognizing them is, in fact, a first requirement for finding solutions to them in consultation with the various responsible parties.  This balance sheet could work out even more favourably if the social added value of sport was more intensively and inventively utilized.  Both the sports world and the government have focused all too little on the social added value of sport in the past. But there does seem to be a change on the horizon: sport is increasingly being regarded and used as a ‘tool’ for preventing or solving social problems. Subsidies are increasingly seen as ways of attracting partners and helping them in the execution of a policy which is delineated by the subsidy provider but which lies outside the framework of objectives which are peculiar to sport. Here and there the social significance of sport is being utilized in experimental projects at policy level:

-
sport as an element in international cooperation;

-
sport as a marketing element in international promotion;

-
sport as an underpinning of approaches to solving structural social 
problems in disadvantaged areas:

-
counteracting increasing criminality and drug problems;

-
encouraging cooperation and communication in specific areas of our towns and cities

-
offering ‘street kids’ an alternative;

-
counteracting poor school performance and truancy via sport;

-
improving limited employment opportunities via sports training;

-
improving the quality of life in towns and cities;

-
emancipation projects.
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