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Question:



To what extent does sport in the UK reflect the inequalities and prejudices that exist in society 



Introduction:

Social injustices and inequalities are a point of contention for modern society. Unlike anything previously observed, our society is moving away from discriminating practices and accepting practices more and more from previous minorities. Despite a positive shift towards inclusivity and acceptance, inequalities and prejudice are still prevalent. Inequalities based upon an individual’s race, gender, religion, and socio-economic background limit or even prohibit activities. Sport is just as political. Not only does sport reflect these social divisions, but it can also exacerbate them (Bairner, 2001). Yet, similar to how society is changing, sport can overcome the barriers and help to promote inclusivity.

To many, sport is a means of maintaining both physical and mental health (LGBT Sport England). What isn’t recognized is sport’s ability to be used as a social movement (Tuyckom C., Scheerder J., & Bracke P., 2010). Used as a social movement, sport can be utilized as a tool or as a barrier that maintains already established inequalities. Regardless of the type of sport, individual or team-based, inequalities and prejudices are prevalent. The most common themes of inequality throughout all sport include the race of a participant, the gender of a participant, how a participant identifies, which religion a participant follows, and the amount of expendable income a participant has. In some instances, multiple themes can stack together and limit or even prohibit an individual from participating. The best course of action in order to prevent individuals from being excluded and alternatively promote participation from minority backgrounds would be to limit the social and physical barriers. Campaigns bringing awareness, such as This Girl Can and parkrun, have proven to be effective in the past (LGBT Sport England). Funding for more programs such as Birmingham Active is another pathway to diminishing the barriers and limiting inequality in sport (LGBT Sport England).


Racial:

Racial injustice has been an ongoing debate that has recently been brought to the forefront of political discussion through movements such as the Black Lives Matter protests. Such protests attempt to voice outcry about the wrongful actions and insidious mindset that permeate Western society, at all levels. In response, there has been a significant reconciliation attempt from National Governing Bodies in support of the protests across the UK. Despite rallying behind the movement, many felt that there was more to be done for genuine change to occur. Tuyckom C., Scheerder J., and Bracke P. (2016) would agree that more can be done as they believe “inequalities in sports… without accompanying changes at the cultural, political, and societal level” won’t overcome the current status quo. Throughout society, there are many that would be content with the status quo remaining the same. Fletcher J. and Hylton K. (2016) have observed this event, and claim that the underlying reason is due to the hegemonic whiteness culture that prevails not only throughout society but other facets of it as well.

Like a mirror of society, sport is categorically dominated by white idolism (Fletcher J. and Hylton K., 2016). Within the sporting world, there is a hegemonic white culture that has infected all levels of sport, from spectators and volunteers to corporate managers and National Governing Bodies, also known as NGBS (Fletcher J. and Hylton K., 2016). Under such pretext, it is difficult, if not impossible, to significantly alter the predisposed system. Those who have attempted to change the system are unable to challenge it without backing from the system itself (Bell, 1992). For example, should an athlete from a minority come forward and voice a complaint about the result of his or her match to be contested by a representative of the white hierarchy, there is an immediate power shift from the accuser to the dominant white representative purely based on standing. Bell (1992) continues on with four other “rules of racial standing” that give insight into how deeply race is implemented into everyday life. Once analyzed and applied to social settings the 5 rules of racism allow individuals an almost prophetic ability that gives insight into racially charged situations with only the downside being unable to affect the outcome (Bell, 1992).

While in more recent times than what Bell (1992) and Fletcher J. and Hylton K. (2016) reference, there have been some breakthroughs. NGBs throughout the UK have reworked, rebranded, and reaffirmed their commitment to inclusivity. This has been reaffirmed with campaigns such as the “Take a Knee” initiative aiming to bring awareness, as well as reinvigoration of coaching practices to better recognize and prevent prejudice in the UK (The FA, 2020). Educating and bringing awareness to individuals and organizations in the position of authority of a given sport can help to alleviate tensions when conflict arises or even prevent conflict in the first place. To that end sport itself can be used to fight against injustice, however, social justice postulates must be forced into action for any amount of substantial change to take place (Fletcher J. and Hylton K., 2016).


Socio-economic:

The most prominent barrier, due to its ability to affect the livelihood of all potential participants in sport, is socio-economic standing. Traditionally, a higher level of education is attributed to greater financial success. All sports have entry costs and various other financial barriers , including registration, uniforms, equipment, and even costs for travel (Owen K. B. et al., 2022). Immediately, the difference in socioeconomic standing has a direct impact on the types of sports that can be sampled. Interestingly, both Owen K. B. et al. (2022) and Ombrellaro K. J. et aI, (2018) have found that once initial entry costs are overcome there is little no support that socioeconomic standing plays any part in the continuation of the athlete participating. Concurrently, achieving a higher level of education is linked to greater participation in sports and physical activity and thus is linked further to better mental and physical health (Owen K. B. et alI., 2022). Further data shows a disparity between niche sports and mainstream sports which follows the findings above as niche sports would require a higher upfront cost to participate than sports that are more commonly engaged (Owen K. B. et al., 2022). While Owen K. B. et al. (2022) and Ombrellaro K. J. et aI, (2018) argue there is a distinct difference between sport and physical activity, there is limited evidence to suggest socioeconomic standing impacts physical activity levels. Sport England (2017) found in its survey that of the lower scoio-economic grouping (LSEGs)  54 percent were least likely to be active and 33 percent are most likely to be inactive. This leaves a disproportionate amount of the population unable to maintain healthy levels of mental and physical health without external stimulus which would further exacerbate their already dire situation.

Sport England (2017) attribute a number of secondary barriers caused by being in the LSEG, most of which are attributed to quality of life. Barriers caused by lack of income include the upfront cost, similar to Owen K. B. et al. (2022) and Ombrellaro K. J. et aI, (2018) argument, as well as a lack of confidence to partake, a lack of time to partake, limited realistic opportunities to participate, and a lack of knowing where to find already established initiatives (Sport England, 2017). A critical necessity to reduce the primary and secondary barriers, especially for LSEGs, is a link between physical activity and increased health (Ombrellaro K. J. et al., 2018). While there are a multitude of various programs, initiatives, and campaigns that look to break down a multitude of different barriers, to address the socio-economic disparity and its link to physical activity and sport participation levels Owen K. B. et al. (2022) suggests a systems based approach is ideal. Working in tandem between those directly affected and those who contribute to the creation of the barrier would yield positive participation results.


Gender:

Sport and leisure activities should be accessible to everyone. It should not be limited to the most physically gifted, the smartest, the richest, or to one singular classification of people. Yet there is a clear discrimination in participation levels between men and women within the UK. Such a disparity can be accounted for due to the number of various barriers females face while trying participating in sport throughout their childhood and adolescence. Certain barriers have an even more devastating impact due to the point in time that they appear relative to the stage of development an individual is currently undergoing. The Women’s Sport Foundation (2019) outlines numerous examples of significant barriers to female participation, the most striking of which is the sexualization of female role models. While male athletes are primarily valued for their skill and achievements, their female counterparts are valued primarily for their sexual appearance rather than accomplishment (Women’s Sport Trust, 2016). The effect of sexualizing female role models has made a drastic impact on school-aged children, especially young girls. At a period of development when social acceptance is particularly important young school girls would rather not participate in sport for of risk associating with stereotypes imposed on female role models (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). The pressure from peers to conform has further implications. Certain sports have developed a masculine disposition due to limited female involvement, consequently, any female who does participate in these sports is affiliated with non-feminine attributes (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). To best counteract peer pressure among school children, campaigns that promote female involvement in sports typically dominated by males should be encouraged. Other programs such as This Girl Can are also an effective way of giving women, of all ages, the confidence to participate in a variety of physical activities. 

A systemic failure to provide adequate services for females to utilize in their pursuit of physical activity further demonstrates the discriminatory gap between men and women. Facility procurement is a struggle throughout a multitude of sporting disciplines, limiting both male and female opportunities theoretically. Realistically, due to the increased interest in higher levels of male sport and the development pathways that facilitate elite male sport, female sport has suffered (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). Female sport overall has struggled to secure training facilities and coaching expertise, which when procured is typically of a significantly lower quality compared to their male counterparts (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). Due to the low-quality facilities, poor standard of coaching, and difficulty in finding opportunities to participate many females find little to no enjoyment in participating in sport (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). Overcoming these gender disparities requires a comprehensive approach that promotes positive role models, creates equal opportunities, and encourages young females to challenge social norms.


Identity:

Sport and leisure activities should be accessible to everyone. It should not be limited to the most physically gifted, the smartest, the richest, or to one singular classification of people. Yet there is a clear discrimination in participation levels between men and women within the UK. Such a disparity can be accounted for due to the number of various barriers females face while trying participating in sport throughout their childhood and adolescence. Certain barriers have an even more devastating impact due to the point in time that they appear relative to the stage of development an individual is currently undergoing. The Women’s Sport Foundation (2019) outlines numerous examples of significant barriers to female participation, the most striking of which is the sexualization of female role models. While male athletes are primarily valued for their skill and achievements, their female counterparts are valued primarily for their sexual appearance rather than accomplishment (Women’s Sport Trust, 2016). The effect of sexualizing female role models has made a drastic impact on school-aged children, especially young girls. At a period of development when social acceptance is particularly important young school girls would rather not participate in sport for of risk associating with stereotypes imposed on female role models (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). The pressure from peers to conform has further implications. Certain sports have developed a masculine disposition due to limited female involvement, consequently, any female who does participate in these sports is affiliated with non-feminine attributes (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). To best counteract peer pressure among school children, campaigns that promote female involvement in sports typically dominated by males should be encouraged. Other programs such as This Girl Can are also an effective way of giving women, of all ages, the confidence to participate in a variety of physical activities. 

A systemic failure to provide adequate services for females to utilize in their pursuit of physical activity further demonstrates the discriminatory gap between men and women. Facility procurement is a struggle throughout a multitude of sporting disciplines, limiting both male and female opportunities theoretically. Realistically, due to the increased interest in higher levels of male sport and the development pathways that facilitate elite male sport, female sport has suffered (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). Female sport overall has struggled to secure training facilities and coaching expertise, which when procured is typically of a significantly lower quality compared to their male counterparts (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). Due to the low-quality facilities, poor standard of coaching, and difficulty in finding opportunities to participate many females find little to no enjoyment in participating in sport (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2019). Overcoming these gender disparities requires a comprehensive approach that promotes positive role models, creates equal opportunities, and encourages young females to challenge social norms.




Conclusion:

Injustices and inequalities continue to challenge society and by reflection continue to challenge and shape sport. Discrimination based upon race, gender, identity, or socio-economic standing have continued to be a barrier. Due to the health benefits of participating in sport and physical activity a multitude of campaigns and programmes have been started. While many programmes and campaigns have been successful, look at Birmingham Activate, there hasn’t been a critical shift in participation that would signify primary or even secondary barriers had diminished. The missing piece that prevents significant, critical movement has been a coordinated effort from NGBs and private initiatives and political policy-making to supplement (Owen K. B. et alI., 2022). Each inequality covered has specific conditions that need to be counteracted before barriers start falling. 

Ultimately, increasing participation in sport is the most important goal due to its positive effects on the body and mind. However, the connotations and implications that will follow the destruction of any one of the barriers listed above would result in an unparalleled positive social movement for society. Due to the proximity sport and society share, any shift in one will affect the other both positively and negatively. It is thus of paramount importance that sport be used as a tool of positive social movement not only to improve the mental and physical health but the well-being of society as a whole.






Recommendations:

Further recommendations to dimmish the amount disparity of participation in sport from social inequalities and prejudices would include a variety of possibilities. Owen K. B. et alI. (2022) has proposed a systematic approach in which “upstream policy actions improve social, cultural, economic and environmental factors” while also bringing attention to “downstream actions focus[ed] on individuals” necessities. Ombrellaro K. J. et al. (2018) propose further research into the awareness of and engagement with inequalities within sport. Regardless of which approach Fletcher J. and Hylton K. (2016) argue that both sport and political policy must move together to bring about genuine movement.

Personally, after reviewing various points of view, both academic and mainstream, a combination of various solutions would prove to facilitate the greatest amount of change. Change that would be sustained and not washed away quickly. Critical components would include Ombrellaro K. J. et al. (2016) research inquiry, expanded into not just components within sport but also components within society that could be reflected in sport. Critically, Bell’s (1992) rules of racism should be carefully analyzed and implemented when tackling racial inequalities to prevent, or limit, the “whiteness” from being ingrained yet again into legislation. After thorough research and analysis have been conducted, the implementation should be in conjunction with political policies to ensure movement following Fletcher J. and Hylton K. (2016) findings.
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