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Researcher trying to communicate with policy makers 

• The current social agenda for ‘sport’
• Assumptions made about ‘sport’
• Evidence-based policy-making: what type of ‘evidence’? 
• The policy-making process: take offs or landings?     
• Possible way forward: 

‘knowledge creep’ and theory-based evaluation   



“ Arts, sport and leisure activities….have a role to play in 
countering Social Exclusion.Social Exclusion. They can help to increase the 
self-esteem of individuals; build community spirit; increase social
interaction; improve health and fitness; create employment and

give young people a purposeful activity, reducing the temptation
to anti-social behaviour.”
Social Inclusion Strategy (Scottish Office, 1999)

“ Sport can contribute to neighbourhood renewalneighbourhood renewal by improving 
communities’ performance on four key indicators - health, crime, 
employment and education.”
Policy Action Group 10 (DCMS, 1999)

An economy of remediesAn economy of remedies



Neo Liberal
‘Thacherism’
Individualism
Market

New Labour and the New Labour and the ‘‘Third WayThird Way’’

State/public welfare
provision/ regulation
control 
Collectivism

Õ Civil Society   Ö
Community
Empowerment

“to create a modern civic society for today’s world, to renew the 
bonds of community that bind us together” Blair 

Urban regeneration Î Community development
Physical infrastructure            Î Civic infrastructure
Economic capital                      Î Human/social capital 

Developing sport in Î Developing communities 
communities through sport
Sport for all Î sport for good



“This Government expects more of policy makers…..better 
use of evidence and research in policy making and better 
focus on policies that will deliver long term goals”

1999 White  Paper, Modernising Government

Welfare effectiveness/accountabilityWelfare effectiveness/accountability

EvidenceEvidence--based policy makingbased policy making

How targets will you hit?How targets will you hit?

Management by objectives    Î Objective-led management
Output                                      Î Outcomes/impacts/effectiveness

• Increased: contracts/project-related funding   Î outcomes

“ We will not accept simplistic assertions that sport is good as 
sufficient reason to back sport” Richard Caborn. CCPR Conference, 2003



Conceptual weaknesses (1) Validity
Sport; participation; frequency; anti-social behaviour………

Conceptual weakness (2) Causes
Crime, educational under-achievement, lack of social cohesion

Methodological weaknesses
Cross-sectional; lack of controls; self-selection

Necessary   Ö sufficient conditions
Process; mechanisms; experience 

Sport lacks a robust evidence base to support its case for continued 
and increased levels of public funding.   Game Plan (2002)

Nobody knows the scoreNobody knows the score

Value of Sport Monitor
Sport England/UK Sport



Sport/ ☺
‘Sport’ presumed to have causal powers

Ö Closed system: medical/treatment model: social vaccine
Ö Search for the ‘killer fact’/empirical generalisation:  ‘Sport can….’
Ö Outputs/ outcomes emphasised   Ö ‘heterogeneous replication’

Issues ignored/downplayed

Ö Conditionality of evidence

Ö Cultural contexts 

Sport as a magic boxSport as a magic box

Ö Process/mechanisms: how/why? Sufficient conditionsSufficient conditions

Ö Validity: comparing same thing? Major conceptual weaknesses



Fire, steady, aimFire, steady, aim

Theory 
Research/knowledge  Î policy  Î provision/practice

Reality
[theory?] Î policy Î practice Î monitoring [evaluation?]

IllIll--defined interventions with hard to follow outcomesdefined interventions with hard to follow outcomes’’
Pawson



Why are  take offs more important than landings?Why are  take offs more important than landings?



6 stone weakling meets 400 pound gorilla6 stone weakling meets 400 pound gorilla

My evidence 
suggests that 
you might not 

be correct

‘…there is nothing a government hates more than to be well-informed; 
for it makes the process of arriving at decisions much more 
complicated and difficult.’ JM Keynes



Cost benefit or political benefit?Cost benefit or political benefit?

“ a rational exercise that takes place in a political context”
Carol Weiss

‘ Evidence’ more plural than research

• Tests of truth and utility
I cannot have public confusion between scientific advice and policy 

• Professional repertoires : congruent or confronting
• Tradition and habit

• Pisani: HIV/AIDS and moral filters

• Politics of ‘doing something’
• Placating interest groups
• Enhancing political/organisational influence

’a considerable amount of ineffectiveness may be tolerated 
if a program fits well with prevailing values, if it satisfies 
voters,  or if it pays off political debts’ Weiss (1993: 96)



Political process
• Persuasion/negotiation: ‘sport can……’
• Coalitions/partnership support: they have the money….
• Pressures: cross-cutting agenda/joined-up government
• Pragmatic opportunism
• Marginal policy area: status anxiety/legitimacy

Ø

PI = political influence?PI = political influence?

Ø

Policies
• Inflated promises/programme goals 
• Vague/lack intellectual coherence
• Little analysis of causes …….or processes…….or how/why

Political/professional; commonsense ‘repertoires/’tacit knowledge’

On the balance of probabilities Í Î Beyond reasonable doubt



Mythopoeic nature of sport
• Popular/idealistic ideas produced outside sociological analysis

Sports evangelismSports evangelism

• Relationships between some variables to exclusion of others

• Vague/generalised images, elements of truth   Î reified/distorted
‘represent’ not reflect reality : ad hominem ‘evidence’

• Stand for supposed, but unexamined, impacts/processes

• Demarcation criteria not specific: sport /sport-for-development
‘Intriguingly vague and open for several interpretations’ Kruse

Ö metaphors





A Question of SportA Question of Sport

Patriksson (1998)

‘Sport, like most activities, is not a priori good or bad, but has the 
potential of producing both positive or negative outcomes.
Questions like ‘what conditions are necessary for sport to have
beneficial outcomes?’ must be asked more often’.

‘ ….there is nothing about …sport itself that is magical….It is the 
experience of sport that may facilitate the result’. 
Papacharisisi et al (2005) 



‘because so many programs have failed to show success,
much program theory in undoubtedly wrong’ Weiss

A word from the WeissA word from the Weiss

‘the clearest call for TBE comes when prior  
evaluations  show inconsistent results’ Weiss (1997)

‘‘Policy makers like stories and we need to understandPolicy makers like stories and we need to understand………… ‘‘

‘Sequence of presumed causes/actions/processes and effects’



Ð
Intermediate impacts      Intermediate impacts      

PPersonal/social development/attitudesersonal/social development/attitudes
Ð

Intermediate outcomesIntermediate outcomes
Behaviour Behaviour 
Ð

Strategic outcomes Strategic outcomes 
Community regeneration/social capitalCommunity regeneration/social capital

Conflict resolutionConflict resolution

InputsInputs
Ð

OutputsOutputs
Ð

Sporting inclusionSporting inclusion
Traditional SD: Equity

Ð
Sporting Outcomes
Skills, rules, ethics

Õ Theory of change

Õ Theory of change

Õ Theory of change

ItIt’’s more than a games more than a game
Beyond participation Beyond participation 

‘Research free zone’ Õ×

×

×

Ö×

Ö×

Ö×



/ Ö . Ö ☺

From strategy to tacticsFrom strategy to tactics

• ‘generative approach’ to causation   

• Not ‘sport’ Î underlying resources/process is all

• Families of programmes  Î families of mechanisms

• Not ‘sport’ Î sport plus?

• Causation is contingent/interactive/not guaranteed………………

Mechanisms, processes, experience 
Necessary Ö sufficient conditions

Understanding: 

Causes  Ö solutions  Ö relevant programmes  Ö managing for 
outcomes?

Programme theories/theories of change



TBE: Improving the menuTBE: Improving the menu

• Programme theories/assumptions/logic models
‘Sequence of presumed causes/actions/processes and effects’

• Causes and ‘cures’
• How/why is programme supposed to work?
• Connections: sufficient conditions: critical factors

Ð
Strengthen claims for causality

Estimate difficult-to-measure programme effects 
‘on the balance of probability’

Ö Programme design
Ö Basis for TBE
Ö Explaining success and failure



Develop sporting/social skills
Ø

Develop sporting/ethical attitudes
Ø

Develop self-efficacy/confidence
Ø

HIV/AIDS information [KAO/didactic]
Ø

Self-efficacy + attitudes + self-esteem+ information Ö
changed sexual behaviour

Gender equity attitudes/behaviour 
Ø

A Model /Theory of Sport, HIV/AIDS and Sexual Behaviour ChangeA Model /Theory of Sport, HIV/AIDS and Sexual Behaviour Change

Reduced risk-taking sexual behaviour

Self-esteem
Ø …MAYBE



Programme theories as development

• Decision-makers: question/analyse assumptions/risks

• Stakeholders: engaged in the planning, designing, monitoring

• Practitioners: increases ownership, understanding and practice

‘Best buy’ Ö theory underpinning ‘successful’ programme

Critical success factors

Are we all aiming at the right target?Are we all aiming at the right target?



• ’Knowledge creep’ theory of the role of evaluation

• Version of the ‘enlightenment’ model                                  

“Diffuse and undirected infiltration of research ideas into [decision-
makers] understanding of the world…. few deliberate and targeted 
uses of findings from individual studies. Rather they absorbed the 
concepts and generalisations from many studies over extended 
periods of time and they integrated research ideas……..into their 
interpretation of events…..gradual sensitisation to the perspectives 
of social science” Weiss

‘There are no killer facts There are no killer facts …………

Decision accretion



‘We mount limited-focus programs to cope with broad-gauge 
problems.  We devote limited resources to long-standing and 
stubborn problems. Above all we concentrate attention on changing 
the attitudes and behaviour of target groups without concomitant
attention to the institutional structures and social arrangements 
that tend to keep them “target groups”’.     Weiss (1993)

‘‘complex systems thrust amidst  complex systemscomplex systems thrust amidst  complex systems’’

Putting the right foot forwardPutting the right foot forward



‘doing honest analysis that would lead to 
programme improvement is a glorious way to 
be hated by just about everyone’

‘You almost never have to show you’ve prevented 
any infections. You can be judged a success for 
just doing what you said you were going to do, like 
train some nurses….. or give leaflets to 400 out of  
the nation’s 160,000  drug injectors’

‘we do not evaluate enough and so we invite 
people to do research into things like sport and 
development, sport and peace. We need to prove
what we say that we do.’
Johann Koss, President of Right to Play



What game are we playing?What game are we playing?

““Whose side are you on?!!Whose side are you on?!!””


