INTERNATIONAL DOCTORAL PROGRAMME IN
PHYSICAL EXERCISE AND SPORT SCIENCES

UNIVERSITA CATTOLICA DEL UNIVERSITA DEGLI STUDI
SACRO CUORE DI MILANO
Department of Psychology Department of Biomedical Health
Sciences

Milan Campus
Cycle XXXVIII
Doctoral Thesis

(S)core For Sustainability
Driving Cultural Transformation and Action in Mediterranean Sports

Organisations
Coordinator:
Professor Caterina Gozzoli Candidate: Federica Comazzi
Supervisor: Professor Pierpaolo Triani Student ID: R13712
Co-supervisor: Professor Chiara D’ Angelo ORCID n. 0009-0009-4540-1282

Academic Year 2024/2025



Acknowledgements

Questi 3 anni — che a me paiono siano stati lunghi il doppio ripensando alla quantita di
avvenimenti, esperienze ed opportunita che ho avuto — sono stati quello che sono stati
grazie alle persone che mi hanno circondato.

In primo luogo, Chiara, che ho sentito fin da subito al mio fianco lasciandomi percorrere
la mia strada indirizzandomi quando necessario. Mi sono sempre sentita valorizzata,
stimolata, capita e spronata. La sua guida non si ¢ limitata alla supervisione accademica
(fondamentale!). Con la sua onesta e chiarezza, non mi ha mai nascosto le difficolta del
percorso, aiutandomi concretamente e operativamente anche a pianificare il futuro. Sento
di essere maturata come persona anche grazie al rapporto con lei. Le sono davvero grata
per tutto e in particolare per i sacrifici che ha fatto per me e i salti mortali per venirmi in
contro. Se sono qua oggi ¢ davvero solo grazie a lei.

Altri due pilastri molto importanti sono stati due silenti presenze che a volte piu
marcatamente, a volte piu nell’ombra, mi hanno accompagnato. Ringrazio il Prof. Triani
per avermi accolto a Piacenza facendomi sentire a casa e dandomi la possibilita di
appassionarmi ad un tipo di insegnamento che ¢ cura e accompagnamento. Nelle fasi
iniziali, durante le quali dare una direzione al progetto di ricerca, le sue riflessioni e
contributi sono stati preziosi ed essenziali. Ringrazio infine Caterina. In questi anni sono
passata dal conoscerla solo di nome al chiamarla per nome. Dai piccoli gesti ho capito il
tanto che ha fatto e sta facendo per me dietro alle quinte.

I1 dottorato gia di per sé non ¢ un percorso semplice. Se poi lo si affronta in solitudine,
puo diventare ancora piu faticoso. Per fortuna, anche se con alti e bassi, non sono mai
stata sola. I miei amici, in particolare “quelli del Friulia-Venezia-Giulia” (guai a dire solo
Friuli), seppur pitt 0 meno lontani e con vite molto diverse dalla mia, non mi hanno mai
abbandonato. Ero da loro quando ho saputo di aver vinto la borsa. Ricordo quel momento
vividamente ed ¢ bellissimo perché vissuto con loro. In un certo senso abbiamo
cominciato quest’avventura assieme. Le nostre vite hanno proseguito insieme gioendo
dei nostri (soprattutto 1 loro) traguardi e sostenendoci nelle difficolta. Grazie alle “Laure”
per aiutarmi a sognare € a puntare in alto.

I1 dottorato pero non solo ¢ stato piu leggero grazie alle amicizie che gia avevo, ma mi ha
anche portato amici nuovi. Ed ¢ a Martina che va un grazie immenso perché mi ha fatto
capire di essere parte di un gruppo. Mi ha stimolato nel confronto con lei e da colleghe
ho capito di essere amiche quando mi sono sentita libera di condividere anche le
disavventure, le preoccupazioni e gli sfoghi. La mia “Cherry Lady”, compagna di risate,
collega affidabile e preparata, amica accogliente e disponibile.

Infine, il grazie piu grande va alla mia famiglia. Scontato, ma dovuto. Agli zii, cugini e
parenti acquisiti che anche da oltre oceano fanno il tifo per me. Ps: Grazie Giampi per la
revisione linguistica!!! Il tocco del poeta-scienziato.

Grazie ai miei genitori che non mi hanno ascoltato quando finita la triennale gli ho chiesto
di vietarmi di continuare a studiare. E non mi hanno ugualmente ascoltato quando al
termine della magistrale ho ribadito che se avessi voluto proseguire mi avrebbero dovuto

[|Pag.



fermare. Probabilmente conoscono bene la loro figliola e invece che un divieto, hanno
spalancato le braccia. Il sostegno economico non indifferente ¢ solo la punta dell’iceberg
di quanto in tutti questi anni hanno fatto per me. Grazie per avermi trasmesso il gene
dell’avventura e per avermi permesso di viaggiare. Prima con voi da casa, accogliendo il
mondo intero, € poi in autonomia € in movimento scoprendo luoghi e persone non
turistici, ma autentici. Grazie Ma per avermi sempre ascoltato e consigliato saggiamente,
per avermi educato ad amare il prossimo attraverso il tuo esempio e di essere una guida
luminosa. Grazie Ste per avermi insegnato il valore del sacrificio e dell’amore per la
Verita, per avermi educata ad amare il mondo e a cercare di renderlo un posto migliore
per tutti, indignandomi davanti alle ingiustizie.

Grazie ai miei fratelli che mi hanno spronato con decisione incalzante. Grazie Tomaso
perché il tuo esempio di tenacia, passione e I’esserci per gli altri ¢ sempre stato un modello
per me. Grazie Alberto per il tuo ruolo da life coach, per le chiacchierate che tra una
battuta e 1’altra vanno in profondita. Grazie per credere in me piu di me stessa.

Grazie alle mie sorelle-acquisite Tiziana e Simona. Grazie per accogliermi nei mei
momenti erranti da nomade. E per accogliermi anche nelle vostre vite da vere sorelle.

Grazie ai miei nipotini che con la loro vita mi fanno sperare in un futuro migliore.

Grazie ai miei nonni, tutti e quattro qui con me. Grazie per I’esempio di vita che sono.
Grazie per le due nonne che ho ancora la fortuna di abbracciare e con le quali confidarmi
e sentirmi amata.

Infine, grazie Mikka. Quando ci chiedono com’¢ avere una gemella non sappiamo mai
rispondere. Ma perché nessuno ha mai avuto una Mikka nella vita da prima ancora di
nascere. E inutile che lo spiego a te chi siamo. Pero grazie per mostrarmi una visione del
mondo diversa dalla mia. Grazie per scuotermi dal mio torpore e convincermi a lanciarmi
nel vuoto. Grazie per tenermi per mano sempre € comunque.

I|Pag.



Abstract
This doctoral dissertation investigates how sport organisations engage with

environmental sustainability and integrate the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) into their practices, with particular focus on the Mediterranean region,
highly vulnerable to climate change. Grounded in Transformative Learning theory within

organisational contexts, the research contributes to the sport ecology framework.

The dissertation comprises three studies. The first examines how organisations construct
sustainability narratives and how these narratives shape cultural representations in their
organisational context. The second explores concrete sustainability practices, revealing
moderate commitment, limited long-term planning, and gaps between expectations and
implementation. The third introduces a self-assessment tool designed to foster critical
reflection and Transformative Learning across individual, organisational, and societal
levels, structured around four dimensions - Environment, Social, Governance, and

Strategic Approach — with indicators and action-planning guidance.

A qualitative approach was adopted across all studies, combining semi-structured
interviews and focus groups. Data were collected from 42 participants representing 40
team sport organisations across Spain, Portugal, France, Italy, and Greece, while 18
European experts in sustainability and sports sociology contributed to the development
of the self-assessment tool. Analyses employed thematic, structural, and pattern coding

to identify key drivers, actors, and dialogue processes.

Findings highlight organisational culture, stakeholder engagement, and recognition of
environmental responsibility as key drivers, while internal resistance and limited
expertise remain barriers. Collectively, the studies offer an updated understanding of
sustainability in Mediterranean sports organisations and provide practical tools to support
cultural, strategic, and operational transformation. The self-assessment tool reframes
organisational evaluation as a reflective and educational process, facilitating SDG
integration and leveraging sport as a platform for environmental education, civic

engagement, and systemic sustainability.
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Preface

It was understood that men could
be as effective as God

in fields other than destruction.

Giono, J. (1996) L'uomo che piantava gli alberi. Salani

This poetic aphorism above underscores a profound conviction: that despite the
persistence of armed conflict, the unrestrained exploitation of natural and human
resources, the spread of violence, and a throwaway culture that discards both objects and
people, there remains within humanity a capacity to channel its creative and generative

potential in the service of others and of the planet.

This idea constitutes the conceptual foundation of my doctoral project — a vision shaped
and refined through a variety of experiences and influences that have accompanied my

academic and personal journey.

Participation in the Economy of Francesco was among the most formative experiences,
offering inspiration and theoretical grounding that significantly informed the direction of
this research. Equally influential was my involvement in the International Association
Sportmeet for a United World, particularly through my collaboration in the 2023
conference “Living Well: A Socio-Environmental Approach to Sport.” This engagement
broadened my perspective, allowing me to encounter innovative and interdisciplinary

approaches to the relationship between sport, education, and sustainability.

My interest in socio-environmental issues has deep and personal origins. Growing up in
a small coastal village — where the blue of the sea and the green of the land dominate the
landscape — I as immersed from childhood in an environment that fostered sensitivity to
beauty, nature, and community. My family’s attentiveness to environmental and social

concerns further strengthened these values.

As I matured, I became increasingly aware of the injustices and contradictions within
contemporary society. A formative moment occurred during a university orientation

session, when a professor stated: “An educator is someone who sees the world, does not
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like it, and wants to change it.” This statement crystallized my vocation and has guided
my subsequent academic and professional choices, oriented toward education as a means

of social transformation.

Throughout the past three years of doctoral research, I have been able to explore themes
of particular personal significance and to appreciate the potential of scientific inquiry as
a meaningful contribution to society. In this context, I have come to recognise the
extraordinary capacity of sport to act as a catalyst for socio-environmental change. The
aesthetic and relational dimensions inherent in physical activity — its capacity to generate
joy, cooperation, and inclusion — position sport as a powerful social phenomenon capable

of fostering both individual and collective well-being.

Accordingly, this research seeks to integrate the domains of education and sport, placing
sustainability at the centre of this intersection. The objective is to contribute concretely
to the construction of knowledge and tools that may accompany the ongoing cultural
transition toward a renewed paradigm of progress — one that embraces a truly sustainable

and human-cantered model of development.
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Introduction

The thesis presented in these pages was brought forth thanks to the collaboration of the
Catholic University in a European project: SportEYE, “Empowering Your Sport Club,
Children and Youth for the Environment in the Mediterranean Region”, co-funded by the
European Union (no. 101089862). The aim of the project was to activate and mobilise
local communities in order to implement good governance practices in sports
organisations with regard to the development of the SDGs. SportEYE also focused on the
role of sport as a tool for raising awareness of the alarming increase in the impact of the
climate crisis in the Mediterranean basin. The project started in January 2022 and ended
in September 2025. It involved six partners from five different countries in the
Mediterranean area: the International Olympic Truce Centre (Greece), the International
Centre for Sport Security Europe (Portugal), Futbol Mas Spain and Real Betis Balompié
(Spain), PLAY International (France) and the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart

(Italy).

The project comprised several phases, summarised in five principal actions. The
overarching goal was to encourage the integration of selected Sustainable Development

Goals (SDGs) into the routine activities of sports organisations.

The first action was the initial phase of the European project. It involved extensive
research on the state of the art of organisations in the Mediterranean area with regard to
environmental sustainability issues. The research was divided into two parts. The first
investigated the narratives that sports organisations generate around the theme of
sustainability. The second identified sustainability practices, such as policies, strategies

and initiatives that promote awareness and adoption of the SDGs in sports organisations.

For the second action, developed on the basis of the preliminary research results, training
was planned for managers, staff and coaches. In order to encourage the implementation
of learning in the field, a self-assessment tool was developed for use by sports
organisations. This tool aims to promote critical reflection and Transformative Learning,

with a particular focus on the environmental dimension of sustainability.

Lastly, the last two actions of the project consisted of the creation of a collaborative digital
platform and the drafting of a report with recommendations on policies for measures to

promote the effective adoption of SDGs and generate social and environmental benefits.
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This dissertation presents in detail the theoretical framework, methodology, and results
of the preliminary research phase of the European project — comprising two distinct
studies — as well as the development of the self-assessment tool, which constitutes the
third study. Collectively, these three studies are presented in the form of three scientific

papers.

To provide a coherent context for these papers, Part I outlines the theoretical and
conceptual foundations that informed the design and analysis of the research. While Part

II present the three scientific papers, which are organised as follows:

e The first study aims to explore how narratives on environmental sustainability are
constructed within sports organisations in the European Mediterranean region. It
focuses on analysing how these narratives reflect and shape cultural
representations of environmental sustainability specific to this geographical
context.

e The second study investigates the concrete approaches to environmental
sustainability taken by organisations in this geographical area. In particular,
practices considered to be in line with specific SDGs have been identified,
offering insights into how sports organisations are integrating sustainability into
their activities.

e Finally, the third study aims to develop a self-assessment tool for sustainability
strategies, exploring its potential for use in promoting critical reflection and
Transformative Learning within sports organisations. Particular attention is paid
to the environmental dimension. The tool, specially developed for sports
organisations, aims to promote 7ransformative Learning, understood as a process
of personal, organisational and cultural change, which is essential for addressing

current environmental challenges.

The first two studies offered an updated and context-specific overview of the
Mediterranean region, focusing on sports organisations’ views on environmental
sustainability and the state of their concrete commitment to practices related to the
implementation of the SDGs The findings revealed that the expectations currently placed
on sports organisations within the increasingly debated field of environmental

sustainability are not always clearly understood or operationalised.
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In light of these results, it was considered necessary to develop an ad hoc instrument to
support organisations in this initial phase of transition. Consequently, a self-assessment
tool was designed, drawing on the pedagogical framework of Transformative Learning
(Mezirow, 1997), adapted to organisational contexts. The selection of this theoretical
approach reflects an awareness of the pivotal role that Education plays in addressing the

complex global challenges confronting contemporary society.

Moreover, the project recognises that sustainability-related transformation unfolds across

multiple, interdependent levels:

e at the micro level, involving individual awareness, attitudes, and behaviours;

e at the meso level, concerning organisational culture, structures, and collective
practices; and

e at the macro level, encompassing policy frameworks, societal values, and global

commitments.

The proposed self-assessment tool aims to foster coherence and dialogue among these
levels, encouraging change that is both personally meaningful and systemically

integrated.

Lastly, Part III will present the conclusions, summarising the main findings and reflecting

on their broader implications.

The following section presents the theoretical foundations upon which the research is
built. It begins with an overview of the theories of Transformative Learning and
Organisational Learning. Finally, it explores the interconnections between sport, the
environment, and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (General Assembly,

2015), providing a review of current literature on sport ecology (McCullough et al., 2020).
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Theoretical Framework

Sustainability and Sustainable Development

Contemporary society is marked by extreme and often violent armed conflicts, which not
only result in the loss of lives but also erode prospects for a peaceful future. Social
inequalities are deepening, as poverty persists and the gap between those with limited
resources and those with abundance continues to widen; while, the natural environment,
with its diverse ecosystems and resources, is increasingly subjected to the interests of a

privileged few.

The prevailing notion of progress has often been accompanied by an insatiable desire for
consumption and accumulation. This tendency, particularly pronounced in Western
capitalist contexts, positions nature as external to humanity (Villalba, 2013), to be
exploited or dominated for personal gain. Such a perspective underscores the urgent need
to critically reconsider the concepts of development and progress within the broader

discourse on sustainability.

Development and progress have become synonymous (Chassagne, 2020). In this way,
development has taken on an anthropocentric orientation, prioritising the well-being of
the individual above broader ecological and societal considerations. For Chassagne
(2020) economic growth and human progress have overlapped. Well-being is thus
measured primarily on an economic basis, based on countries’ GDP. According to the
author, although this model was intended to improve the quality of life for all the planet's
inhabitants, it has proved to be a colossal failure, widening the gap between rich and poor
and degrading human relations and the natural environment. This system has only
exacerbated inequality (Chassagne, 2020). On this subject, not only scientists and
academics have voiced their concerns, but also prominent figures of civil society, such as
Pope Francis. With the Encyclical Letter Laudato Si (Pope Francis, 2015), he affirmed
that we were under the illusion that the market was capable of guaranteeing integral
human development and social inclusion. Instead, we have created “a kind of wasteful
and consumerist super-development that contrasts unacceptably with persistent situations

of dehumanising poverty” (Pope Francis, 2015, p.101-102).

In the name of development, we have damaged the environment and magnified social

injustice. The above economic model's failure is due to the fact that it has been reduced
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to economic growth (Gardner & Lewis 1996) at all costs, without taking into account that
“there are limits to this aspiration for infinite growth” (Chassagne, 2020). Alongside the
concepts of progress and development has emerged a culture of waste, one that treats all

entities — including human beings — as objects, subject to a logic of disposability.

According to economist Jackson (2009), we can talk about a “growth dilemma”. In
practice, the pursuit of economic growth, rather than fostering well-being, frequently
generates adverse social and environmental consequences. Resource consumption and the
associated environmental costs are having a profound impact on social well-being. It is
now clear that this type of growth is not making us happier. On the contrary, it is
contributing to the creation of dysfunctional and unbalanced societies. If we continue
down this path, more and more parts of the planet will become unsuitable for human

habitation (Harcourt, 2014).

As early as the early 1970s, attempts were made to spread the idea of limits to growth. In
the book “The Limits to Growth” (Meadows et al., 1972), authors argue that with
exponential growth we are exceeding the Earth’s carrying capacity and that this will have
serious and catastrophic consequences. Furthermore, it is well known that if the entire
human population were to maintain the consumption and waste rates of Western nations,
by 2050 two planets would not be enough to satisfy everyone (Laville, 2014). We must
now accept the evidence that it is impossible to continue growing exponentially while
maintaining ecological integrity. The emergence of the so-called green economy has
essentially legitimised the idea that nature’s role is to serve the exploitation of human
society in pursuit of quality of life — or “better living” — even if at the expense of others

and the environment (Thomson, 2011; Villalba, 2013).

However, efforts linked to the international emergence of the new concept of sustainable
development as an alternative to traditional development are unable to address the root of
the problem. In the Brundtland Report (Brundtland, 1987) — the document of the World
Commission on Environment and Development with guidelines for sustainable
development — sustainable development was defined as the ability to meet “the needs of
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs” (Brundtland, 1987). Yet true sustainability requires a radical transformation of the

global system, away from unbridled growth and consumption (Tesoriero, 2010).
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Therefore, despite its aspirations to sustainability, this development approach is currently
unable to effectively tackle the planet's major environmental and social crises. As Bullard
(2011) points out, “sustainability is circular, complex; it is about harmony, relationships
and rhythms. It is not an accounting exercise to rationalise the use of the Earth’s

resources” (pp.141-142).

All this leads us to open up to new perspectives on our cultures and ancient voices. To
change the way the world works, we need to change the way we think by empowering

these other voices to find viable solutions (Chassagne, 2020).

Indigenous cultures, unlike Western societies that often separate urban development from
the natural world and marginalize the less well-off, have largely maintained a harmonious
relationship between all elements of life. This relationship is encapsulated in Buen Vivir
(also known as Sumak or Allin Kawsay), the philosophical vision and social practice of
the indigenous peoples of South America. This paradigm is capable of guiding the

transformation of our current reality (Unceta Satrustegui, 2013).

Buen Vivir can be understood as a practical application of the concept of “integral
ecology” (Pope Francis, 2015). The aspiration of this paradigm is to achieve socio-
ecological well-being through an endogenous, bottom-up approach that places the
community at its centre, taking into account both human and environmental needs
(Chassagne, 2020). This emphasis on the community dimension is fundamental: Buen
Vivir is inherently a collective action. It cannot be achieved by isolated individuals but
requires the collaboration of all involved actors at every level (Agostino & Diibgen,

2012).

It is therefore clear that for development to be truly sustainable, a profound cultural and
cognitive shift is required — one that redefines our relationship with nature, with others,
and with ourselves. The paradigm of Buen Vivir, by promoting harmony, reciprocity and
community well-being, offers a valuable framework for rethinking sustainability beyond
economic growth. However, translating this paradigm into practice demands more than
policy change; it calls for a transformation in the way people perceive, value, and act in
the world. In this sense, Education plays a crucial role. Through transformative learning
processes, individuals and communities can develop the critical awareness and ethical

sensitivity needed to foster a culture of sustainability. The following section will therefore
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explore the role of Education in this transformative process, focusing on a pedagogical

vision explicitly oriented towards change.

Transformative learning

According to Galeotti (2020), contemporary society faces a complex set of challenges —
including economic crises, rampant individualism, extreme scientific rationalism, and the
predominance of technological, military, and commercial sectors at the expense of the
social domain — that demand innovative solutions capable of revitalising the social
imagination, which appears to be in steady decline. Increasing uncertainty about the
future, coupled with a perceived loss of agency, contributes to a widespread societal
malaise, highlighting the urgent need for alternative models that can complement or

challenge the prevailing paradigms (Galeotti, 2020).

Furthermore, as suggested in the Brundtland Report (Brundtland, 1987), It is no longer
viable to rely on compartmentalised thinking when confronting multifaceted crises; an
interdisciplinary response is essential. These crises are not in fact manifold (e.g.
environmental, energy or development crises), but rather a single, large global crisis. It is

therefore necessary to adopt a holistic view using ecological thinking (Sterling, 2001).

According to (UNESCO, 2017), Education is the most appropriate tool for addressing
future challenges. It allows us to learn and unlearn values, skills and knowledge, adopting
and adapting new paradigms. Starting from reflection on behaviours and actions, it

becomes a catalyst for innovation and social change (Huang et al., 2024).

Within the current context, education emerges as a key mechanism for fostering both
individual and collective responsibility and transformative capacity through processes of
awareness-raising (Galeotti, 2020). In this way, as noted by Borghi (1963) and Federighi
(2018), educational tools enable individuals to become active agents in transforming the

conditions of need that impede aspirations for change.

Ozomadu & Edeoga (2024) argue that the transformative potential of Education lies in
the opportunity to forge a more equitable and resilient reality for future generations.
Transformation, change and Education are so intertwined that it is possible to say that to

learn is to change, and to change is to learn (Sterling, 2001).
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The theory of Transformative Learning (Mezirow, 1997, 2009) is a pedagogical approach
that places particular emphasis on the critical dimension of learning processes. It aims to
activate processes of reflection in individuals on their own ways of thinking, acting and
feeling. As Mezirow (1997) points out, independent and responsible thinking is essential
for the full exercise of democratic citizenship and moral decision-making. Transformative
Learning is therefore an educational approach that can respond to the needs of our society

and, at the same time, is considered a necessity for the survival of people, the planet and

future generations (UNESCO, 2022, para 9).

This type of learning extends beyond the mere acquisition of knowledge or behavioural
change, encompassing shifts in individuals’ epistemological frameworks (Bostrom et al.,
2018). Central to this process is interpretation, which enables learners to assign new
meaning to their experiences and use these insights to guide future actions (Mezirow,
2000). Consequently, reflection functions as a transformative force (Galeotti, 2020) often
initiated by a disorienting dilemma — a problem, challenge, or unexpected event — that
prompts critical examination of one’s existing value system. Transformative Learning,
therefore, represents a process through which individuals can reassess and potentially
transform value systems that are deemed problematic (Mezirow, 1997, 2009). As
O’Sullivan et al. (2002) note, this transformation not only reshapes self-understanding
and one’s role within society but also expands perceptions of the possibilities for

meaningful change.

According to Dewey (1910), deliberate reflection guides the subject towards possible
courses of action, helping them to identify possible consequences and evaluate the
validity of the proposed solution to the initial situation. For the author, inquiry and
reflective thinking are nothing more than research and learning, where experience is the

starting point and destination of the process.

Reflection serves as the link between the individual and the external context, transforming
initial states of uncertainty and ambiguity into clarity and resolution (Dewey, 1910). In
this way, Transformative Learning generates internal change within the individual while
simultaneously influencing the surrounding context through the reflective process
(Dewey, 1910). In other words, there is a dynamic co-determination between context and

action (Rivoltella & Rossi, 2017), with reflection functioning as a form of
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experimentation. Action thus becomes both a pursuit of change and an exploration of the

conditions within which it occurs (Schon, 1983).

In Freire’s view (1970), the reflective action advocated by Transformative Learning is
nothing more than a process of awareness. Furthermore, according to the Brazilian
scholar, this educational model is emancipatory and liberating on both a personal and
social level. In fact, he believes that it is a process in which there is a dynamic union
between action and critical reflection (praxis). Freire believes that Education according
to praxis leads us to critically understand the world (reflection) then actively change it

(action).

It is considered important to emphasise these issues because Education needs to address
the conflicting aspects of sustainable development — such as power, inequality, economic
interests, resistance to change and social anxieties — in order to steer society in a truly

sustainable direction (Bostrom et al., 2018).

In recent decades, some authors have sought to combine this pedagogical model with the
theme of sustainability, especially environmental sustainability. Among the different
perspectives (Greenwood, 2009; Lotz-Sisitka, 2015; McKenzie et al., 2009; Mukute &
Lotz-Sisitka, 2012; O’Donoghue et al., 2007). This is social transformative learning for
socio-ecological sustainability, which combines concern for people and the planet with
the critical reflection promoted by Transformative Learning. 1t is therefore emphasised
that the interconnection between people is influenced and strengthened by external

factors. This configuration forms a network that supports learning.

More broadly, Education for Sustainability constitutes an educational process grounded
in a transformative commitment, offering a holistic approach that extends beyond the
conventions of traditional learning (Ozomadu & Edeoga, 2024). This pedagogical
approach seeks to equip individuals to act as agents of change by fostering a deep
understanding of the interconnections among economic, social, and environmental
systems (Ozomadu & Edeoga, 2024). Moreover, as Huang and colleagues (2024) note,
cultivating holistic positive values supports the development of skills and leadership

necessary for contributing to a more sustainable global community.
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In conclusion, education plays a central role in promoting change through transformative
processes that require adopting a broad, integrated, and holistic perspective on reality.
Environmental challenges, in particular, are not the sole concern of the natural sciences;
rather, as highlighted in Scientists’ Warnings (Reid et al., 2021), addressing them
necessitates the active engagement of society as a whole and the contribution of multiple

disciplinary perspectives, including the social sciences (Montefalcone et al., 2025).

Organisational Learning

Having understood the central role of Education in triggering processes of change, it is
crucial to examine the organizational context and the specific conditions conducive to
Transformative Learning. These aspects have been the subject of extensive analysis in
scholarly literature. Firstly, it is necessary to clarify some key concepts that allow us to
fully understand the logical link between Transformative Learning and Organisational

Learning.

Organisational learning can be defined as a process through which organisational change
in mental models, rules, processes or knowledge takes place, where performance is
maintained or even improved (Argyris & Schon, 1997; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Chiva et
al., 2014). In other words, the heart of Organisational Learning is nothing more than the
production of new knowledge (Argote et al., 2021). In fact, this process allows new ways
of thinking and understanding reality to be developed, producing new organisational
knowledge (Argyris & Schon, 1997). This then translates into cognitive or behavioural
change (Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011).

It is important to emphasise that Organisational Learning is not merely the aggregate of
individual learning within an organisation (Fiol & Lyles, 1985). As Fiol and Lyles (1985)
note, while the members of an organisation may change over time, enduring elements
such as behaviours, norms, values, and visions persist. Hedberg (1981, p.9) further
observes that “organisations have cognitive systems and memories, not brains,”
highlighting that, although individuals possess their own personalities, beliefs, and habits,
organisations can cultivate their own collective visions and ideologies. Consequently, for
learning to be genuinely organisational, new knowledge must be embedded within the
organisation’s shared cultural heritage. This integration can manifest in routines,

practices, or standardised procedures, ensuring that knowledge remains accessible and
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influential within the organisation even after the departure of the individuals who initially

introduced it (Argote et al., 2021).

Learning Organisation

To understand the relationship between learning and organisation, it is first necessary to
specify a few aspects. There are three main distinctions that characterise different types
of Education. Formal Education, which has an organised structure, is generally provided
by an institution and issues a certificate (e.g. school). Non-formal Education is also
organised, provided by an institution, but does not issue a certificate (e.g. sports
organisation). Both are intentional acts from the learner's point of view. Finally, informal
Education is unstructured and is mainly the result of learning acquired through life
experiences at work, with family or in leisure time. It is primarily causal and therefore

unintentional (Amadini, 2018).

All these different types of Education may occur in organisations’ context as well. As
suggested by (Rogers, 2014),formal, non-formal and informal learning “can be seen in
terms of a continuum. Different but parallel continua can be constructed to represent the
several dimensions of Education, such as control, structure of learning, access, intention,

accreditation and quality assurance” (Rogers, 2014, p.21).

In the context of Adult Education, learning is understood to occur primarily through
experiences — that is, the activities, actions, and operations in which individuals
participate (Torlone, 2021). According to Torlone (2021), acting with an educational
intent within organisations entails that the organisation itself establishes the contextual
factors and conditions that guide learning outcomes. Intention, in this sense, leaves
nothing to chance or mere informality; organisations are called upon to create
environments that facilitate understanding, foster learning, and support the development

of new behaviours.

Vicari (2008) introduces the concept of knowledge containers, defined as subsets in which
knowledge is stored and which enable organisations to perform their functions effectively.
Table 1 illustrates the knowledge containers identifiable within organisations. These
containers represent spaces, dynamics, or resources where learning — both intentional and

unintentional — can occur.
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Table 1 — Knowledge containers. [Vicari, 2008, p.57]

Organisational

Physical capital Routines Individuals Relationships
structures
. Organisational Management . . Horizontal, within
Machines £a & Individual skills o
architecture methods the organisation
.. . Vertical, with
. . Decision-making Personal
Equipment Work organisation . customers,
methods experience . .
suppliers, financiers
. . Lateral, with
. Incentive and Management Managerial ’
Materials . . partners and
evaluation systems  practices knowledge .
competitors
. Extensive, with the
. . Specific .
Information Control and Operating technological local, national and
systems reporting systems rocedures international
Y p g8y p . knowledge .
community
. Operatin Specific market
Software Quality systems perdting P
practices knowledge
Culture, norms and General personal
Patents .
codified values knowledge

The result of these statements is the central concept that Organisational Learning takes
place in a given context (Glynn et al., 1994) and is a process that continues over time

(Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011).

The nature of the context is essential in promoting or hindering educational processes.
The structure, culture and identity of the organisation are internal characteristics that
influence these processes. At the same time, other aspects belonging to the external
context also interact with learning. The context can be active or latent and can facilitate

or hinder learning (Argote et al., 2021; Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011).

According to Senge (1990), “a learning organisation is a place where people are
continually discovering how they create reality and how they can change it”. Federighi
and colleagues (2012) emphasises this concept, also making explicit the responsibility of
organisations not to impose their own vision in absolute terms. Instead, they must allow
their members to feel morally consistent and in tune with what they do in the

organisational context and what they believe in as individuals (Federighi et al., 2012).
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Furthermore Senge (1990) reiterates that Organisational Learning requires cultural

change and adds that it also changes the most basic management practices.

Organisational Development and Change

A very common synonym for Organisational Learning in the literature is Organisational
Development (Argyris, 1993; Bennis, 1969; Kanter, 2006; Lippitt et al., 1958; Vaill,
1996). This is defined as “a response to change, a complex educational strategy intended
to change the beliefs, attitudes, values, and structure of organisations so that they can
better adapt” to new challenges (Bennis, 1969). It is essentially a systematic commitment
to change for the transformation of the organisation through knowledge and skills related

to behavioural sciences (Beckhard, 1969).

According to Anderson & Anderson (2010), radical organisational change — which
involves profound transformation — is among the most complex types of change. Such
change entails a transition from one state to another, requiring shifts in organisational
culture, behaviour, and mindset. For this transformation to be effective, it must be

sustainable over time.

Change is increasingly recognised as an integral aspect of organisational life. The long-
term sustainability and success of an organisation depend on its capacity to adapt, evolve,
and transform in response to internal and external pressures (Rothwell et al., 2015).
Transformation is understood as “a change that alters an entire organisation, including
strategy, structure, core processes, power distribution, control systems, culture, and

people’s work” (Cady & Hardalupas, 1999, ¢).

A particularly notable aspect of Organisational Development is its emphasis on
participation. Organisational members are encouraged to play an active role in assessing
the current state of the organisation and in planning future improvements, thereby

fostering a collective commitment to change (Rothwell et al., 2009).

Environmental Crisis and the Mediterranean Region

According to the scientific community, climate change is the cause of considerable
damage on human beings’ health and life, as well as terrestrial, freshwater, costal and
open ocean ecosystems (IPCC, 2023). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s

(IPCC) report of 2023, shows that there is a strong agreement among researchers all over
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the world on how the environmental crisis affected people on their physical and mental
health. In the report it is illustrated, with high confidence, how the climate contributes to
humanitarian crises, enhancing the vulnerability of the already fragile conditions.
Moreover, the irreversible change that is affecting some ecosystems has an impact on

hydrological stability.

Narrowing the focus from the global scale to the Mediterranean region, historical data
and future climate models suggest a significant vulnerability (Anav et al., 2024; Giorgi &
Gutowski, 2015; Tuel & Eltahir, 2020). The uniqueness of its geography may result in
hydrogeological hazards — including heavy rainfall, landslides, and flash floods —
alongside coastal threats such as sea level rise and marine heatwaves. These risks are
further intensified by human activities, particularly urbanisation in flood-prone coastal

zones (Anav et al., 2024).

According to the MedECC'’s report (2020), the region is warming faster than the global
average, with projections of summer rainfall reductions between 10-30% in several areas,
intensifying water scarcity, desertification, and agricultural decline. Moreover, the
Mediterranean Sea level has risen by 6 cm over the past 20 years, with this trend expected
to accelerate regionally. These climatic changes significantly threaten natural ecosystems
(Ciais et al., 2005; Pages et al., 2020; Reale et al., 2022; Richon et al., 2019) and the
wellbeing of millions exposed to worsening heatwaves and chronic water stress (Michetti

et al., 2022).

Flash floods are increasingly frequent in southern European countries, notably Italy,
France, and Spain, largely due to urban expansion and intensified surface sealing
(MedECC, 2020). Additionally, extreme meteorological, hydrological, and agricultural
droughts are projected to become five to ten times more frequent across many sub-
regions. While national governments play a vital role in climate mitigation and
adaptation, effective responses often hinge on local-level actions, including early warning
systems, improved infrastructure, community education, and enhanced healthcare
services, which are critical for resilience in this highly vulnerable region (MedECC,

2020).

Addressing these challenges requires not only structural reforms but also significant

cultural and social transformations, as emphasised by the European Commission (2020),
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Ramieri and colleagues (2018), UNEP/MAP (2016) and, UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu
(2020). Culture is a key determinant in the success of adaptation policies in the
Mediterranean (MedECC, 2020), while behavioural change across multiple sectors is
essential to meet climate goals (Cramer et al., 2018). In this context, sport emerges as a

vital sector for fostering sustainable development and behavioural shifts.
The Sport Sector and the Environment

Sport Ecology

Climate change is affecting every domain of our lives, and as the United Nations
Environment Program (UNEP, 2022) pointedly observe: “if the natural environment is
not conducive to life, then it will be even less so to sport, physical activity, and recreation”
(p-317). In the UNEP Handbook (UNEP 2022) it is recognised that sport depends on the
environment. While outdoor settings clearly illustrate this connection, all forms of
sporting disciplines are, in some way, linked to the natural world. Whether through the
quality of air and water that affects athletes’ health, or through the reliance on natural
resources to produce sporting equipment, “the entire sport sector is dependent on the
natural environment, to varying extents” (UNEP, 2022, p.23). In conclusion, as
McCullough and Kellison (2017) suggest, the sport sector is closely tied to environmental

issues and significantly influences the economy and society.

A growing body of research shows how climate change negatively affects sport
participation and physical activity behaviours (Maloney and Forbes, 2011; Obradovich
and Fowler, 2017; Rung et al., 2011; Saneinejad et al., 2012). Examples include studies
demonstrating the health risks associated with air pollution (Salonen et al., 2020), as well
as research examining the role of extreme weather in determining the outcome — or even

the survival — of mountaineers (Matthews et al., 2022; Szymczak et al., 2021).

At the same time, the sport industry contributes to environmental degradation through its
various activities and practices. According to Lim and Park (2023), “sports have the
potential to seriously damage the natural environment in many ways; [...] if sports
threaten the environment, the environment will threaten sports in turn”. In addition, they
categorised pollution caused by sport in three group: sports activities, traveling to sports

activities, and construction and maintenance of sports facilities.
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The environmental impact associated with spectator travel to sporting events has grown
in recent years, resulting in increased CO: emissions (Dosumu et al., 2017; Triantafyllidis,
2018; Triantafyllidis et al., 2018). Sport facilities often are responsible for deforestation,
loss of natural habitats, and water and soil pollution (Campillo-Sanchez et al., 2025). Big
sport events have a significant impact on the environment and society that could be both
positive and negative. A notable example of this harmful effect is the 2016 Olympic
Games in Rio de Janeiro, resulting in the degradation and loss of protected areas (Cerezo-
Esteve et al., 2022; Gaffney, 2013; Shokri et al., 2013; Vilani & Machado, 2015). Another
case, where the impact of the sport event was not entirely positive, is the 2008 Beijing
Summer Olympics, during which reductions in certain pollutants were recorded.
Unfortunately, after the conclusion of the Games, pollution levels returned to their
previous state (Cai & Xie, 2011; Cerezo-Esteve et al., 2022; Shen et al., 2011; Zhang et
al., 2016). In conclusion, while sport is deeply dependent on the natural world, it also
contributes to its degradation (Daddi et al., 2024; McCullough et al., 2022). It is inevitable
for sport to relies on the use and exploitation of natural resources. However, so far, the
environmental consequences have been legitimating capitalistic ideology (Lim & Park,

2023).

Othe other hand, numerous research has also demonstrated the positive role that sport
sector can play in both climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies (Bernard,
2019; Bernard et al., 2021). In the past decade, the sport industry has increasingly adopted
environmentally sustainable practices. For instance, environmental sustainability is now
a main focus also in big sport events, such as the Olympic and Paralympic Games
(Organising Committee for the Olympic and Paralympic Games Paris 2024, 2025).
Nowadays, different typologies of sport organisations are promoting eco-initiatives
(Wall-Tweedie & Nguyen, 2018), while athletes engage in environmental advocacy
(Pfahl, 2013) and fans are sensitised to pro-environmental messaging aimed at

encouraging sustainable behaviours (Casper et al., 2014).

The mutual influence between the sport and the natural environment, that emerges from
the literature, is the core concern of sport ecology research, a growing field of study that
examines the relationships between the sport sector and the environment (McCullough et

al., 2020). This emerging discipline has emerged starting with the exploration of the
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impacts of climate change on the sport industry (Dingle & Stewart, 2018; Orr & Inoue,
2019) and the behaviours of sport people (Orr & Schneider, 2018).

Sport’s impact extends far beyond stadiums and arenas, influencing public attitudes and
behaviours at local, national, and global levels (Cameron, 2004; McCullough et al., 2022).
Considering sport’s global impact and its significant presence in both physical and
cultural context, it holds a unique capacity to promote understanding and trigger proactive
measures regarding environmental and social issues (Casper et al., 2020). At the same
time, stakeholders — including fans, athletes, staft, and sponsors — play a central role in
shaping expectations (Daddi et al., 2024; Testa et al., 2018). They increasingly expect
sport organisations to allocate resources and efforts toward addressing social and
environmental challenges. By consequence, sport organisations are starting to implement
environmental impact assessments, to adopt sustainability policies, to promote social
inclusion, and to fulfil educational roles through their activities (Dimitropoulos et al.,
2025). Proactive measures across social, environmental, and economic domains can
enhance societal well-being and mitigate environmental challenges; sport organisations

should therefore integrate them into their strategies (Singh et al., 2025).

Sport is particularly well-suited to promote environmental sustainability among diverse
communities due to its broad scale and wide-reaching influence. Thanks to this power to
engage the masses, the sport sector became a strategic ally in the fight for environmental
sustainability. As a driver of change, sports organisations can collaborate to “adapt their
games for a greener future” (UNEP, 2022, p.4), assuming a leadership role in promoting
sustainable practices (Sartore-Baldwin and Mccullough, 2018). This entails the
implementation of internal environmental policies, active engagement in public advocacy

and policy dialogues with governments and other decision-makers (UNEP, 2022).

Sport organisations are called upon to adopt a long-term, holistic perspective, thereby
positioning themselves as key agents of environmental change (Kellison and
McCullough, 2016; McCullough et al., 2020). Moreover, sport possesses the unique
ability to inspire, engage, and shape global trends (UNEP, 2022). Particularly in the
context of the current climate emergency, urgent action is required to reconcile human

activities with the preservation of ecosystems, and sport is no exception. As noted by
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UNEP (2022) sport can play a key role in fostering harmony between humans and nature

by promoting behaviours and practices that support this balance.

United Nation 2030 Agenda and Sport’s Role in Promoting SDGs

In 1992, scholars around the globe issued a call for urgent measure against the soaring
environmental crisis (Union of Concerned Scientists, 1992). A second warning to
humanity followed in 2017 (Ripple et al., 2017). Nowadays sustainability is still an urgent
need despite these calls for actions (Montefalcone et al., 2025). There is consensus within
the scientific community that time is a critical factor, we cannot afford any additional
delays (IPCC, 2023). If we fail to act now, we risk reaching ecological limits that could
lead to irreversible harm; thus, we are urged to turn our “utopian ideals into concrete

realities” (Montefalcone et al., 2025).

The United Nations Millennium Development Goals first, and the United Nation (UN)
2030 Agenda (General Assembly, 2015) later, are the attempt of the international
community to respond to and address these issues. Adopted as a global framework to
confront the intensifying socio-environmental challenges (General Assembly, 2015), the
UN 2030 Agenda acknowledges sport as an important driver of sustainable development.
It contributes to peace, tolerance, respect, and the empowerment of women, young people,
and communities, as well as to the promotion of health, education, and social inclusion
(Council of the European Union, 2021; General Assembly, 2015). According to
McCullough and colleagues (2022) “all sport organisations can leverage their social
platform, reach, and ability to bring people together and promote the common good,

including environmental, social, and economic sustainability” (p.4-5).
As stated by the General Assembly (2015, p.10):

Sport holds unique cultural, social, and economic power. It is not only a massive
global industry but also a deeply rooted part of community life. Its capacity to
influence is vast, and therefore, its potential as a driver of sustainability is equally
significant. Sport’s alignment with the SDGs further reinforces its importance. The
United Nations General Assembly has officially recognised that sport contributes

meaningfully to advancing sustainable development.
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The Council of the European Union (2021) similarly affirms that the sport sector
contribute economically — by fostering job creation, tourism, and growth — and
environmentally — by serving as a high-visibility platform for advocating environmental
sustainability. The alignment of sport federations and organizations with the SDGs should
extend beyond internal operational practices to encompass interactions with stakeholders
and contributions to the wider community (Giulianotti et al., 2018; McCullough et al.,

2022).

Moreover, sport holds significant potential as a driver of environmental stewardship and
sustainability. Beyond fostering awareness of natural resource conservation, sporting
activities and events can actively promote eco-friendly practices, including sustainable
transportation and resource management, highlighting the capacity of sport to serve as a

transformative force for environmental protection (Campillo-Sanchez et al., 2025).

Conversely, as argued by Montefalcone and colleagues (2025), the progress toward
achieving the 17 SDGs by 2030 remains severely off track. Evidence indicates that, under
current trends, the SDGs will not be achieved by 2050; therefore, extending the deadline
by ten or twenty years offers no credible solution. The initiatives implemented by sports
organisations to respond to the climate crisis remain sporadic and insufficient (Annesi et
al., 2023; McCullough & Kellison, 2017). The lack of environmental indicators, strategic
climate plans and systematic references to the SDGs (in particular SDGs 6, 7, 11, 12, 13,
14, 15) is a significant gap in sports governance (Annesi et al., 2023; Glibo et al., 2022;
McCullough et al., 2022). In conclusion, it is no longer a matter of establishing sport’s
capacity to contribute to the UN 2030 Agenda, but of identifying strategies to fully
leverage and amplify the efficacy and scope of its initiatives (Baena-Morales et al., 2021;
Campillo-Sanchez et al., 2025; Mahindru et al., 2023). Sport organisations and sports
ecosystem play a key role in this process (Campillo-Sanchez et al., 2025).

Research Gaps

Despite the increasing recognition of sport’s potential to contribute to sustainable
development and environmental goals (Dai & Menhas, 2020; Morgan et al., 2021), there
remains a significant gap in academic research regarding how sport organisations
specifically engage with sustainability practices, especially in the Mediterranean region

(Annesi et al., 2023; Cury et al., 2023). Given the Mediterranean region’s status as a
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climate change hotspot (Ali et al., 2023; Montefalcone et al., 2025), understanding the
environmental sustainability narratives and practices of sport organisations here is both
timely and critical. Investigating the current practices and challenges faced by these
organisations can inform more effective strategies for promoting sustainability within

sport, tailored to regional needs and priorities.

The existing body of literature suggests that numerous sport organisations adopt informal,
inconsistent, and largely self-regulated practices in addressing environmental
sustainability, with minimal integration into their overall management frameworks (Book
& Carlsson, 2011; Chard & Mallen, 2013; Cury et al.,, 2023; Geeraert, 2016).
Furthermore, researchers have yet to thoroughly examine how sport organisations
actively implement sustainability initiatives aligned with the SDGs. (Glibo et al., 2022).
This limited and unsystematic engagement presents a challenge to advancing
sustainability within the sector and for leveraging sport’s social influence toward broader

climate action.

Identifying the starting point for sport organisations on this journey and understanding
how sustainability narratives are interpreted within the sport context, has been considered
pivotal in this research. With an innovative and novel approach, the first study examines
the cultural representations of sport organisations regarding environmental sustainability
in the Mediterranean region. By focusing on the starting point for sports organisations in
their sustainability journey, this study provides insights that can help shape future

strategies for embedding sustainability within the sport sector.

At the same time, although a growing body of research has examined the relationship
between sport and ecology, studies that specifically address the connection between
sports organisations’ internal practices and the implementation of SDGs remain scarce
(Cury et al., 2023). The second study aims to fill this research gap by exploring the
sustainability commitments and practical measures adopted by sport organisations across
European Mediterranean countries. By documenting and analysing the implementation of
the SDGs through the collection of practices, the study seeks to offer insights that can
serve as a foundation for future studies and policy development, ultimately promoting a

culture of sustainability within the sports sector.
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Moreover, existing literature highlights a gap in understanding organisational learning
processes and the long-term cultural transformation of sports institutions; (Moran-Gamez
et al., 2024; Trail & McCullough, 2020). As a result, there is a marked absence of an
educational and systemic approach that frames sport not merely as an instrument for
sustainability promotion, but as a dynamic space for critical reflection, participatory

learning, and organisational change.

By integrating the principles of Transformative Learning theory (Mezirow, 1997, 2009)
with the conceptual framework of sport ecology (McCullough et al., 2020) The third study
thus contributes to reimagining sports organisations as learning-oriented systems capable
of driving cultural and structural change toward sustainability within and beyond their

institutional boundaries.
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Abstract

Purpose. This study aims to explore how environmental sustainability narratives are
developed within the context of sports organisations in the European Mediterranean
Region. The analysis of the narratives examines the cultural representations of sports
organisations with regard to environmental sustainability in the European

Mediterranean region.

Methodology. A qualitative methodology was deemed the most effective approach. This
method was chosen to focus on the narratives of sports organisations to obtain a
comprehensive understanding of emerging trends, common challenges, and prevailing
beliefs in the field of environmental sustainability. Data were collected from 40 team
sport organisations through individual interviews with 42 participants from Spain,

Portugal, France, Italy and Greece.

Findings. First, the study provided a deeper understanding of what environmental
sustainability means to sport organisations. It then identified their drivers, along with the
key actors involved. At the same time, it examined the types of dialogue initiated with

stakeholders across the broader sports ecosystem.

Originality. This study contributes to the literature by offering a nuanced understanding
of the diverse interpretations of sustainability within the sport sector. While sports
organisations are beginning to acknowledge their environmental responsibilities,
significant cultural and practical barriers continue to hinder the widespread adoption of
sustainable practices. The main challenge lies in overcoming internal resistance and

fostering an organisational culture that supports sustainable transformation.

Keywords: Sport Ecology, Sports Organisations, Environmental Sustainability,

Sustainability Discourses, Discourse Studies, Narrative Analysis, Mediterranean Region.
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1. Introduction

More than 30 years ago, the scientific community issued the first call for urgent measures
to combat the escalating environmental crises (Union of Concerned Scientists, 1992),
followed in 2017 by a second warning to humanity (Ripple et al., 2017). Despite these
urgent calls for action, today we still face the same issues, and sustainability remains a
pressing necessity (Montefalcone et al., 2025). It is well established in the scientific
community that, if we do not take action now, we may hit ecological limits that cause
permanent damage; therefore, we are called to transform “utopian ideals into tangible
realities” (Montefalcone et al., 2025) and to pursue a more harmonious relationship
between humans and the environment — that is, a future in which human flourishing

occurs in balance with a regenerated Earth (Lent, 2024).

The international community has attempted to respond to and address these issues through
the adoption of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals, followed by the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). However, concrete progress toward achieving
the 17 SDGs by 2030 remains severely off track. In fact, as Montefalcone and colleagues
(2025) suggest, current trends indicate that none of the SDGs will be met even by 2050;

therefore, postponing the deadline by ten or twenty years is not a plausible solution.

Since the environmental issues encompass every domain of our existence, they are not
solely the concern of biologists. Therefore, they rely on contributions from various fields,
including the humanities, arts, social sciences and wider society (Reid et al., 2021). Sport,
with its inherently interdisciplinary nature, represents a valuable platform for advancing

the discussion on environmental issues.

This paper aims to explore how sports organisations in the European Mediterranean
Region construct and communicate environmental sustainability narratives, offering
insight into their cultural representations and initial positioning within the broader
sustainability transition. This study provides a novel and culturally sensitive perspective
on the intersection between sport, ecology, and education. The focus on a region
characterised by both environmental vulnerability and rich socio-cultural complexity
enhances the originality and relevance of the research. Intended for scholars,
policymakers, and practitioners in the fields of sport management, sustainability, and

environmental education, this study offers a foundation for tailored interventions and
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strategic planning. It also contributes to the ongoing academic debate on the integration
of sustainability in sport by offering a foundation for applying transformative learning

frameworks (Mezirow, 1997) in organisational contexts.

2. Literature review

2.1. Framing within Sport Ecology Research

As human beings, we are an integral part of the ecosystems in which we live, meaning
we are involved in a vital, reciprocal relationship with our environment. Any relationship
implies interaction between two or more entities, where each influence and is influenced
by the other. This bidirectional dynamic is also evident in the context of sport, a
fundamentally human activity that both affects and is affected by the natural environment

(McCullough et al., 2020).

This mutual influence is the core concern of sport ecology research, a growing field of
study that examines the relationships between the sport sector and the environment
(McCullough et al., 2020). Within this framework, the current global climate crisis
presents immense challenges, not only to humanity at large but also to the future of sport
itself. Climate change is already affecting access to fundamental resources such as clean
water and food (IPCC, 2022), and as UNEP (2022) pointedly observe: “if the natural
environment is not conducive to life, then it will be even less so to sport, physical activity,

and recreation” (p. 317).

Sport depends intensely on the environment — not just for outdoor settings, but across all
forms of physical activity. Whether direct or indirect, the connection to nature is
inescapable. Natural resources are needed to produce sporting goods, clean air and water
are necessary for athletes’ health, and favourable environmental conditions are crucial for
both amateur and professional participation (UNEP, 2022). As such, “the entire sport

sector is dependent on the natural environment, to varying extents” (UNEP, 2022, p. 23).

A growing body of research shows how climate change negatively affects sport
participation and physical activity behaviours (Maloney and Forbes, 2011; Obradovich
and Fowler, 2017; Rung et al., 2011; Saneinejad et al., 2012). From heightened health

risks caused by air pollution (Salonen et al., 2020) to the role of extreme weather in
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determining the outcome — or even the survival — of mountaineers (Matthews et al., 2022;

Szymczak et al., 2021), the influence of environmental conditions on sport is profound.

At the same time, studies have also demonstrated the positive role that physical activity
can play in both climate change adaptation and mitigation strategies (Bernard, 2019;
Bernard et al., 2021). This reinforces the fundamental premise of sport ecology: there is
a bidirectional relationship between sport and the environment. While sport is deeply
dependent on the natural world, it also contributes to its degradation (Daddi et al., 2024;
McCullough et al., 2022). Therefore, understanding and addressing this mutual influence

is crucial.

2.2. The Role of Sports Organisations in the Sport—-Environment Relationship

Given the extent of this interdependence, sports organisations should reevaluate their role
and embrace a more sustainable and ecologically responsible approach. By adopting a
long-term, holistic perspective, sports organisations can emerge as key agents of
environmental change (Kellison and McCullough, 2016; McCullough et al., 2020).
Especially in today’s climate emergency, immediate action is necessary to strike a balance
between human activities and ecosystem preservation — and sport is no exception. As
UNEP (2022) affirms, harmony between humans and nature can be fostered by sport,

which helps normalise behaviours and practices that support this balance.

Sport holds unique cultural, social, and economic power. It is not only a massive global
industry but also a deeply rooted part of community life. Its capacity to influence is vast,
and therefore, its potential as a driver of sustainability is equally significant. Sport’s
alignment with the SDGs further reinforces its importance. The United Nations General
Assembly has officially recognised that sport contributes meaningfully to advancing

sustainable development (General Assembly, 2015).

Sport is particularly well-suited to promote environmental sustainability among diverse
communities due to its broad scale and wide-reaching influence. Sports engage billions
of people worldwide: cycling is practised by 2 billion people, football by 265 million
(UNEP, 2022), and 83% of people aged 16 to 64 watch at least one sport on TV (Global

Web Index, 2019). The sports market has grown significantly in recent years and,
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according to data, it is expected to grow from approximately €430.00 billion in 2024 to
€450.00 billion in 2025 (The Business Research Company, 2025). The physical space
occupied by sports is also massive—there are 5,735 football stadiums globally (The
Sporting Blog, 2023). In addition, the total length of ski runs worldwide exceeds 60,000
kilometres, which is approximately one and a half times the Earth's equatorial

circumference (Skiresort.info, 2025).

Given sport’s global reach and significant presence in both physical and cultural spaces,
it holds a unique capacity to drive awareness and action on environmental and social
issues (Casper et al., 2020). This widespread influence, coupled with the growing
economic contribution of the sport and leisure industry, has led to rising expectations
from stakeholders—including fans, players, staff, and sponsors (Daddi et al., 2024; Testa
et al., 2018). Increasingly, these stakeholders expect sport organisations to allocate
resources and efforts toward addressing social and environmental challenges. This
includes implementing environmental impact assessments, adopting sustainability
policies, promoting social inclusion, and fulfilling educational roles through their
activities (Dimitropoulos et al., 2025). Finally, to ensure profitability, enhance societal
well-being, and address environmental challenges, sports organisations need to take
proactive measures across social, environmental, and economic domains (Singh et al.,

2025).

In its conclusion UNEP (2022), emphasises that sport possesses the unique ability to
inspire, engage, and shape global trends. Its unmatched capacity to foster connection,
build community, and cultivate culture through shared moments of achievement and
success sets it apart. Sport’s impact extends far beyond stadiums and arenas, influencing
public attitudes and behaviours at local, national, and global levels (Cameron, 2004;

McCullough et al., 2022).

This power to engage the masses makes sport not only a potential but a necessary ally in
the fight for environmental sustainability. As a driver of change, sports organisations can
collaborate to “adapt their games for a greener future” (UNEP, 2022, p.4), assuming a
leadership role in promoting sustainable practices (Sartore-Baldwin and Mccullough,

2018). This involves not only implementing internal environmental policies but also
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actively participating in public advocacy and policy discussions with governments and

decision-makers (UNEP, 2022).

2.3. Justification for the Research

The growing climate crisis presents a clear challenge to both the sports industry and the
natural environment on which it depends. It is necessary for sports organisations to
understand the bidirectional relationship between sport and the environment and to act
swiftly in adopting sustainable practices. Recognising their educational role in promoting
environmental sustainability, they can be key actors in encouraging a cultural change in

society.

This study seeks to identify the starting point for sports organisations on this journey and
how sustainability narratives are interpreted within the sport context. With an innovative
and novel approach, this study examines the cultural representations of sport
organisations regarding environmental sustainability, in a geographic area that has been
relatively unexplored in the existing literature: the European Mediterranean Region. By
focusing on the starting point for sports organisations in their sustainability journey, this
study fills a critical gap. It provides insights that can help shape future strategies for

embedding sustainability within the cultural fabric of sports organisations.

Furthermore, it is worth noting that the majority of studies on sport and ecology primarily
focus on North American contexts (Cury et al., 2023). There is, therefore, a substantial
need for a broader, more heterogeneous viewpoint that can encompass the vast diversity
of cultures and ecosystems worldwide. This study’s focus on the European Mediterranean
countries addresses this need. In fact, the uniqueness of the Mediterranean countries

requires special attention.

The Mediterranean Region is the basin of remarkable biological diversity and socio-
cultural richness (Ali et al., 2023), all of which are considered to be in great danger due
to climate change and human activity. Situated at the intersection of three continents, the
Mediterranean Region stands out for its distinct historical, geographical, natural, and

cultural characteristics (Lange et al., 2020).

43 |Pag.



This region is already witnessing several climatic issues and is expected to encounter even
more in the future. Cramer and colleagues. (2018) demonstrated that the Mediterranean
Basin is likely to experience climate and environmental changes — both in intensity and

pace — that surpass the global average, both currently and in the near future.

As reported by the Community4Tourism (2024), countries such as Spain are suffering the
driest conditions in over 1,000 years. At the same time, although precipitation is expected
to decrease, extreme rainfall events are projected to become more intense across much of
the region. Consequently, the socio-economic and environmental impacts of flooding
should be considered in conjunction with those caused by water scarcity (Tramblay and

Somot, 2018).

Focusing on this region is therefore of significant value, as it aims to offer support in the
effort to tackle climate change in a vulnerable area. Specifically, this research focuses on
the European Mediterranean Region, comprising Spain, Portugal, France, Italy, and
Greece. The decision to restrict the field to these European Mediterranean countries was
dictated by the need to focus on an area with similarities in terms of geography, climate
issues, culture and sporting systems. However, even within the relatively homogeneous
context, the significant roles of different natural environments became evident. For
example, sports clubs and facilities located in marine landscapes have entirely different

needs and ecological projects than those situated near mountainous regions.

Moreover, the sports system in European Mediterranean countries differs slightly from
that of Anglo-Saxon countries, implying that different systems may encounter different
obstacles and issues (Zy$ko and Pigtkowska, 2009). Therefore, a customised response to
environmental challenges is required, since sport systems worldwide have diverse

dynamics (Houlihan and Green, 2007).

In addition, as Cury and colleagues (2023) state, empirical studies to date have primarily
focused on collegiate athletic departments and professional sports organisations.
Differences among sport institutions, grassroots organisations, and high-level clubs might
be particularly apparent when managerial and facilities issues are addressed. To offer
useful tools for sports organisations as they consider environmental sustainability, it is

crucial to be aware of this difference and to investigate it further.
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3. Aim and Method

This study was part of preliminary research about environmental sustainability and sports
organisations in the European Mediterranean region. This research was the initial phase
of a project co-funded by the European Union, which aimed to provide a comprehensive
overview of the commitment of sports organisations from this specific geographic area
regarding the topic. As the first step of this research, the study aimed to explore the
cultural representations of environmental sustainability within the organisations of sport

teams.

A qualitative methodology was considered the most effective approach for the study's
purpose. Qualitative data analysis, in fact, “is a dynamic, intuitive and creative process of
inductive reasoning, thinking and theorising” (Wong, 2008). Compared to a more
quantitative methodology, qualitative analysis focuses on gaining a deep understanding
of values, meanings, beliefs, thoughts, experiences, and feelings related to the research
topic (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010). Moreover, because this study aimed to explore the
cultural representations of organisations regarding environmental sustainability, it has
chosen to focus on the narratives sports organisations tell themselves about environmental

sustainability.

According to previous research (Constantino and Weber, 2021; Shepherd and Lloyd,
2021; Veland et al., 2018), narratives play a key role in the field of climate change,
“uniquely engaging with the urgency of imagining sustainable futures and rethinking
humanity’s role within a complex, interconnected and uncertain world” (D’Orto and

Tasquier, 2025, p.3).

Furthermore, narratives give meaning to events, people’s ethics, actions, thoughts and
practices; therefore, their study is relevant (Gabriel and Griffiths, 2014; Gergen and
Gergen, 1988; Lamsi et al., 2018; Stephens and Kanov, 2017) to understand the cultural
representation of environmental sustainability within the sports organisations. The
purpose of narrative investigations is to understand the “affirmation and reinforcement,
even the creation, of the most basic assumptions of a culture about human existence”

(Miller, 1995).
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In conclusion, this study utilised narratives to reach a comprehensive view of emerging
trends, common challenges, and beliefs in the field of environmental sustainability within

sports organisations, by examining their cultural representations.

3.1. Procedure and Data Collection

After conducting desk research on the organisations' websites, in June 2023, we selected
sports organisations from Spain, Portugal, France, Italy, and Greece. The selection was
based specifically on their demonstrated interest in environmental sustainability. Only
organisations that had published news and initiatives related to this topic on their websites
and social media channels over the past two months were considered. Moreover, to obtain
the most comprehensive picture of the sports environment possible, it was decided to
include a diverse representation of various sports entities. The choice of sport disciplines
was related to the impact that specific activities had on a national, regional, or local level.

Therefore, it was necessary to select from the most popular and widely practised sports.

Once the organisations had been identified, the sustainability officers were contacted,
where present, or otherwise, at the administrative offices of the organisations. They were
asked, if interested in participating in the research, to appoint a representative
knowledgeable about the organisation's internal policies and practices regarding
environmental sustainability. The research team thus obtained the contact information of
members of the sports organisations they approached. Participants were then contacted
via phone or email, where the purpose of the study was explained. They were informed
of their rights, the possible risks and benefits of participating, and the voluntary nature of
their participation in the research. Each participant signed an informed consent form.
They were provided with the interview outline in advance, allowing them to properly
prepare for the meeting. Conversations during meetings were recorded and transcribed,
with the understanding that anonymity, privacy, and confidentiality were guaranteed, in
accordance with the principles of scientific ethics (American Psychological Association.,

2020). The General Data Protection Regulation in force in each country was followed.

Between July and November 2023, individual interviews were conducted, either in person
or online, in the five different native languages. In the end, information was collected

from 40 sports organisations, comprising 25 high-level organisations and 15 other types
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of organisations (e.g., grassroots organisations, institutions). The conversation was not
entirely structured in nature, leaving room for further follow-up questions. To be able to
conduct interviews in the different languages of the countries involved in the data
collection, the research team (Italian) properly trained professionals of the European
Project from the other four countries and provided them with a guide for both conducting
the interviews and transcribing the interviews. The Italian research team worked on the

English translation of the transcriptions of all the interviews.

Participants were asked open questions about what environmental sustainability means to
them, and they were asked to apply their understanding to the sports organisation field.
The questions were: What does it mean for you to be a sustainable sports organisation?

When do you speak about sustainability in your organisation? Under what circumstances?

Another aspect investigated was the stakeholder’s involvement inside and outside their
organisation and how they interacted when approaching environmentally sustainable
initiatives. The question was: Who are the stakeholders both inside and outside your

organisation?

3.2. Sample

The sample of team sport organisations was heterogeneous and included high-level and
grassroots-level clubs, as well as sports organisations associated with institutions (such

as national sport bodies or federations).

Table I — Sports organizations participating in the research

High-level Other
SEOT Orgagnisations Organisations potay
Basketball 1 2 3
Canoeing and 1 1
Kayaking
Football 13 2 15
Handball 1 1
Multi-sport 1 9 10
Rugby 8 8
Volleyball 2 2
26 14 40
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We interviewed 42 participants in total. They held different roles within their
organisations and two of them were joined with their external consultants. Table 3

displays the roles of the participants within their organisations.

Table Il — Role of the participants within their sports organisations

Title Number
Corporate Social Responsibility Department 7
Manager

Child Protection Advisor 1
Club Manager 12
Education/Training Specialist 5
External Consultant 2
Marketing and Communication Director 6
President 4
Psychologist 2
Sustainable Manager 2
Vice President 1
Total 42

The nature of the different roles of the people involved is an initial indication of the type
of attention the sports organisation pays to environmental sustainability. The most
populated category is that of club managers, a de facto transversal figure but one who
does not possess specific skills in environmental sustainability or sustainability in the
broader sense. This category can also be merged with that of the President and Vice-
President, who basically have a more institutional, albeit operational role — especially in

the case of grassroots sports organisations.

In addition, a considerable number are part of the organisation's Corporate Social
Responsibility Department. This is a sign of a vision of environmental sustainability that
is not detached from social sustainability, but at the same time entrusts experts in other

fields with a role that consequently becomes marginal.
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Also striking is the third largest group, Marketing and Communication. In fact, delegating
the tasks of environmental sustainability to those who manage the organisation's image
risks reducing the sports organisation's commitment to mere fagade operations that serve
to promote the organisation more than to develop a reasoned environmental sustainability
strategy. A further risk is that sustainability is something ‘you do’, and therefore
communicate, rather than something ‘you are’, and therefore plan and design strategies

and actions.

A positive note is the involvement of outside experts, who, as consultants, guide and
support the sports organisation with a fresh perspective. Their presence is seen as an
acknowledgement by the organisation of the need for qualified personnel to deal with

environmental sustainability issues.

3.3. Data Analysis
The data analysis followed the pattern suggested by Ajjawi and Higgs (2007): immersion,

understanding, synthesis and theme development, and, finally, confirming the

appropriateness of the themes and reporting. (Ajjawi and Higgs, 2007).

Therefore, a preliminary immersion and familiarisation phase was conducted with the
collected data, i.e. the interview transcripts. This phase aimed to pre-interpret the data and

obtain a general sense of the findings (Ajjawi and Higgs, 2007).

Then, through a thematic analysis of the participants' narratives, the researchers gained
an in-depth understanding of the research subjects’ beliefs, experiences, and visions

through the coding process.

More specifically, the coding was conducted by two researchers who compared their work
through discrepancy analysis. The first author focused more on the actions and practices
of the narrative, while the second concentrated on the cultural construct of environmental
sustainability and sustainability in general. The third author assisted in mediating the
creation of the themes. After the categories were created, the main analysis was carried
out by all the researchers, with triangulation to avoid potential biases, enrich the analysis,

compare findings, and focus on the most significant thematic areas.
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The thematic analysis (Frank, 2017; Giilpinar, 2024; Lamsa et al., 2018) of the collected
data highlighted the key topics that emerged from the session texts. The researchers

identified 10 sub-themes, which they grouped into three main themes as shown in Table
4.

Table 11l — Themes

Theme Sub-themes

1. Sustainability-oriented

culture

Environmental

Social

Economical

Intrinsic

Extrinsic

Resistances

External stakeholders

Internal stakeholders

0. Top-Down/Bottom-up
approach

Definition of sustainability

Organisational drivers

Actors involved in
sustainability actions

S0 ®(N LA WD

As Giilpmar (2024) suggests, the researchers prioritised narratives over existing theories
in the processes of understanding. Moreover, they emphasised the experiences and

narratives by returning to the narrative again and again.

To ensure the reliability of the data analysis, the researchers held regular debriefing
sessions to maintain trustworthiness and preserve the original meanings of the narratives

(Braun and Clarke, 2019).

4. Results

The first goal was to gain a deeper understanding of what environmental sustainability
meant to the sports clubs and the institutions. Subsequently, the nature of the dynamics
of organisational involvement in implementing sustainability-related actions was
investigated at the operational level. Moreover, it was possible to identify the actors
involved and the motivations underlying the development of environmental sustainability
policies and practices, as well as to understand the types of dialogue activated with actors

associated with the broader sports world.

50|Pag.



4.1. Being a sustainable organisation means...defining sustainability.

The importance of fostering a sustainability-oriented mindset within organisations
emerged as a key theme in the participants' narratives. They highlighted that true
sustainability cannot be achieved through external initiatives alone but must begin with
the organisation’s internal culture. This cultural shift involves embedding sustainability
into the very values, behaviours, and decision-making processes of the organisation. As
one participant put it, “In reality, a sustainable organisation must be an organisation that
has, first of all, a culture and a mindset that looks in that direction.” This statement
underscores the foundational role of organisational culture in driving meaningful and
lasting sustainability practices. Some goes beyond affirming that “/¢ is not only about the
ecological footprint, but also what we can do with and for the communities we engage
with. In this way, they both recognise themselves as role models and responsible for

implementing an actual change.”

A second finding that emerged from the narratives was that, according to participants’
vision, sustainability encompasses environmental, economic, and social aspects. This
entailed safeguarding human rights and environmental rights and promoting inclusivity
and diversity (including gender diversity and the inclusion of players with disabilities and
players from different cultures): “We talk about 360-degree sustainability, and this means
social, environmental, and economic sustainability, therefore, the goal we set is to use an

approach and rely on a vision that has this unique objective.”

However, it emerged that, according to participants’ narratives, these three pillars (social,
environmental and economic) have different weights. In fact, as some of them affirmed,
“first, sustainability must be economic. Because if there is no economic basis, you cannot
implement a whole series of procedures, and the environmental and social aspects are
connected.” Moreover, some point out that sustainability “is not the main issue: the club's

priorities will always be sporting and financial.”

4.2. We are an environmentally sustainable organisation because...nature of
drivers

The data analysis showed that the sport organisations’ drivers to implement an ecological
ethos are both intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic drivers are related to the internal culture of
an organisation and its sensitivity to ecological issues. Extrinsic drivers are related to the

external influences that sport organisations perceive from the outside world.
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From the narratives, it appears extrinsic drivers are prevalent. As participants affirm:
“There was a clear directive from the top telling us that we needed to pursue this path.
[...] we’re moving in that direction because the world is pushing us there.” At the same
time, however, relying only on extrinsic drivers is a risk: “everyone has put something in
motion, but they find themselves having to implement things suggested by the various
federations from the top, and its a process that generally never quite works out

completely.”

High motivation and staff identification with the organisation’s values facilitate the
transition to sustainability and green practices. However, many forms of resistance to
change within an organisation (e.g., long-held traditions, traditional trophies generally
made with plastics, bureaucratic organisational offices that use a paper-based approach)
become barriers to the so-called green evolution of a sports organisation. As participants
suggested, “These are small battles that we are beginning. And of course, it also involves
changing deeply rooted ways of working, so maybe we, the younger generations, are more
inclined towards these issues and this management style. The part that worked in a certain
way is a bit more reluctant, and it's not easy at all. We don't have standardised protocols

1

vet, but the goal is to get there.’

4.3. We work with...actors involved in environmental sustainability actions.

Another important theme that emerged from the narratives is the relationship with internal
and external stakeholders. In fact, it is reported that being sustainable involves taking
tangible actions and creating meaningful projects that benefit athletes, families, fans, and
the local community, while considering the context, such as a disadvantaged area. These
actions can be either conscious or unconscious, with most being top-down initiatives.

However, participants reported several important examples of bottom-up approaches.

Regarding internal stakeholders, it is important to include those within the organisation
who oversee sustainability topics. Participants provided information on which
departments and individuals within their sports organisation are responsible for

sustainability, both within and outside the organisation.

e Sales department
e Social responsibility department

e Social media and communications department
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e Marketing department
e Sponsor relations coordinators
e Community managers

e Project managers (dealing with both public and private funding for their projects)

The external partners that were mentioned more frequently than others can be summarised
in the following categories: partner companies, sponsors, public institutions, and external
consulting companies. Moreover, what emerged is the possibility of creating networks
among different sports associations, especially between less structured (e.g., grassroots)
associations and more structured (e.g., professional and high-level) associations. This is,
in fact, an important component for developing a sustainable approach, even within less
structured ones. In addition, the local press serves as an interlocutor that can play a key

role in making sports organisation initiatives visible at all levels.

Regarding the bottom-up approach, the collaboration between a sport club, its sponsor
and a company expert in green energy is particularly significant: “Since our partner is X,
we have done many initiatives on the subject. In fact, we have done so many that we are
recognised for them not only internally but also externally on the local and national
territory.” Another noteworthy example is the collaboration with a public company, in
fact, the collaboration with different typologies of partner, “also influences the social
activities [they] do in the area”. However, more importantly, collaboration with
associations that possess in-depth knowledge of environmental sustainability can be a
turning point, both for the outcomes of the activity and its impact on the local community.
This 1s exemplified by one participant who said, “We have an agreement with Y [famous
ambient association], and we try to carry out environmental education and awareness
activities every year for all the people in the youth sector. We organise environmental
education and cleanup days with Y, and we take the kids to collect waste in certain areas

of the city, and at the same time, there's all the training from Y volunteers.”

An external consultant who can guide sports organisations plays an interesting role. As
one participant affirmed: “Talking about sustainability, as you say, is a topic that is on
everyone's lips, but concretely defining it or describing it, giving a definition of
sustainability, well, it's a bit subjective, and so Z, which is one of our partners, is guiding

us through R on this journey.”
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Equally important to report is the role of the top-down approach that involves different
kinds of institutions. According to participants’ opinions, there is a need to “receive
guidance from the 1OC, so the IOC tells you that, as an international federation, you need
to act”. Moreover, the existing strategy from international federations can guide sport
organisations: “Now we have both a UEFA strategic plan and a Serie A League strategic
plan. These are somewhat based on the UN Agenda 2030, but with more specific criteria
than the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. UEFA, for example, provides guidelines and

criteria across roughly 11 areas where they ask organisations to take action.”

Another example is the role of municipalities and local authorities. They can play a vital
role in supporting partners. However, it is sometimes difficult for them to engage with
public institutions. In fact, occasionally, there is a feeling that they ignore sport
organisations’ existence: “/ believe they don't even know we exist.” A similar issue can
occur with educational institutions (e.g. schools). Sometimes the relationship is
conflictual: “when you tell school principals you want to go and do sports activities when
no one else is using the gym (basically after 5:00 p.m.), if you had declared that you
wanted to go and rob their houses, you would have bothered them less”. It appears that
for some school managers “sharing of gyms among sports clubs are a kind of invasion of

their territory” even though it is common practice to do so.

5. Discussion

The data analysis reveals findings that align with the concept of holistic sustainability,
which integrates environmental, social, and economic considerations to create long-term
value and equity, as outlined in the United Nations Agenda 2030 (General Assembly,
2015). This approach goes beyond simply addressing environmental impacts, recognising
the interconnectedness of human rights, inclusivity, and cultural diversity as essential
components of a sustainable future. Results confirm the importance for sports
organisations to adopt a holistic vision, which is a key element in driving environmental

change (Kellison and McCullough, 2016; McCullough et al., 2020).

It is essential to emphasise this holistic approach to sustainability because it is one of the
aspects that, according to Acosta and Breda (2016), Western culture has silenced so far.

Western societies have indeed emphasised the centrality of individuals as the sole subjects
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of rights and duties, thus establishing them as the sole referents of life. Therefore, this
paradigm has given rise to individualistic economic, social, educational, and political
systems (Acosta and Breda, 2016). Everything in life is interdependent and above all
interconnected. There is, consequently, a cosmic vision of reality where everything is
connected and “everything is part of...”; the harmony and balance of the one and the
whole prove to be a fundamental aspect of the community dimension (Acosta and Breda,
2016). According to UNEP (2022), sport can serve as a powerful vector for promoting

this very harmony.

However, this vision may be seen in contrast with another concept emerging from the
narratives. In fact, for the participants, economic sustainability appears to form the
foundation for the preconditions required for sustainability discussions, especially
considering that initiatives aimed at fostering environmental sustainability within clubs
often require financial investments. According to Gray (2010), this holistic vision is
directly challenged by the nature of capitalism, which, as argued by scholars such as
Kovel (2021), often drives ecological destruction and social inequities. Capitalism's
emphasis on short-term financial gains often undermines long-term sustainability efforts,
leading corporations to perpetuate waste and environmental harm Gray (2010).
Professional sports organisations, like other profit-driven companies, prioritise financial
success, especially since profit and sports performance are closely intertwined. As a
result, economic sustainability is frequently compromised by the destructive forces of

capitalism, which prioritise profit over the well-being of people and the planet.

Data revealed the coexistence of different types of drivers: internal and external. While
these can be observed alongside a dual dynamic - both top-down and bottom-up

approaches - they are not necessarily directly linked to one another.

We summarise this trend in Figure 1. The top-down approach results from the hierarchical
structure of the sport system. National and international sport federations, which can be
influenced by national and international policies (recommended by public institutions),
are activators who trigger sport organisations to implement specific measures related to
environmental sustainability. As affirmed by Daddi and colleagues. (2024), the coercive
and normative pressures of federations on organisations play a crucial role in the adoption

of green practices. The second aspect of the dynamic is the bottom-up approach, in which
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all stakeholders (internal and external) play a fundamental role in influencing sports
organisations to adopt a more ecologically beneficial ethos, providing encouragement
through funding, support, and professional expertise. This perspective is further
supported by Singhand colleagues (2025), who highlights the strategic value of
stakeholder engagement in sports management. This involves, for example, athletes and

their families, fans, and local ecological associations.

This observation reflects Haque et al. (2024) findings, which highlight that internal
resistance to change among employees is a common challenge when organisations
introduce new sustainability practices. However, it is common to encounter an internal
resistance to change among employees as organisations implement new sustainable
practices. This aspect aligns with the findings of Daddi and colleagues (2024). They
affirm that external stakeholders (fans or players’ relatives) are more sensitive to the

protection of the natural environment than internal stakeholders (players and staff).

In reflecting on this emerging trend, it is crucial to consider the findings of Testa and
colleagues (2018). They affirm that stakeholders strengthen the internalisation of
proactive environmental practices (Testa et al., 2018); on the other hand, depending on
their engagement, stakeholders can drive either the deep integration or the shallow
adoption of these practices. It is clear that “different stakeholders have different
effectiveness levels” (Daddi et al., 2024), and yet they all might have a crucial part in

influencing sport organisations’ decision-making.
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Figure I - Drivers and Processes Promoting Environmental Sustainability

Organisational Cultures within Sport Organisations in the European Mediterranean

Region
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Caption: This diagram illustrates the relationship between external and internal
stakeholders in the context of fostering a sport organization's environmental
sustainability cultures. External Stakeholders (Extrinsic Drivers) influence the
organization from the outside, either through top-down or bottom-up approaches.
Internal Stakeholders (Intrinsic Drivers) work internally to drive environmental

sustainability initiatives

According to the current literature, it has been demonstrated that involving stakeholders
and engaging with them offers social benefits to sports organisations (Daddi et al., 2024).
However, we can also add that their involvement might bring expertise, connections, and

credibility to the organisation.
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In addition, the crucial role of partnerships is related to a multi-stakeholder approach, in
which entities that are “equipped with knowledge on sustainability” are invited “to
expand [their] capacity and collaborate on larger initiatives” (UNEP, 2022, p.21).
Moreover, the project approach guiding sports organisations’ initiatives, which is
characterised by strong collaborations among diverse partners, often facilitates access to
public funding (e.g., European projects), thereby overcoming one of the most challenging
barriers that grassroots-level sport bodies, especially, frequently encounter: the lack of
economic resources (UNEP, 2022). In doing so, not only can they provide a higher-
quality service to the community, but they can also implement it more efficiently. In fact,
it has been proven that engaging stakeholders and interacting with them provides social
benefits for sports organisations (Daddi et al., 2024). Specifically, when considering the
topic of sponsorships, it is essential to recognise that both the sponsor and the sponsored
party must share a similar level of commitment to sustainability and sustainable

sponsorships; this relationship will benefit both parties (Walzel et al., 2024).

6. Conclusions

This study contributes to the growing body of literature on sport and environmental
sustainability by offering a nuanced, context-sensitive analysis of how sports
organisations in the European Mediterranean region perceive and engage with
sustainability. While much of the existing research has focused on Anglo-American and
Northern European contexts, this work addresses a significant gap by shedding light on a

culturally distinct and underexplored geographical area.

Findings reveal that, despite increasing awareness, sports organisations continue to face
substantial cultural and operational barriers, particularly internal resistance. A key insight
is the central role of organisational culture as a foundational enabler of sustainability.
Rather than relying solely on external policies or formal strategies, a deep, shared mindset
focused on sustainability is essential. Without it, sustainability efforts risk becoming

fragmented, superficial, or driven solely by compliance.

A further contribution of this study is the identification of a persistent imbalance among
the three pillars of sustainability. Although participants frequently reference a holistic

vision, the economic dimension clearly dominates in practice. This reflects not only
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pragmatic constraints but also a broader capitalist logic, where financial viability and
performance often take precedence over environmental and social responsibilities. This
underscores the need to rethink prevailing economic paradigms and reposition

sustainability as both a long-term value and an ethical imperative.

The study also provides a critical perspective on the dynamics of motivation. Where
sustainability is adopted mainly in response to external pressures—such as regulatory
demands or funding—it tends to result in symbolic or short-lived actions rather than
genuine organisational change. This finding highlights the importance of fostering

intrinsic motivation and embedding sustainability into the organisational ethos.

Another important contribution is the exploration of multi-stakeholder engagement and
hybrid partnerships, particularly collaborations between grassroots and professional
organisations. These partnerships are not only instrumental in mobilising resources but
also in fostering collective learning, enhancing legitimacy, and closing expertise gaps—

especially at the local level.

A limitation of this study is that it did not examine specific sustainability practices. Future
research should investigate concrete actions and implementation strategies adopted by
sport organisations. This will be critical for aligning efforts across the sector and
designing effective, practice-based strategies for achieving the Sustainable Development

Goals (General Assembly, 2015).

In sum, this research deepens our understanding of environmental sustainability in sport
within the Mediterranean context. It calls for further inquiry across different
organisational forms and regional settings. By identifying best practices and promoting
educational initiatives, the sport sector can better position itself to meet the urgent
environmental challenges of our time. As Casper and colleagues (2012) and Marrucci and
colleagues (2021) argue, the gap between environmental concern and meaningful action

must be closed through both structural transformation and cultural commitment.
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Abstract

This study examines the current approaches of sport organisations to environmental
sustainability in five Mediterranean European countries: France, Greece, Italy, Portugal,
and Spain. As part of an EU co-funded initiative, the research aimed to identify practices
aligned with selected Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), offering insights into how
sport organisations are integrating sustainability into their operations. A qualitative
methodology was adopted, combining semi-structured interviews with both open-ended
and structured questions. Forty-two participants from 40 organisations representing
various team sports were involved, providing data on existing initiatives, short- and long-

term strategies, and perceived institutional priorities.

Findings reveal a moderate overall commitment to sustainability. Conversely,
environmental issues — particularly those linked to water and terrestrial ecosystems —
received limited and often fragmented attention. The analysis highlights a general
absence of long-term strategic vision, limited internal expertise in sustainability, and a
weak connection between sport organisations and their local environmental contexts,

despite the region s vulnerability to climate change.

The study underscores the untapped potential of sport as a platform for civic engagement
and environmental education, and advocates for the development of practical, context-
sensitive tools to support the integration of sustainability into the core mission of sport
organisations. These findings contribute to a growing body of research calling for a more

holistic and proactive approach to sport and sustainability.

Keywords: Sport Ecology, Sports Organisations, Environmental Sustainability,

Sustainability Discourses, Discourse Studies, Narrative Analysis, Mediterranean Region.
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1. Introduction

The Mediterranean Basin is widely recognised as a climate change hotspot, with both
historical data and future climate models indicating its vulnerability (Anav et al., 2024;
Giorgi & Gutowski, 2015; Tuel & Eltahir, 2020). Its unique geography, combined with
dense populations concentrated in coastal and flood-prone areas, exacerbates risks related
to hydrogeological hazards such as heavy rainfall, landslides, flash floods, as well as

coastal threats including sea level rise and marine heatwaves (Anav et al., 2024).

While national governments play a vital role in climate mitigation and adaptation,
effective responses often hinge on local-level actions, including early warning systems,
improved infrastructure, community education, and enhanced healthcare services, which
are critical for resilience in this highly vulnerable region (MedECC, 2020). Tackling these
complex and interrelated challenges involves not only technical and institutional
solutions, but also a broader ethical engagement, recognising that sustainable
development requires value-driven choices that go beyond functional or economic

considerations (McCullough & Kellison, 2017).

Addressing these challenges requires not only structural reforms but also significant
cultural and social transformations, as emphasised by UNEP/MAP (2016), Ramieri and
colleagues (2018), the European Commission (2020), and UNEP/MAP and Plan Bleu
(2020). Culture is a key determinant in the success of adaptation policies in the
Mediterranean (MedECC, 2020), while behavioural change across multiple sectors is
essential to meet climate goals (Cramer et al., 2018). In this context, sport emerges as a

vital sector for fostering sustainable development and behavioural shifts.

This study is grounded in the emerging sub-discipline of Sport Ecology (McCullough et
al., 2020), which conceptualises sport organisations as complex socio-ecological systems
embedded in their physical and institutional environments. In alignment with the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the UN Agenda 2030 framework, the
research positions sport organisations not only as agents of environmental advocacy but
also as organisational actors whose management practices, educational outreach, and
community engagement shape sustainability outcomes locally and regionally.
Theoretically, the study draws on organisational change and sustainability transition

perspectives to explore how internal structures, and regional socio-environmental
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contexts influence the adoption and integration of sustainability initiatives within sport

organisations in the Mediterranean climate hotspot.

2. Literature review

2.1. Sport and the Environment

Sport Ecology (McCullough et al., 2020) affirms a bidirectional relationship between
sport and the environment. One affect and is affected by the other. As suggested in the
Routledge Handbook of Sport and the Environment (McCullough & Kellison, 2017), the
sport sector is closely tied to environmental issues and significantly influences the
economy and society. Sport is heavily dependent on a healthy environment: without clean
air, adequate water resources, biodiversity and natural spaces, many sporting activities

become impossible (UNEP, 2022).

In the past decade, the sport industry has increasingly embraced environmental
sustainability. Good practices are now evident in major venues and events such as the
Olympic and Paralympic Games (Organising Committee for the Olympic and Paralympic
Games Paris 2024, 2025). Teams, leagues, and governing bodies are promoting eco-
initiatives (Wall-Tweedie & Nguyen, 2018), while athletes and executives engage in
environmental advocacy (Pfahl, 2013). Fans are also exposed to pro-environmental

messaging aimed at encouraging sustainable behaviours (Casper et al., 2014).

However, the actions taken by sports organisations to tackle the climate crisis remain
sporadic and insufficient given the urgency of the situation (Annesi et al., 2023;
McCullough & Kellison, 2017). The lack of environmental indicators, strategic climate
plans and systematic references to the SDGs (in particular SDGs 6, 7, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15)
is a significant gap in sports governance (Annesi et al., 2023; Glibo et al., 2022;
McCullough et al., 2022)

2.2. Sport contribution to Sustainable Development and Agenda 2030
The United Nation (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted as a

global framework to tackle escalating socio-environmental crises (General Assembly,
2015). Within this framework, sport is increasingly recognised as a powerful enabler of

sustainable development, contributing to peace, tolerance, respect, and the empowerment
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of women, youth, and communities, alongside promoting health, education, and social
inclusion (Council of the European Union, 2021; General Assembly, 2015). According to
McCullough and colleagues (2022) “all sport organisations can leverage their social
platform, reach, and ability to bring people together and promote the common good,

including environmental, social, and economic sustainability” (p.4-5).

Economically, sport fosters job creation, tourism, and growth, while serving as a high-
visibility platform for advocating environmental sustainability (Council of the European
Union, 2021). Sport federations and organisations are called to align with the SDGs not
only within their own operations, but also through their engagement with stakeholders
and the broader community (Giulianotti et al., 2018; McCullough et al., 2022). The UN
Agenda 2030 can guide sport policies towards sustainable development and peace
(Masdeu Yelamos et al., 2019). They can promote the SDGs thanks to the interaction
within their communities and beyond (McCullough et al., 2022).

However, Montefalcone and colleagues (2025) warn that current trends suggest none of
SDGs will be fully met by 2050, making deadline extensions insufficient. Consequently,
all sectors, including sport, must take responsibility and actively contribute to advancing

the UN 2030 Agenda.

2.3. The Mediterranean region

The uniqueness of the Mediterranean region as a climate hot spot (Ali et al., 2023;
Montefalcone et al., 2025) required a special attention also when combining the sport

contribution to the SDGs and the environment.

The environmental challenges that the region is facing, like flash floods, are increasingly
frequent in southern European countries, notably Italy, France, and Spain. This
phenomenon is largely due to urban expansion in flood-prone coastal zones and
intensified surface sealing (MedECC, 2020). Additionally, according to the MedECCis
report (2020), the region is warming faster than the global average, with projections of
summer rainfall reductions between 10-30% in several areas, intensifying water scarcity,
desertification, and agricultural decline. Moreover, the Mediterranean Sea level has risen

by 6 cm over the past 20 years, with this trend expected to accelerate regionally.
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These climatic changes significantly threaten natural ecosystems (Ciais et al., 2005; Pages
et al., 2020; Reale et al., 2022; Richon et al., 2019) and the wellbeing of millions exposed
to worsening heatwaves and chronic water stress (Michetti et al., 2022). Sport practice is
also at risk both related to the people health issues (e.g. extreme heat exposure) and the

organisation management (e.g. water scarcity) (McCullough & Kellison, 2017).

2.4. Justification for this Study

Despite the increasing recognition of sport’s potential to contribute to sustainable
development and environmental goals (Dai & Menhas, 2020; Morgan et al., 2021), there
remains a significant gap in academic research regarding how sport organisations
specifically engage with sustainability practices, especially in the Mediterranean region
(Annesi et al., 2023; Cury et al., 2023). While North America has traditionally been the
focus of most sport-environmental studies (McCullough & Kellison, 2017), the
Mediterranean Basin — with its unique climatic vulnerabilities and socio-cultural context

— has been largely overlooked.

Moreover, given the visibility and social reach of sport organisations — ranging from
grassroots to elite levels (Council of the European Union, 2021) — there is significant
potential for these actors to serve as catalysts for environmental awareness and
behavioural change among society. Promoting sustainability through sport not only aligns
with the UN 2030 Agenda but also addresses local vulnerabilities, making it a strategic

avenue for climate adaptation and mitigation.

Given the Mediterranean region’s status as a climate change hotspot (Ali et al., 2023;
Montefalcone et al., 2025), understanding the environmental sustainability practices of
sport organisations here is both timely and critical. Investigating the current practices and
challenges faced by these organisations can inform more effective strategies for

promoting sustainability within sport, tailored to regional needs and priorities.

Existing literature highlights that many sport organisations exhibit informal, inconsistent,
and often self-regulated approaches to environmental sustainability, with limited
integration into mainstream management (Book & Carlsson, 2011; Chard & Mallen,
2013; Cury et al., 2023; Geeraert, 2016). Furthermore, the extent to which sport
organisations concretely implement sustainability initiatives aligned with the SDGs

remains under-explored (Glibo et al., 2022). This lack of systematic engagement poses a
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challenge for advancing sustainability within the sector and for leveraging sport’s social

influence toward broader climate action.

This study aims to fill this research gap by exploring the sustainability commitments and
practical measures adopted by sport organisations across European Mediterranean
countries. By documenting and analysing existing practices, the research seeks to offer
insights that can serve as a foundation for future studies and policy development,

ultimately promoting a culture of sustainability within the sports sector.

A clear understanding of how sport organisations in the Mediterranean region incorporate
environmental sustainability and SDGs into both management strategies and activities is
essential for designing effective tools that can support their transition towards sustainable
environmental practices. This study therefore addresses the research question: What
sustainable practices are sport organisations adopting in European Mediterranean
countries, and how do these practices align with the environmental sustainability

goals of the UN 2030 Agenda?

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Design

This study forms part of preliminary research on the current approaches of sport
organisations in the European Mediterranean Region to environmental sustainability. As
the first phase of an EU co-funded project, it aimed to provide an overview of current
efforts by identifying good practices — such as policies, strategies, and initiatives — either
already in place or planned for future. The analysis of these practices aims to explore how

organisations are applying specific SDGs in practical way.

To be able to conduct interviews in the different languages of the countries involved in
the data collection, the research team (Italian) properly trained professionals of the
European Project from the other four countries and provided them with a guide for both
conducting the interviews and transcribing the interviews (Appendices 2 and 3). The
Italian research team worked on the English translation of the transcriptions of all the

interviews.

75|Pag.



The study focused on some SDGs relevant to the environment, namely: SDG 6 (clean
water and sanitation), SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), SDG 11 (sustainable cities
and communities), SDG 12 (responsible consumption and production), SDG 13 (climate

action), SDG 14 (life below water) and SDG 15 (life on land).

We adopted an integrated mixed methods design because we believed it facilitate a deep
dialogue with participants (Saldafa, 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews — in presence and online — that included both
structured and open-ended questions. The structured form was used to “add insight,
texture, and context to the repository of qualitative data” (Saldafia, 2011). At the same
time, the open-ended questions allowed space for follow-up inquiries, providing in-depth

insights into participants’ opinions (Armour & MacDonald, 2012).

We structured the interviews into three main sections. The first section focused on
Environmental Education and Involvement, linked to SDG 13, and included questions
related to activities aimed at raising awareness and engaging communities in
environmental sustainability. The second section centred on Environmental
Sustainability Management, covering SDGs 7, 11, and 12, and addressed topics
concerning organisational management practices and infrastructure related to
environmental impact. The final section focused on Environmental Care, associated
with SDGs 6, 14, and 15, and included questions about actions aimed at the protection
and conservation of natural ecosystems and resources (Appendix 1). We divided the
interview into these three parts because each section corresponds to a distinct dimension
of environmental sustainability relevant to sport organisations, allowing to systematically
explore awareness and education, management practices, and direct environmental care

actions.

In each section, we asked participants to express their opinions on their organisation’s
commitment to specific aspects of environmental sustainability. Responses were collected
using a 3-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated absence of practices, 2 partial presence of

practices, and 3 strong presence of practices.

Subsequently, we asked participants to specify which practices and activities were being
implemented by their organisations in relation to the themes addressed in the different

sections of the interview (and thus the corresponding SDGs). We also asked which of
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these initiatives had been ongoing or completed during the previous sports season, which
were planned for the upcoming season, and which were included in the organisation’s
plans for the next five years. This allowed us to gain a comprehensive overview of the

organisations’ concrete actions, also from a temporal perspective.

3.2. Procedure and Sample

The study begun with desk study to identify participants. The inclusion criteria targeted
sport organisations from five Mediterranean European countries — Greece, France, Italy,
Portugal, and Spain — that demonstrated a clear commitment to environmental
sustainability. We selected organisations that, within the previous two months, had
published news or initiatives related to this topic on their websites or social media
channels. Moreover, to obtain the most comprehensive picture of the sports environment,
we decided to include a diverse representation of various sports entities (e.g. high level,
grassroot level organisations or sport institutions). Sport disciplines were selected
according to the extent of their impact at national, regional, or local levels. As such,

attention was given to those most commonly practiced and followed within local contexts.

Once we identified the relevant organisations, we contacted their sustainability officers
where available or otherwise reached out to their administrative offices. We invited them
to take part in the research and, if interested, to appoint a representative knowledgeable
about the organisation’s internal policies and practices related to environmental
sustainability. Through this process, we obtained the contact details of individuals within

the selected sports organisations.

We contacted the potential participants via phone or email, provided detailed information
on the study’s aims, possible risks and benefits, and their rights, and obtained informed
consent. We shared our interview guides in advance to ensure adequate preparation

(Appendix 1).

All interviews were recorded and transcribed, with full respect for anonymity, privacy,
and confidentiality, in accordance with the principles of scientific ethics (American
Psychological Association, 2020). We ensured compliance with the General Data

Protection Regulation (GDPR) applicable in each country.
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In total, 40 team sport organisations participated in the study, including 25 high-level
professional clubs and 15 other entities such as grassroots organisations and sport
institutions. The disciplines represented were Basketball, Canoeing and Kayaking,
Football, Handball, Rugby, Volleyball, and several multi-sport organisations. In the case
of multi-sport organisations, the sports involved were also among those most widely

practiced and followed nationally, regionally, or locally.

A total of 42 individuals were interviewed. Their roles varied widely and included: 12
club managers, 7 corporate social responsibility officers, 6 marketing and communication
directors, 5 education/training specialists, 4 organisation presidents, 2 sports
psychologists, 2 sustainability managers, 2 external consultants, 1 child protection

advisor, and 1 vice president.

3.3. Ethical Considerations
All procedures complied with the GDPR and followed internationally recognised ethical

standards, including those outlined by the American Psychological Association
(American Psychological Association., 2020). Interview recordings, transcripts, and
personal data were handled with strict confidentiality and anonymised during analysis
and reporting. The study protocol was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee

of the researchers' affiliated university. The approval number is 130/24.

3.4. Data analysis

The data analysis was conducted through two parallel and simultaneous processes. Firstly,
we analysed the quantitative data derived from the Likert-scale questions using
descriptive statistics. We calculated the mean and mode of responses for each item. We
then aggregated the results by SDG and subsequently grouped them into the three broader
SDG categories that were used to structure the interview. This analysis provided an initial
overview of participants’ perceptions regarding their organisations’ level of commitment

to the environmental sustainability.

Secondly, we conducted a thematic analysis to identify good practices related to
environmental sustainability adopted by the organisations. By good practices we meant
initiatives, internal policies, and strategies. Following other scholars’ methodology (Guest
et al., 2012; MacQueen & Guest, 2008; Namey et al., 2008; Saldafa, 2013), we used

structural coding to analyse the transcripts. This coding method, which is based on
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predefined questions, is effective for studies with multiple participants and standardised
or semi-structured protocols, as in this case (Saldafia, 2013). It enables efficient labelling
and indexing of data for easier retrieval during analysis (Namey et al., 2008), and was
chosen for its suitability for quantitative analysis, such as calculating how frequently

certain themes were mentioned by participants (Namey et al., 2008).

The first and second authors independently applied the codes and then compared their
results through discrepancy analysis. Where differences emerged, the third author
facilitated agreement, and all three jointly conducted the main thematic analysis. This
triangulation process helped reduce bias, enhance the quality of the findings, and

highlight key themes.

At the conclusion of the analysis, we identified the emergent themes and mapped them to
specific SDG targets, as detailed in Table 1. The table has been organised following the
structure of the interview to help maintain coherence. Each theme reflects a type of good
practice, which in turn corresponds to a relevant SDG and its target. By quantifying the
recurrence of these themes, we were able to determine the number of practices
implemented for each SDG. Furthermore, these practices were categorised according to
their temporal scope, distinguishing between present (ongoing or completed during the
previous sports season), short-term (planned for the upcoming season) and long-term

actions (planned for the next five years).
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Table 1 — Themes and SDGs

Environmental Education and Involvement

Themes Subthemes SDGs Targets

Sustainability Policies SDG 13 13.2

Environmental Education/Sensibilisation

Ecological Action
Environmental Education and Action . . SDG 13 13.3
Agricultural Education

Schools

Environmental Sustainability Management

Themes Subthemes SDGs Targets
Facility Management SDG7 73
Sustainable Mobility SDG 11 11.2-6
Carbon footprint SDG 11 11.6
Accessibility — Green Sport Spaces SDG 11 11.7
Service to the community SDG 11

Sustainable organisations

Sustainability Management Event Sustainability SDG 12 122
Sustainable Materials

Food Waste SDG 12 123
Waste Disposal/Reuse

Waste Management SDG 12 125

Plastic free

Sustainability Reporting SDG 12 12.6

Environmental Care

Themes Subthemes SDGs Targets

Water Waste SDG6 6.4
SDG

Water Pollution Prevention ” 14.1
SDG

Land Pollution Prevention s 15.1
SDG

Reforesting / Planting s 15.2
SDG

Biodiversity s 15.4-5-
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4. Results

Data from the structured questions offered further insight into how committed
organisations felt toward each SDG group. Figure 1 presents the average and most
common (mode) responses. This quantitative data helped visualise each organisation’s

level of involvement, offering a clearer picture of trends in perceived commitment.

Figure 1 - Perceived Environmental Commitment of Sport Organisations

Perceived Environmental Commitment
of Sport Organisations
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The analysis revealed distinct patterns in how sport organisations perceive their
commitment to different SDG groups. The first two groups (Environmental Education
and Involvement and Environmental Sustainability Management) showed moderate
levels of perceived commitment, with closely aligned mean and mode values, indicating
consistency across respondents. In contrast, the third group (Environmental Care)
demonstrated a notably lower perceived commitment, especially in the mode, suggesting
limited involvement in this area. In addition, it is possible to notice that all three SDG
areas did not register high scores, reviling a general limited perceived commitment to the

SDGs topics.
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Figure 2 - Temporal Distribution of Practices

Temporal Distribution of Practices
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As reported in Figure 2, the study identified 220 environmental sustainability practices
across sport organisations of the European Mediterranean region. Of these, 163 were
currently ongoing or had recently concluded, 38 were planned for the short term, and 19
for the long term. This clear imbalance highlights a lack of long-term vision among sport
organisations. As suggested by some participants, this is likely due to sectoral instability,
such as uncertainty around funding, staffing, and facility access. Additionally, the strong
focus on short-term performance outcomes in sport limits strategic or financial

investments in long-term sustainability efforts.
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Figure 3 - Distribution of Good Practices by SDG
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As shown in Figure 3, the distribution of actions varied across the seven SDGs. A closer
look at the distribution reveals imbalances and confirms participants perceptions on their
organisations’ commitment. While SDGs 11, 12, and 13 dominate, reflecting a focus on
organisational management practices, infrastructure, and community education and
awareness, other crucial goal — such as SDGs 6, 14 and 15, which includes actions aimed
at the protection and conservation of natural ecosystems and resources — remain marginal.
This suggests that sport organisations may not yet fully recognise their potential role in

addressing natural resource management and biodiversity protection.

In the following paragraphs, we detail what sport organisations are actually implementing

in relation to the targets and goals of the UN Agenda 2030.

4.1. Environmental Education and Involvement
SDG 13

Although some participants recognise the potential of sports organisations to drive
broader systemic change, Sustainability Policies (Target 13.2) remain underdeveloped
and underpromoted within and by these organisations, as reflected by a low mention rate
of only 0.9%. However, some organisations are already collaborating with policymakers
and stakeholders at multiple levels to advocate for sustainable practices, particularly in

response to the climate crisis.
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Under the overarching theme of Environmental Education and Action (Target 13.3), a
wide range of strategies are adopted. Not surprisingly, this is one of the most frequently

mentioned themes overall, with a 20% mention rate.

To promote environmental education and raise awareness (Environmental
Education/Sensibilisation, 13.2% mention rate), some organisations focus internally,
directing initiatives towards their athletes. They promote eco-awareness through one spot
full immersion experiences in natural environments; like one participant explain: “we're
organising a holiday in July for around fifteen children in the Alps, to introduce them to
the mountains. As part of the trip, we take the opportunity to teach them about life in the
mountains, waterways, etc”. Another way is to integrate this educational experience as
part of the everyday activities. Additionally, clubs recognise the importance of rely on
experts on the field and collaborate with them in environmental educational project: “we
organise environmental education and environmental clean-up days with [an
environmental association], [...] all the training [is given]by [the association§]
volunteers”. On the other hand, some clubs believe that it is important to extend their
focus externally, engaging with the wider community in addition to their club members:
“there is an aim to provide more opportunities for adults around sustainability as the
focus is currently mostly a lot on children. Moreover, the aim is to be able to create more
awareness for the SDGs by including them more regularly in the communication about

the various initiatives” .

Agriculture Education (1.8% mention rate) emerges as a closely related sub-theme. Some
sport organisations conduct awareness projects centred around sustainability such as
sustainable agriculture practices and educational gardens to enhance resilience against the
impacts of climate change. An example that stands out among several good practices is a
club that has opened its educational garden to the hole community: “we fund 100% of the
access to our educational garden for the entire surrounding area, including schools,
social centres, care homes, etc. For example, some classes come to the stadium

specifically for the educational garden”.

Ecological Action (2.7% mention rate) is another area where organisations are active,
though often through external partnerships due to limited internal expertise.

Collaborations with environmental associations have enabled clubs to engage in
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collective actions such as park clean-ups, particularly involving youth athletes and their
families. Such initiatives illustrate the ability of sports entities to mobilise their networks
for broader environmental causes and contribute to public awareness through their
visibility and reach. Significant is the example of a sport organisation: “we went with
other sports clubs to clean up the surrounding parks. [...] Each of the basketball teams
[...] donated 10 minutes of effort for every free throw they scored in the season”.

The link between sports organisations and Schools (2.3% mention rate) also plays a vital
role in their educational outreach. Interesting is the project of a tournament between all
the schools in the city among children (age 11-13): “the nice thing [...] is that by involving
all schools from all neighbourhoods, even the most peripheral ones in the city, we really
include everybody, especially even neighbourhoods where there [ ...] maybe multicultural
classes, and so we give them the opportunity to do sport”. Furthermore, schools can be a
strategic partner for promoting environmental education in the school context. For
example, a sports organisation, through the collaboration with a sponsor, aims to extend
an existing project on environmental education. In partnership with local schools, they
will combine sports activities and environmental education by organising a sports

tournament.

Overall, the data suggest that sports organisations demonstrate strong and multifaceted
involvement in educational initiatives. These initiatives aim not only to educate members
of the organisations but also to actively engage the broader community in sustainable

practices.

4.2. Environmental Sustainability Management
SDG 7

According to participants, Facility Management (Target 7.3) plays a pivotal role in
environmental sustainability, as reflected by a 14.5% mention rate. Despite the challenge
that most facilities are leased rather than owned, limiting the scope for major renovations,
clubs are implementing small but effective interventions, such as the installation of LED
lights. As one participant stated: “what we spent in 1 game now we spend in 5 games”.
However, sport organisations are implementing also other interesting and remarkably
actions such as the use of 100% of renewable energy provided by green energy

companies, or the adoption the energy-saving plan proposed by the government and the
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federation, with the purpose to control heating and air-conditioning temperatures. Some
of the sports club that recently renovated their infrastructures, managed this transition
with a special eye on the environmental sustainability respect: “/we] incorporated
construction principles in the development of [our] newly built stadium”. As a
participants pointed out, the economic aspect is crucial in order to make substantial
change within the sport facility. The suggestion that came out was to provide the

organisations with financial aids.

SDG 11
Sustainable Mobility (Target 11.2-6) represents a significant focus for organisations,
particularly in reducing the environmental impact of travel for athletes, staff, and

supporters. Participants cited this theme several times, with a frequency of 13.6%.

Depending on the typology of sport and on the level of the club, the impact of athletes’
mobility can be different. Especially to those who are involved in international
competition or are located in particular geographic regions (e.g. on an island), it is often
required to travel by plane. In addition, the rituality of the away trip it appears sometimes
as an internal resistance towards finding a different solutions. However, some step
forwards have been made especially reducing the use of planes and incrementing buses
and train transportation: “when we play in the European Cup we go by plane. However,
when we can take the train [ ...], we take the train”. Interesting is the approach of minor
clubs. While apparently the athletes’ mobility for the games seems to be not noteworthy,
some grass-root sport organisations are trying to do their best to reduce their mobility
impact: “for our away trips, we primarily use private transportation. We advocate for
using the minimum number of vehicles necessary. [...] We incentivise this approach by

only providing travel reimbursement for the minimum number of cars needed”.

The issue of greener transportation reaches the supporters as well. One organisation’s
approach involved a research institution with the aim to analyse the supporters’ habit.
However, other organisations are already acting. Agreements with municipal transport
companies at match days are one of the most effective and feasible initiatives: “we have
[a] program for supporters with the local transport authority: on match days, anyone
with a ticket for the match can travel to the stadium free of charge on public transport”.

In addition, clubs implement different strategies to encourage a more sustainable way of
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moving: “we have tried to encourage sustainable mobility through the use of bicycles or
the electric scooter, since both the city and the climate allow this on all days, in all
seasons”. Nevertheless, it is always important to consider the role of the context. There
are regions that unfortunately are not covered by a good service of public transport. On
the contrary, other areas are more likely to be served by busses, tram, etc. As they affirm:
“we don't need to exert additional pressure on public authorities or other entities to
increase the accessibility of more eco-friendly modes of transportation”. In contrast, other
organisations face a different situation that require them to act with determination: “we're
working with the city's departments to improve the technical infrastructure, which is fairly

old at the moment”.

Sustainable transportation regards members of the organisation as well. In particular,
high-level clubs, generally provide them with electric o hybrid car. As one issue related
to this means of transport are the availability of charging stations, a club decided to
integrate them in its parking lot. Moreover, it is significant the initiative of a club that
provided bikes for their younger athletes: “thanks to another sponsor, we have equipped
all the under-18 boys, and whoever wants, with bicycles. [...] We have created places

where they can park their bikes”.

A related but less frequently mentioned theme (2.3%) concerns the Carbon Footprint
(Target 11.6). Typically, only higher-level organisations have the capacity to offset their
environmental impact, which is significantly greater than that of grassroots clubs. One
example is an organisation that is carrying out projects to support communities in other
parts of the world at risk of climate change, or another organisation that is making a deal
with the team's charter company to offset emissions. However, as one participant pointed
out, the primary goal should be to reduce the footprint as much as possible: “while
currently the aim is to solely reduce the carbon footprint, rather than compensating, in

one or two years, we will try to compensate for all the unavoidable emissions”.

Similarly, Accessibility to Green Sport Spaces (Target 11.7), is not so frequently
mentioned (2.3%). It is quite clear that, for most of the participants, it is not a direct
purpose of a sport organisation provide to this kind of access. However, the impact that it
may have on the community cannot be ignore. In fact, we collected some very interesting

examples that show the importance of the connection between sport organisations and
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their communities: “our stadium remains open during the day. It's for local children if
they want to play in green spaces, and at the same time they know that there's a rugby
club there”. This kind of vision is not reserved to outdoor sports. One indoor sport
organisation has started a very interesting project in collaboration with other clubs of the
city: “we provide a piece of gym time. [...] We do activities [...]for kids who like
basketball, but still maybe or don't feel like starting on a team. [...] There are families
who can't afford it and opening up these spaces means allowing their kids to do some

activity as well”.

Sports organisations also show a certain level of commitment to Service to the
community (SDG 11, 2.7% mention rate). For example, one organisation described its
participation in urban and community development projects carried out in collaboration
with public institutions: “through partnerships with local authorities, we promote
sustainable urban planning and community engagement for eco-friendly infrastructure
and responsible consumption practices”. Another club spoke about their efforts in urban
regeneration: “A. is involved in urban regeneration initiatives, focusing on creating
sustainable and inclusive communities. This includes projects that promote affordable
housing, green spaces, and community infrastructure, contributing to the development of

resilient and liveable cities”.

Equally impactful are collaborative efforts with third-sector organisations like NGOs.
Attention has also turned to climate action at the local level. These projects demonstrate
how sport can act as a facilitator for sustainable development and civic responsibility.
This points to a broader vision where sport contributes to social cohesion and the physical

transformation of local spaces.

SDG 12

Another important area is Sustainability Management (Target 12.2, 7.3% mention rate).
More specifically, the subtheme Sustainable Organisation (1.4% mention rate) highlights
how the creation of dedicated internal departments signals a strategic shift. These units
serve not only as a structural commitment to sustainability, but also as platforms for
internal communication and external stakeholder engagement. In doing so, they help
ensure that sustainability is embedded across all levels of the organisation. The subtheme

Event Sustainability (0.9% mention rate) was the less commonly addressed but remains
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important. Some clubs are beginning to assess the environmental impact of their events
and to develop mitigation strategies, though these are still in early stages. By contrast, the
most common subtheme was Sustainable Materials (5% mention rate), indicating it is an
emerging concern. In fact, there is a growing knowledge of the importance of use of
renewable components in the sport equipment as an answer to the environmental crisis:
“we created a [...] recycled jersey. We used it for three consecutive championships”. Or
for example: “/we are working into the] design of a canoe with partial recycled material
from urban waste post-production”. A different way to be sustainable is to avoid the waste
and giving a second life to unused sport equipment: “we encourage families to donate
sports equipment to us at the end of the season (e.g. a pair of cleats), for use by families
in need”. Other initiatives show that sustainable materials do not only concern sport’s

equipment, but also organisations’ merchandising or sport event trophies.

Food Waste (Target 12.3), mentioned more than 10 times (5%), also emerged as a key
concern, both for its environmental impact and social implications. The most common
initiatives include redistributing leftovers food to those in need. Noteworthy are different
approaches, where waste is avoided at its source; in fact, they are trying to produce only
the necessary amount of food: “/the club] has a cafeteria that prepares 200 daily meals
properly planned by the nutritionist. There is strict capitation to minimise waste”. A
further example that is worth to mention is the idea of giving a second life to food waste

as fertiliser that will benefit the local community.

Waste Management (Target 12.5) is among the most frequently mentioned themes, with
a 14% mention rate. In details, concerning the subtheme Waste Disposal/Reuse (7.3%
mention rate), many clubs affirm they adopt a recycling system, eco-centres, and promote
the reuse of materials such as jerseys and bottle caps. Importantly, organisations are
shifting from a reactive approach (sorting waste) to a more preventive one focused on
reducing waste generation itself: “/In the future we want to reduce] the use of paper in
bathrooms and restaurant/bar”. Complementing this is a strong commitment to
becoming Plastic Free (7.8% mention rate). It is not possible to ignore the great
importance that most organisation gave to the reduction of the single-use plastic. Most of
them strongly affirmed their position against non-reusable plastic bottles: “it is literally
forbidden for us to show up with a plastic bottle”. As another participant affirmed: “we

absolutely do not use [disposable plastic] water bottles. We have water dispensers and
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there are four throughout the camp. There are two in the [athletes] changing rooms, one
in the office and one in the gym”. Moreover, some of them announced their commitment

to adopt reusable plastic cup during matches.

Furthermore, though not yet widespread, Sustainability Reporting (Target 12.6, 0.9%
mention rate) is gaining traction. Some clubs are proactively measuring and documenting
their impact, recognising that, as one participant noted, ‘“impact assessment is
fundamental for understanding how we are working. Otherwise, these activities risk
becoming ends in themselves”. This not only enhances credibility and internal reflection
but also prepares them for future regulatory requirements. Reports are used to

communicate commitments, align strategies, and show accountability to stakeholders.

4.3. Environmental Care
SDG 6

A significantly address topic is the one that regards Water Waste (target 6.4, 5% mention
rate). Sports organisations are adopting practical solutions to limit unnecessary use of
drinking water. These include installing timer-based faucets to reduce waste and
switching to non-potable water for tasks that do not require clean water, such as irrigation
or cleaning. An illustrative case comes from an organisation working with an
environmental expert to ensure responsible water use: “we are currently working with
our environmental partner to ensure that the lawns are watered with water that is as

unobtrusive as possible (i.e. not drinking water).”

SDG 14

All the initiatives we identified within SDG 14 focus on Water Pollution Prevention
(Target 14.1, 2.3% mention rate). Reducing the use of detergents for washing clothes or
dishes is one example, as is eliminating the use of chlorine in swimming pools. One
participant's testimony is particularly significant, emphasising how the marine, lake and
river environments are fundamental to the practice of his discipline and that protecting
them is essential for its survival: "[fabout water pollution] we work very hard on this
because if we don't have water, we can't do sport, so water is very, very, very important
to us. [...] There are specific days when we go out with nets and collect plastic from the

water”.
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SDG 15

One of the most prominent areas of engagement in SDG 15 is Reforesting/Planting
(Target 15.2) as reflected by a 6.8% of mention rate. Many clubs are involved in planting
trees both locally and in global reforestation efforts. As a participant explained it started
more as a marketing campaign: “but [...], from an environmental point of view [now it is
really very important], not so much because of the number of plants [...] planted, but so
much because it is a very strong influencing action of communication, of education”.
Therefore, this kind of practice is fundamental not only for helping the planet but also for
maintaining credibility in society, given their declared commitment to environmental
sustainability, and to raise awareness among the local community. Some clubs are also
planting vegetation around their facilities in collaboration with governmental institutions

or local associations.

By contrast, Land Pollution Prevention (Target 15.1) is far less commonly addressed,
with 0.9% mention rate only. With regard to soil pollution, some participants stated that
their organisations were committed to limiting the use of chemical fertilisers in favour of

organic fertilisers for the maintenance of playing fields.

Lastly, Biodiversity (Target 15.4-5) received limited but meaningful attention, with 1.8%
mention rate. In some cases, organisations participated in EU-funded biodiversity
protection initiatives or produced educational materials, such as guides on local
ecosystems. Very interesting is an initiative of an organisation that collected founding to
by beehives and donate to the local farmers who were heavily affected by wildfires: “by
supplying beehives, we have aimed to support farmers in a badly affected and
disadvantaged area and, above all, to encourage and support bees, which, as we all know,

are essential for biodiversity and the ecosystem”.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study highlight a varied and often fragmented landscape of
environmental sustainability engagement among sport organisations in the European
Mediterranean region. As is evident from the results concerning the perceived
commitment of organisations, some of the SDGs investigated — especially those related

to the Environment Care — are less developed within the organisational practices. The
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sporting world therefore still seems not entirely involved to address the urgent need to
address environmental issues, seeing this as ethically imperative, but also as necessary in

order to preserve the practice of sport itself (McCullough & Kellison, 2017).

However, it must be said that certain SDGs (notably 11, 12, and 13) — particularly in areas
related to waste management, energy efficiency, and environmental education — showed
a moderate level of commitment from sport organisations. In contrast, other critical goals
—such as those addressing water resources, marine environments, and biodiversity (SDGs
6, 14, and 15) — remain largely underexplored. This limited engagement is only partially
offset by the presence of isolated good practices, including tree planting initiatives, water
conservation efforts, and participation in local clean-up activities. However, these
initiatives appear fragmented and largely symbolic. This aligns with previous research
highlighting the difficulty sports organisations face in implementing effective
environmental initiatives (Book & Carlsson, 2011; Cury et al., 2023; Geeraert, 2016), and
their struggle to reach acceptable standards of environmental sustainability (Chard &

Mallen, 2013).

Our findings also resonate with Chard & Mallen (2013) observation of slow progress over
time, as the current situation we illustrated shows some evolution compared to what those
authors reported, but no substantial or rapid transformation. Given the growing public
and institutional attention to sustainability, one would expect a more widespread and
robust engagement. Encouragingly, some environmental initiatives, particularly related
to facility management, are beginning to be integrated into mainstream sport organisation

activities (Book & Carlsson, 2011; Cury et al., 2023; Geeraert, 2016).

A recurring challenge across all SDG areas is the lack of a long-term strategic vision,
evidenced by the limited number of sustained practices. Although many organisations
display positive intentions and initiate promising projects, these efforts often lack
continuity and integration into overarching strategies. In addition, some environmental
initiatives we analysed were related to marketing campaigns. As some scholars affirm,
environmental actions risk being driven prevalently by external factors, as they are often
prompted by public pressure, media coverage, or institutional incentives. (Cury et al.,
2023; McCullough & Kellison, 2017). However, some proactive efforts rooted in

sustainability planning do exist, notably in facility management. Importantly, this absence
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of long-term vision does not seem to stem solely from funding constraints. Participants
initiatives demonstrated, as also noted by (UNEP, 2022a), that effective sustainability
practices do not always require significant financial resources and urged organisations to
broaden their understanding of feasible actions, challenging assumptions about the costs

associated with sustainability engagement.

The predominance of short-term initiatives over long-term planning reflects structural
and contextual challenges, including sectoral instability and performance-driven
priorities. Nonetheless, the diverse range of practices and the emergence of collaborative
efforts with external actors suggest a growing awareness of the potential for sport to
contribute meaningfully to environmental sustainability, even if such potential is not yet

fully realised or strategically integrated.

Our analysis also highlights a lack of dedicated environmental expertise within sport
organisations. From the professional profile analysis of the research participant,
individuals responsible for sustainability tend to hold roles such as club managers, CSR
officers, or marketing managers, for whom environmental issues are only one part of a
broader portfolio. This lack of specialised competence can hinder the development of

strategic, holistic sustainability approaches.

For instance, CSR managers involvement may reflect a view of environmental and social
sustainability as interconnected, though the environmental aspect may be handled by non-
specialists, which may limit impact. As Montiel (2008), Kleine & von Hauff (2009),
Bansal & Song (2017), and Glibo and colleagues (2022) argue, corporate social
responsibility centres on ethical obligations to stakeholders, whereas sustainability
requires a broader socio-environmental lens that encompasses complex

interdependencies.

The involvement of marketing and communication staff is also notable; while it highlights
the visibility of sustainability within organisations, it raises concerns about a superficial,
image-driven approach rather than a strategic, integrated commitment as is recommended
by McCullough & Kellison (2017). On the other hand, the presence of external
consultants suggests that sport organisations have acknowledged their lack of expertise

and sought external support accordingly.
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This strategic gap is particularly concerning in the Mediterranean context, where climate
change effects are already severe and disproportionate (Ali et al., 2023; Montefalcone et
al., 2025). Some of the organisation we interviewed showed a sensibility towards this
vulnerability. However, we identify several environmental actions that focus mostly
externally (e.g., funding reforestation projects in Africa) rather than addressing urgent
local issues such as flood risk, wildfires, or heatwave management, pressing concerns in
the Mediterranean area. A notable exception was an indirect reference to drought

mitigation through rainwater harvesting and use of non-potable water for irrigation.

Despite these challenges, sport’s potential to influence society remains considerable, as
McCullough and colleagues (2022) emphasise. Through a bottom-up approach, sport can
act as a catalyst for civic engagement and help shape local sustainability agendas, building
bridges between citizens, authorities, and institutions (Annesi et al., 2023). Our study
highlights several examples, especially among grassroots clubs, of collaborations, co-
designed public spaces, and promotion of sustainability values beyond sport itself. Our
findings align with those presented in the Routledge Handbook of Sport and the
Environment (McCullough & Kellison, 2017), which highlights how physical activity and

sport in public spaces can serve as effective tools for promoting more sustainable cities.

Furthermore, the topic of sustainability policies suggests that sport can serve as a driver
not only of behavioural change but also of policy innovation. Thus, sport organisations
are well-positioned to actively contribute to the SDGs within their communities
(McCullough et al., 2022). These contributions suggest that sport can serve as a driver

not only of behavioural change but also of policy innovation.

6. Limitations & Future Implications

A primary limitation of this study is the lack of an in-depth analysis that differentiates
practices among organisation types, such as professional clubs, grassroots organisations,
and sport institutions, which likely vary in their capacity and approach to sustainability.
Previous research (Cury et al., 2023; McCullough et al., 2022) suggests that
organisational structure, resource availability, and institutional support strongly influence
the implementation of sustainable practices. Future research should consider these

distinctions to provide tailored and evidence-based recommendations.
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Lastly, while this research provides a valuable snapshot of current practices and attitudes,
it reveals a lack of long-term strategic vision and continuity in environmental
sustainability efforts within sport organizations. The temporal scope captures ongoing and
planned initiatives but does not allow for longitudinal assessment of sustainability
impacts or organisational learning processes. Future studies could adopt mixed-method
longitudinal designs to better capture the evolution and deeper systemic integration of

sustainability within sport sectors.

This study offers insights into sustainability-oriented sport organisations as role models,
aiming to understand their practices to guide others on similar paths. Supporting the
transition toward environmental sustainability in sport requires practical, evidence-based
tools that address not only technical and operational issues but also foster a cultural shift.
Such tools should encourage sport organisations to see themselves as long-term
contributors to climate adaptation, environmental education. As noted by McCullough et
al. (2022), there is a current lack of evaluation instruments to measure sport’s contribution
to the SDGs. Our findings provide a theoretical and practical foundation for developing

self-assessment tools tailored specifically to sport organisations.

7. Conclusions

Situated within the emerging framework of Sport Ecology (McCullough et al., 2020), this
research contributes to conceptualising sport not merely as a platform for environmental
advocacy, but as a complex system embedded within socio-ecological interdependencies.
By aligning with this subdiscipline, the study advances the understanding of how sport
organisations interact with their environments — physically, socially, and institutionally —
and how these interactions can inform more sustainable models of sport management,

aligning with the Agenda 2030.

In sum, while Mediterranean sport organisations have made promising strides their
engagement with environmental sustainability remains often fragmented with a lack of
strategic vision, especially in the long term. To realise the full potential of sport as a driver
of sustainable development, it is necessary to embed long-term strategic visions, build
specialised expertise, and foster a culture that integrates environmental stewardship at the
core of organisational missions. Only then can sport truly serve as a powerful catalyst for

meaningful and lasting change within vulnerable regions and beyond.
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Appendix 1

Interview Guide
1. Introduction
Objective: to create a climate of trust and explain the purpose of the meeting.
o Introduction and explanation of the interview
e Remind participants that there are no right or wrong answers.

e Request consent for recording and obtain signed informed consent.

1. Environmental Education and Engagement (SDG 13)

How your organisations are trying to:

A
Nothing | Partially
lot
Improve education, awareness-raising and human and institutional
1 capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction | 2 3

and early warning.

Sensitise fans and stakeholders to sustainable behaviour through

commercial advantages and/or regulations.

Raise capacity for effective climate change-related planning and
3 management, including focusing on women, youth and local and 1 2 3

marginalised communities

e (an you describe the activities your organisation has already carried out to
promote these goals?

e What activities are you planning or considering to implement in the short term
(within one year)?

e Looking further ahead, what long-term initiatives (over the next five years) do
you think could be developed to support these goals?

e In your opinion, how can your organisation’s efforts contribute to the wider

community?
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2. Environmental Sustainability Management (SDGs 7, 11, 12)

How your organisations are trying to:

Nothing | Partially
lot

Promote sustainable means of transport for supporters such as
public transport, bicycles and electric cars. Providing, e.g., parking
spaces for bicycles, or bike sharing, charging devices for electric

vehicles and agreements with public transport companies.

Analyse the impact of athletes' journeys and comparing them with

other, more sustainable means of transport (e.g. train).

Provide universal access to safe, inclusive, and accessible, green

and public spaces for everyone.

Adopt a sustainable management and efficient use of natural

4 1 2 3
resources.

5 Reduce the food waste. 1 2 3

6 Reduce the release to air, water, and soil of chemical pollution. 1 2 3

Reduce waste generation through prevention, reduction, recycling
7 and reuse. Separate and recycle organic waste to produce compost 1 2 3

to be used as fertiliser for grass.

e Can you describe the activities your organisation has already carried out to
promote these goals?

e What activities are you planning or considering to implement in the short term
(within one year)?

e Looking further ahead, what long-term initiatives (over the next five years) do
you think could be developed to support these goals?

¢ In your opinion, how can your organisation’s efforts contribute to the wider

community?
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3. Environmental Care (SDGs 6, 14, 15)

How your organisations are trying to:

Nothing | Partially A
lot
1 Prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds. 1 2 3
Combat desertification and deforestation; increase afforestation and
2 reforestation. : 2 :
Ensure the conservation of biodiversity terrestrial and inland
3 freshwater ecosystems (like forests, wetlands, mountains, and 1 2 3
drylands).

e Can you describe the activities your organisation has already carried out to
promote these goals?

e What activities are you planning or considering to implement in the short term
(within one year)?

e Looking further ahead, what long-term initiatives (over the next five years) do
you think could be developed to support these goals?

e In your opinion, how can your organisation’s efforts contribute to the wider

community?

4. Conclusion
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Appendix 2
Methodological Guidelines - Research Phase WP 2

EU Project goals

v Produce and implement an innovative educational package on specific strategies
and practical measures for improving the social and environmental impact of team
sport clubs on their local communities.

v' Test on the field and check the progresses made by participants and measure the
social and environmental impacts reached on their local communities thanks to
the training received.

v" Design and launch an online collaborative platform for fostering the networking
among people, organisations and experts from different countries and
backgrounds, all of them committed with the SDGs, for sharing ideas,

experiences, knowledge and new materials on this topic.
Research goals

Collect and treat data on the STATE OF THE ART in the field existing policies, rules,
strategies, measures, experiences and initiatives to promote the knowledge, assumption
and adoption of the SDGs BY SPORTS ORGANISATIONS in their daily work in

different European countries, with special focus on the Mediterranean area.

In specific, it is asked to analyse two main topics. The first one is the perception and the
knowledge about SDGs. The second are the good practices related to ecological

behaviours which are:

a. already existing,
b. or can be started in a short term,

c. or can be implemented on a long-term basis.
Research method and selection of participants

The research will be conducted through interviews both online or in presence. Participants
will be selected by each partner of the project. It is required that they conduct preliminary

desk research as to identify sport organisation or institutions from their regions.
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The choice among the sport disciplines, it has to be related to the impact that that specific
activity has on a national, or regional, or local level. Therefore, it is required to choose

two of the most popular and practiced sports.

People selected as participants must be a member of the organisation who is aware of
what it is doing (or it is not) as to promote environmental sustainability (in accordance

with the SDGs of the project).
Interviewer

Facilitate the discussion is the interviewer's task. It is possible to categorise two different

ways of conducting an interview:

Non-directive style: the interviewer launches the topic and lets the discussion

proceed autonomously.

Directive style: the interviewer carries out a high control both on the content and
on the interaction between the participants. In conducting the interview for the
project, we recommend following the track we have shared with you but, at the
same time, leave the opportunity for participants to raise some questions and bring

up themes.
NB: We warmly recommend you, use the second one.

A good interviewer should own or develop:

. Awareness of one's communicative style.

. Flexibility and adaptability.

. Listening skills.

. Attention to the task.

. Observation skills (“Scanning” capability).

Please as interviewer follow the directions provided below:

. Set a friendly and informal tone.
. Make all the participants feel welcomed and relaxed.
. Get full answers by gently probing.

. Head-off any arguments or disagreements that might close communication.

106 |Pag.



. Be neutral, open and non-judgmental in all verbal and nonverbal responses:
questions should allow for lively discussion and interaction and should be free
from bias.

. Make sure your language is easy to understand and give participants an easy

way to refer to questions and prompts.

. No fear of mistakes environments (“they don't exist right or wrong answers").
. Keep the conversation flowing and on track.
. Monitor the time and stay on schedule with the agenda.

Privacy and GDPR

Guarantee of privacy and confidentiality of what emerges during the interview. Recording
and transcription are the keys to ensuring your results are clear and put to best use. We
remind you to explicitly ask participants for the opportunity to register the interview
before starting. The GDPR-related regulations in force in your country must also be

followed.
Interview Guide

To pose the questions you can refer to the track shared by us for the interview. However,
if you want to rephrase using different words, you could refer to the following indications:
questions have to be formulated in an open way, they don’t have to be ambiguous or

suggest an answer.

To encourage discussion, you can use the following tips:

. from general to particular,
. bring attention to both the positive and negative aspects of the topic,
. reformulations to check if you are understanding the meaning of a statement,
. specification questions,
. non-verbal and verbal probing techniques,
. ask for examples.
Interviews Analysis

It is good practice to always make a complete transcription of the recordings, possibly

supplemented by notes that can be useful for adding details with respect to non-verbal
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behaviours or more simply to identify who said what or clarify the meaning of the

sentences.
Forms of processing such as coding topics through content analysis can be applied.
Content Analysis

Qualitative content analysis goes beyond merely counting words to examining language
intensely for the purpose of classifying large amounts of text into an efficient number of
categories that represent similar meanings (Weber, 1990). These categories can represent
either explicit communication or inferred communication. The goal of content analysis is
“to provide knowledge and understanding of the phenomenon under study” (Downe-
Wamboldt, 1992, p. 314). Qualitative content analysis is defined as a research method for
the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic

classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns.

Qualitative content analysis requires a similar analytical process of seven classic steps,

including (Kaid, 1989):

1. Formulating the research questions to be answered
Selecting the sample to be analysed

Defining the categories to be applied

Outlining the coding process and the coder training
Implementing the coding process

Determining trustworthiness

A o

Analysing the results of the coding process

The success of a content analysis depends greatly on the coding process. The basic coding
process in content analysis is to organise large quantities of text into much fewer content
categories (Weber, 1990). Categories are patterns or themes that are directly expressed in
the text or are derived from them through analysis. Then, relationships among categories
are identified. In the coding process, researchers using content analysis create or develop

a coding scheme.

A coding scheme is a translation device that organises data into categories (Poole and

Folger, 1981). A coding scheme includes the process and rules of data analysis that are
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systematic, logical, and scientific. The development of a good coding scheme is central

to trustworthiness in research using content analysis (Folger, Hewes, and Poole, 1984).

In a conventional content analysis, categories are derived from data during data analysis.
The researcher is usually able to gain a richer understanding of a phenomenon with this

approach.

With a directed content analysis, the researcher uses existing theory or prior research to
develop the initial coding scheme prior to beginning to analyse the data (Kyngas and
Vanhanen, 1999). As analysis proceeds, additional codes are developed, and the initial
coding scheme is revised and refined. Researchers employing a directed approach can

efficiently extend or refine existing theory.

The summative approach to content analysis is fundamentally different from the prior two
approaches. Rather than analysing the data as a whole, the text is often approached as
single words or in relation to particular content. An analysis of the patterns leads to an

interpretation of the contextual meaning of specific terms or content.

Type of Content Timing of Defining Source of Codes or
Study Starts With
Analysis Codes or Keywords Keywords
Conventional Content ) Codes are defined Codes are derived from
] Observation ) )
Analysis during data analysis data
Codes are defined Codes are derived from
Directed Content )
Theory before and during data | theory or relevant
Analysis . .
analysis research findings
Keywords are derived
Keywords are )
Summative Content o from interest of
Keywords identified before and
Analysis ) ) researchers or review
during data analysis i
of literature
Operational indications
. Reading of the text to identify the relevant parts of the text with respect to the

purposes of the research.
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. Construction of a system of classification of the text through the identification
of the main topics and issues that emerged. Each category is matched with a
symbol or a colour.

. Identification of the parts of the text that correspond to the indicated categories
by marking them with the corresponding symbol or colour. These parts of the

text can be single sentences as whole discussion pieces.

At this point all the parts that correspond to the same category come together. The result

is an organized text that can easily be used for drafting a report.

Each identified topic can be preceded by a brief introduction and the selected parts of the

text can be reported in support of the interpretation provided.

This technique lends itself to criticisms of subjectivity on the part of the analyst, in the
selection of the text considered relevant, in the identification of the categories, in the
attribution of parts of the text to certain categories, in the interpretation of their meaning.
The use of two or more independent analysts who identify the categories and attribute
different parts of the text to different categories certainly makes the result of the analysis

more reliable.

In general, content analysis involves a clear identification of the text analysis units, which
can be single words or sentences or speeches or interactions. They involve a long process
of preparation of the text which requires that the implicit subjects of each sentence are
explicitly mentioned and, in many cases, also the selection of a sample of text to be
analysed in order to make the analysis work accessible. The frequencies with which
certain words appear are generally calculated, and the associations that are made with
respect to certain words or concepts. You can decide to count how many times a certain
object or concept is associated with positive or negative elements; how many times
elements appear that express emotional reactions in a text or in relation to the object of

the analysis and so on.
Drafting a Report

It is always useful to summarise in writing the main results that emerged from one or

more interview.
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The standard way of drafting a report for one or a series of interview requires that it be
divided into parts that correspond to the various sections or questions provided in the
interview guide. The main contents that emerged should be summarised for each question.
For each of them it is useful to insert one or two key phrases that give even those who
have not participated in the interview the idea of the answers obtained and communicate

the concepts in the participants' own language.

This summary should be introduced by some comment lines which also provide the key

to the reading.
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Appendix 3

Interviews’ Report Structure

1. Introduction

Presentation of participants
Total Number of participants:
For each participant, please explain:

Participant 1:

. Sport organisation (in that case specify what kind of sport)/Institution
. Name of organisation
. Organisational role
. Professional background
Participant 2:
. Sport organisation (in that case specify what kind of sport)/Institution
. Name of organisation
. Organisational role
. Professional background

3.1 Environmental Education and Engagement (SDG 13)

Please insert the number of people who chose each answer.

Example: for a total of 24 organisations / institutions

NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS: 24

Nothing

Partially

A lot

Improve education, awareness-raising and human and institutional
capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction
and early warning.

10

9
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NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS:

Nothing

Partially

Alot

Improve education, awareness-raising and human and
institutional capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation,

impact reduction and early warning

Sensitise fans and stakeholders to sustainable behaviour through

commercial advantages and/or regulations.

Raise capacity for effective climate change-related planning and
management, including focusing on women, youth and local and

marginalised communities

Please insert participants’ opinions of these points:

e What it has been done as to promote these goals

e What it could be done soon as to promote these goals

e What it could be done in a long-term basis as to promote these goals

e  Which can be the contribution towards the community?

3.2 Environmental Sustainability Management (SDGs 7, 11, 12)

Please insert the number of people who chose each answer.

NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS:

Nothing

Partially

Alot

Promote sustainable means of transport for supporters such as
public transport, bicycles and electric cars. Providing, e.g.,
parking spaces for bicycles, or bike sharing, charging devices for
electric vehicles and agreements with public transport

companies.

Analyse the impact of athletes' journeys and comparing them

with other, more sustainable means of transport (e.g. train).

Provide universal access to safe, inclusive, and accessible, green

and public spaces for everyone.

Adopt a sustainable management and efficient use of natural

resources.

Reduce the food waste.

Reduce the release to air, water, and soil of chemical pollution.
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Reduce waste generation through prevention, reduction,
recycling and reuse. Separate and recycle organic waste to

produce compost to be used as fertiliser for grass.

Please insert participants’ opinions of these points:

e What it has been done as to promote these goals
e What it could be done soon as to promote these goals
e What it could be done in a long-term basis as to promote these goals

e Which can be the contribution towards the community?

3.3  Environmental Care (SDGs 6, 14, 15)

Please insert the number of people who chose each answer.

NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS: Nothing | Partially Alot

Prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds

Combat desertification and deforestation; increase afforestation

and reforestation

Ensure the conservation of biodiversity terrestrial and inland
freshwater ecosystems (like forests, wetlands, mountains, and

drylands)

Please insert participants’ opinions of these points:

e What it has been done as to promote these goals
e What it could be done soon as to promote these goals
e What it could be done in a long-term basis as to promote these goals

e  Which can be the contribution towards the community?

4. Conclusion

Please insert here any other interesting reflection emerged during the activities.
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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to develop a self-assessment tool for sports organisations to
foster critical reflection on their environmental and social sustainability practices, with
particular reference to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
tool is designed not only to evaluate sustainability performance but also to stimulate
reflective and participatory learning processes capable of generating both cultural and

strategic transformation.

Design: Grounded in Transformative Learning Theory and Organisational Learning, the
research adopts a qualitative approach inspired by Action Research. The initial version
of the tool was developed from a prior analytical report on sports organisations and their
alignment with SDGs relevant to the sports sector. Subsequent validation and refinement
were conducted through six semi-structured interviews and two focus groups involving 18
European experts in sustainability and sports sociology. Data analysis employed
structural and pattern coding, leading to the identification of seven overarching macro-

themes.

Findings: The final version of the tool encompasses four core dimensions — Environment,
Social, Governance, and Strategic Approach — each subdivided into specific sub-
dimensions and descriptive indicators organised along a four-level scale. A
complementary section guides organisations in formulating action plans for continuous

improvement, facilitating the integration of organisational practices with the SDGs.

Originality: This research addresses a gap in literature by presenting the first self-
assessment tool explicitly designed to activate transformative learning processes within
sports organisations. The tool reframes assessment as an educational and reflective
practice, linking organisational evaluation directly to the principles of global sustainable

development.

Practical and Social Implications: The tool provides practical guidance for sports
organisations seeking to embed sustainability and SDG principles into their strategic
vision and daily practices, promoting a cultural shift towards greater environmental and

social responsibility.
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1. Introduction

In the context of the current global climate crisis, Education assumes a role of
unprecedented importance. As several scholars have argued (Bostrom et al., 2018;
Galeotti, 2020; Steffen et al., 2015, 2018), the unsustainability of contemporary economic
and social systems demands not only technological and scientific innovation but also
profound social and cultural transformation. This paradigm shift must translate into
practices that are attentive to, and respectful of, both social and environmental contexts.
According to Bostrom et al. (2018), it is therefore crucial to explore how such forms of
social change — aimed at fostering enduring sustainability — can be effectively initiated
and sustained over time. Education can be seen as an emancipatory factor capable of
guiding individuals and communities towards the transformation of their living contexts
(Freire, 1970; Habermas, 1984). Individuals are no longer passive actors in educational
processes, but active agents of transformation in their own path of change (Federighi,

2018).

The world of sport is not immune to the threats of the climate crisis. As suggested by a
growing body of literature in the field of sport ecology (B. P. McCullough et al., 2020),
there is a bidirectional relationship between sport and the environment, where one
influences and is influenced by the other (B. P. McCullough et al., 2020). It is important
to highlight what emerges from the scientific literature regarding the role of sports
organisations in this context. As social institutions, they can be seen as true educational
agencies. Peluso Cassese and colleague (2018) state that sport is a “useful and

indispensable tool for achieving and satisfying certain educational values” (p.82).

The present study is situated within the broader discourse on sustainability in sport and
aims to develop a self-assessment tool designed to facilitate the strategic integration of
sustainability practices within sports organisations. The tool serves as both a diagnostic
and pedagogical instrument, encouraging systematic and critical reflection through the
activation of transformative learning processes. Particular attention is devoted to the
environmental dimension of sustainability, acknowledging its urgency within current
socio-ecological contexts. The study is grounded in Transformative Learning theory
(Mezirow, 1997), which is conceptualised as a dynamic process of personal,
organisational, and cultural transformation — an essential framework for addressing the

complex environmental challenges confronting contemporary society.
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2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Transformative learning and Sustainability

The challenges facing society require new creative solutions that rekindle the social
imagination, which is now in decline. Growing uncertainty about the future and a sense
of loss of agency are part of a widespread malaise that calls for alternative models to the

dominant ones (Galeotti, 2020).

As indicated in the Brundtland Report (Brundtland, 1987), it is no longer possible to think
in terms of separate compartments, as crises — including environmental, social and
development crises — are in fact a single major global crisis. It is therefore necessary to

adopt an integral vision based on ecological thinking (Sterling, 2001).

For UNESCO (2017), Education is the most appropriate tool for addressing future
challenges, as it allows us to learn and unlearn values, skills and knowledge and adopt
new paradigms. Starting from reflection on behaviours and actions, it becomes a catalyst
for innovation and social change (Huang et al., 2024). Education activates individual and
collective responsibility and transformative capacities through a process of awareness-
raising (Galeotti, 2020). As Federighi (2018) and Borghi (1963) state, thanks to
educational tools, individuals become active agents of transformation of the conditions

that hinder aspirations for change.

Ozomadu and Edeoga (2024) argue that the transformative potential of Education lies in
the possibility of forging a more equitable and resilient reality for future generations.
Transformation, change and Education are intertwined. “You cannot learn without

changing, or change without learning” (Kosko & Toms, 1994).

The theory of Transformative Learning (Mezirow, 1997, 2009) focuses on the critical
dimension of learning processes, promoting reflection on one's own way of thinking,
acting and feeling. For Mezirow (1997), autonomous and responsible thinking is essential
for democratic citizenship and moral decision-making. Such learning is not limited to
behavioural changes, but implies an epistemological change (Bostrom et al., 2018).
Central to this is reflective interpretation, which gives new meaning to experience and
guides future actions (Mezirow, 2000). Reflection becomes a “transformative force”
(Galeotti, 2020), triggered by a “disorienting dilemma”, which leads to a revision of one’s

value system.
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According to Dewey (1910), reflective action guides the subject towards scenarios for
action, helping them to evaluate the consequences and validity of solutions. Investigation
and reflective thinking are research and learning, in which experience is the starting point
and the destination. Transformative Learning thus produces transformations within the
subject and in the context of reference, in a co-determination between context and action

(Schon, 1983).

For Freire (1970), reflective action is a process of awareness and is both emancipatory
and liberating, thanks to the dynamic union between action and critical reflection (praxis).
According to this view, Education enables us to critically understand the world and
transform it. It is therefore necessary for Education to address the conflicting aspects of
sustainable development — power, inequality, economic interests, resistance to change —

in order to steer society towards real sustainability (Bostrom et al., 2018).

As pointed out by some authors (Clark et al., 2020), Education plays a key role in
promoting change which, when applied to environmental education, can motivate people

to take action that benefits the environment and humanity.

In recent decades, several scholars (Greenwood, 2009; Lotz-Sisitka, 2015; McKenzie et
al.,, 2009; Mukute & Lotz-Sisitka, 2012; O’Donoghue et al., 2007) have linked the
Transformative Learning model to sustainability. Education for Sustainability is a
training process that offers a holistic and transformative approach (Ozomadu & Edeoga,
2024). It aims to train agents of change who are aware of the interconnection between
economic, social and environmental systems, developing values and skills for a

sustainable community (Huang et al., 2024).

In conclusion, Education is central to promoting change through transformative processes

and a holistic view of reality.

2.2. Organisational Learning and Change

Having learned about the central role of Education in triggering processes of change, it is
essential to investigate the organisational context and the conditions that favour
Transformative Learning. At the academic level, there is a vast literature analysing these

aspects.
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Organisational learning can be defined as a process through which a change in mental
models, rules, processes or knowledge takes place, improving performance (Argyris &
Schon, 1997; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Chiva et al., 2014; Senge, 1990). At the heart of
such learning is the production of new knowledge (Argote et al., 2021), which allows for
the development of new ways of thinking and understanding reality (Argyris & Schon,

1997), resulting in cognitive or behavioural change(Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011).

Generally speaking, Organisational Learning is not solely the aggregate of individual
learning within an organisation (Fiol & Lyles, 1985). As (Hedberg, 1981) indicate, though
the members of an organisation may change over time, significant elements such as
behaviours, norms, core values, and visions endure within the institution. Organisations
can therefore develop their own ideologies and visions (Hedberg, 1981). For learning to
be organisational, new knowledge must become part of the shared cultural luggage,
translating, for example, into routines that allow knowledge to remain even if the

individual who introduced it leaves the organisation (Argote et al., 2021).

A key tenet of Adult Education is the emphasis on experiential learning (Torlone, 2021).
Applying this within an organisational context means purposefully structuring situations
to guide learning. This educational intent is a structured approach that leaves nothing to
chance (Torlone, 2021), requiring the organisation to proactively create environments that

facilitate understanding and the integration of new behaviours.

Organisational learning takes place in a specific context (Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011;
Glynn et al., 1994) and develops over time (Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011). The nature
of the context is crucial in promoting or hindering educational processes. Structure,
culture and organisational identity are internal factors that affect learning; at the same
time, possible external elements can also have a positive or negative influence (Argote et

al., 2021; Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011).

Senge (1990, p.13), defines a “learning organisation” as “a place where people are
continually discovering how they create reality and how they can change it”. Federighi et
al. (2012) emphasises the responsibility of organisations not to impose absolute visions,
but to allow members to maintain ethical consistency between personal values and
professional actions. Furthermore, Senge (1990) points out that Organisational Learning

requires a cultural change that also affects management practices.
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A concept often associated with Organisational Learning is Organisational Development
(Argyris, 1993; Bennis, 1969; Kanter, 2006; Lippitt et al., 1958; Vaill, 1996), defined as
“a response to change, a complex educational strategy intended to change the beliefs,
attitudes, values, and structure of organisations so that they can better adapt” (Bennis,
1969, p.2). It is a systematic commitment to change, based on knowledge and skills from

the behavioural sciences (Beckhard, 1969).

According to Anderson and Anderson (2010), organisational transformation is one of the
most complex forms of change, as it involves cultural, behavioural and mental changes

that must be lasting over time.

Change is increasingly recognised as an integral aspect of organisational life. The long-
term sustainability and success of an organisation depend on its capacity to adapt, evolve,
and transform in response to internal and external pressures (Rothwell et al., 2015).
Transformation is understood as “a change that reinvigorates an entire organisation,
including strategy, structure, core processes, power distribution, control systems, culture,

and people’s work” (Cady & Hardalupas, 1999). 90).

2.3. Self-Assessment Tools as Transformative Learning Devices for Sport
Organisations

In the transformative process of organisational learning, assessment is a procedural step
of fundamental importance. Planning without first acquiring an accurate picture of the
starting point is a mistake that many people make (Rothwell et al., 2009). This initial
phase of analysis is of primary importance because it can guide the directions to be taken
to achieve the desired objectives (Rothwell et al., 2009). Argyris (2004) argues that in
order to act, human beings first need to analyse the problem, develop a solution and

evaluate its feasibility.

When considered from the participatory perspective of Transformative Organisational
Learning, assessment is best approached in a self-reflective manner. In fact, self-
assessment is believed to be useful, especially for managers, in understanding the
importance of environmental r sustainability (Eisner et al., 2022; van der Wiele et al.,
1995). People who are part of the organisation are thus personally involved and more

motivated to continue the educational process (Rothwell et al., 2009).
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In the current literature, according to the authors’ current knowledge, there are only a few
studies on the assessment of the sustainability of sports organisations. Moran-Gamez and
colleagues (2024) summarised the most significant research on the tools identified in the
literature, analysing their methodologies and limitations. Their study is added to this short

list.

The first study identified concerns the creation of a questionnaire to assess the potential
of sports clubs to influence — through a tree planting initiative — members and fans on
environmentally sustainable behaviours (Inoue and Kent, 2012). Previously, McCullough
and Cunningham (2011), using planned behaviour theory, had analysed the predisposition
to recycle plastic bottles during sporting events. Another study is that of Santos-Pastor
and colleagues (2019), which presents a scale for assessing the environmental attitudes
of those who engage in physical activity in natural environments. This study explores the
dimensions related to knowledge of the natural environment associated with actions,
attitudes, values and norms developed through sporting experiences in nature. In another
publication, Trail & McCullough (2020) rework the Sports Fan Sustainability Behaviour
model (Trail, 2016) in order to measure the impact of a sustainability campaign promoted
through a very popular race, giving shape to the Sport Sustainability Campaign
Evaluation Model. Hugaerts and colleagues (2021), on the other hand, investigated the
presence of social responsibility policies — categorised according to economic, social and
environmental dimensions — associated with SDGs in participatory sporting events.
Sisson and colleagues (2021), on the other hand, used the Sustainability Assessment
Questionnaire model to develop a questionnaire aimed at measuring participants’
intentions to reuse cups provided by the sports organisation and their perception of this
practice. Finally, Moran-Géamezand colleagues (2024), in their study, validated a tool for

assessing the effect of ecological practices on the behaviour of sports service users.

What these tools have in common is the assessment of the effects of specific initiatives
on individuals involved in various capacities in sports organisations. None of them aims
to activate Transformative Learning processes within organisations capable of promoting

critical reflection aimed at cultural change.

The evaluation framework proposed by Scerri and James (2009) offers insights that are

particularly relevant to the context of the present study. These authors critically examine
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methodological approaches that rely on the implementation of both qualitative and
quantitative sustainability indicators, highlighting a key limitation: the prioritisation of
technical measurement over the reflective processes of individuals and organisational
practices. Such an emphasis, they argue, reflects an underlying positivist imperative,
privileging statistical data over interpretive understanding (Singleton, 1999). This critique
does not imply that indicators are inherently unsuitable for sustainability assessment;
rather, their utility is maximised when embedded within a broader, more integrative
framework (Scerri & James, 2009). Within such a framework, indicators function not
merely as descriptive measures of reality, but as instruments that can catalyse
transformation in the relationships between individuals, communities and their natural
environments. Consequently, the approach proposed by Scerri and James (2009)
emphasises sustainability self-assessment exercises that generate a ‘social map'’ of
practices and interactions. Within this mapped framework, indicators linked to specific
categories of practice can then be applied, facilitating both evaluation and reflective

learning processes.

2.4. Justification for this Study

The literature reviewed reveals that, while the sports sector represents a rich context for
fostering Transformative Learning, this potential has been only marginally explored.
Existing studies indicate that sports organisations, as key social institutions, have the
capacity to act as powerful agents for promoting positive values, cultivating community
engagement, and advancing global development and peace initiatives (Schulenkorf,
2010). Moreover, sport has been recognised as a meaningful contributor to community
development and the promotion of social responsibility (Triantafyllidis & Darvin, 2021).
These insights highlight the educational and social potential of sport; however, they also
underscore the limited extent to which this potential has been harnessed within

organisational learning and sustainability frameworks.

At the same time, although a growing body of research has examined the relationship

between sport and ecology, studies that specifically address the connection between sports

! Social mapping, as a method, has been used in projects across Australia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea, Sri Lanka and
Timor-Leste. It involves asking people to plot out where they see the boundaries of their locale, their community or communities, and
their responses to the process of interchange that crosses that space. [...] It involves walking with and talking to people as they move
through defined spaces and seeing how their understandings and shaping of their world is informed via their interactions and
movements” (Scerri & James, 2009).
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organisations’ internal practices and the implementation of the SDGs remain scarce (Cury
et al., 2023). This gap is particularly significant given that the sports sector, through its
reach and visibility, holds substantial influence in shaping public awareness, attitudes,

and behaviours related to environmental and social responsibility.

Furthermore, the existing literature is largely characterised by analyses of isolated
interventions or short-term environmental campaigns within the sporting domain, rather
than by investigations into organisational learning processes or long-term cultural
transformation within sports institutions (Moran-Gamez et al., 2024; G. T. Trail &
McCullough, 2020). As a result, there is a marked absence of an educational and systemic
approach that frames sport not merely as an instrument for sustainability promotion, but
as a dynamic space for critical reflection, participatory learning, and organisational

change.

This dichotomy is particularly relevant given that, as Senge (1990) and Mezirow (2009)
emphasise, Transformative Learning and Organisational Learning constitute essential
dimensions in the cultivation of a sustainable culture. These frameworks highlight that
sustainable transformation requires not only the adoption of environmentally responsible
practices but also the development of reflective, participatory, and adaptive capacities
within organisations. In this sense, sports organisations - owing to their social visibility,
community engagement, and educational potential — can act as laboratories of
sustainability, where critical reflection and experiential learning foster new forms of
collective awareness and action. When adequately supported through targeted educational
tools and reflective frameworks, such organisations are well positioned to influence

broader cultural narratives, institutional policies, and behavioural norms.

Accordingly, the present study is justified in its aim to design and validate a self-
assessment tool that moves beyond a merely diagnostic or evaluative function. Rather
than simply measuring sustainability-related performance, the tool seeks to stimulate
awareness, critical reflection, and transformative learning process among managers and
members of sports organisations. By integrating the principles of Transformative
Learning theory (Mezirow, 1997, 2009) with the conceptual framework of sport ecology
(McCullough et al., 2020), this research proposes an innovative educational approach that

addresses both theoretical and practical gaps. The study thus contributes to reimagining
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sports organisations as learning-oriented systems capable of driving cultural and

structural change toward sustainability within and beyond their institutional boundaries.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Design

This study is part of a broader research project based on Transformative Learning and
Action Research. The tool presented here is part of a training course designed specifically
for sports organisations on environmental sustainability and the implementation of the
SDGs. It is important to highlight this aspect because the tool alone, without a basic
understanding of certain fundamental concepts, may not be able to establish the reflective

self-assessment process as it lacks sufficient knowledge bases.

The methodology used to develop the tool was qualitative. This methodological choice
made it possible to develop, through in-depth dialogue, the final tool, which can then be

tested and used in a sport’s organisational context in the future.

The study consisted of two phases. The first involved the development of an initial version
of the tool (Annex 1). This was developed based on the reworking of the results that
emerged from an analysis conducted within a project co-funded by the European Union

(SportEYE, 2024).

Once the initial draft of the tool had been constructed, we submitted it to opinion leaders
in the sector for their views through interviews and focus groups. These two methods of
data collection were used because they were considered the most suitable. Interviews
were chosen for their in-depth investigative nature, offering us the opportunity to dialogue
with participants and illustrate the underlying theoretical thinking (Saldana, 2011;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Focus groups, on the other hand, were selected for their

intrinsic ability to stimulate collective reflection (Armour & MacDonald, 2012).

The analysis of the data collected made it possible to produce the final version of the

instrument (Annex 2).

3.2. Procedures and Sample

The inclusion criteria for participant selection involved identifying professionals and/or

academics with in-depth expertise in the field of sustainable management of organisations

125|Pag.



at European level and expertise in the development of self-assessment tools. The selection
procedure involved identifying individuals who met the above criteria through a desk
study, tracing experts from high-level scientific publications. We then contacted potential
participants by email, explaining the purpose of the study, the possible risks or benefits
of participation, their rights and informed consent. We then provided participants with a

draft of the self-assessment tool prior to the meetings to allow them to prepare adequately.

We conducted six semi-structured interviews and two focus groups lasting about an hour.
We favoured the online mode to allow flexibility in participation. We involved five
experts in the field of sustainable management of organisations and 13 experts in sports
sociology with expertise in the development of self-assessment tools (18 participants in

total).

3.3. Ethical Considerations

All interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed, with full respect for
anonymity, privacy, and confidentiality, in accordance with the principles of scientific
ethics (American Psychological Association., 2020). All procedures complied with the
GDPR and followed internationally recognised ethical standards. Interview recordings,
transcripts, and personal data were handled with strict confidentiality and anonymised
during analysis and reporting. The study protocol was reviewed and approved by the

Ethics Committee of the researchers’ affiliated university.

4. Data Analysis for Tool Development

In order to rework the draft of the tool submitted for expert review, we conducted a
content analysis (Birmingham & Wilkinson, 2003; Krippendorft, 2004; Schreier, 2012;
Weber, 1990) of the transcripts of interviews and focus groups. For the coding, we
followed the guidelines of using two coding cycles (Saldaiia, 2013). The analysis was

conducted jointly by the two authors, following an iterative and collaborative process.

For the first cycle, each author independently analysed a subset of the transcripts.
Structural coding was used (Guest et al., 2012; MacQueen & Guest, 2008; Namey et al.,
2008; Saldana, 2013). This methodology is recommended for exploratory studies aimed

at indexing themes according to categories. Subsequently, the assigned codes were
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compared and discussed in inter-rater comparison sessions in order to harmonise the

coding criteria and construct a shared grid.

For the second cycle, we used pattern coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldafa, 2013),
which allowed us to group and summarise the whole set into a smaller number of themes.
Again, the two authors worked together: after a phase of independent coding, a process
of discussion and refinement of the themes was initiated, leading to the shared

identification of seven final macro-themes.

To ensure the credibility and transparency of the analytical process, all phases were
documented, and disagreements were resolved through discussion and consensus. In
some cases, reference was made to the raw data to verify the adherence of the

interpretations to the empirical content.

In conclusion, we identified seven themes covering various aspects of the tool, from

structure to content:

e FEthics and Management

e Multi-stakeholder approach

e Social Sustainability Management
e Structure

e Sustainability Education

e Sustainability Management

e Tool

Each topic refers to an area where experts expressed their opinions, indicating aspects of
the tool that needed to be modified. We then worked on the content, form and structure,

thus obtaining the final version of the tool.

5. Results

5.1. First Draft Elaboration
The preliminary study report on the state of the art in environmental sustainability
commitments by sports organisations in the European Mediterranean region (SportEYE,

2024) was used as a starting point for the development of the first version of the tool. The
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picture that emerged from the research report was essential because of'its particular recent

snapshot of sports organisations and geographical specificity.

The report covers sustainability practices linked to specific SDGs: SDG4 Quality
Education, SDG5 Gender Equality, SDG6 Clean Water and Sanitation, SDG7 Affordable
and clean energy, SDG8 Decent work and economic growth, SDG11 Sustainable cities
and communities, SDG12 Responsible consumption and production, SDG13 Climate
action, SDG14 Life below water, SDG15 Life on land, SDG16 Peace, justice and strong
institutions, and SDG17 Partnerships for the goals.

Following the categorisation by thematic areas of the practices presented in the report,
we structured the framework of the tool. This consisted of four macro-areas composed of
thematic sub-categories developed into items related to good practices. The first category
grouped items related to Education for Sustainability, the second to Sustainable

Management, the third to Social Management and the last to Ethics Management.

Each subcategory was then evaluated according to five criteria: strategic approach,
continuity of interventions, multi-stakeholder approach, focus on communication, and
finally, reporting operations. The evaluation was carried out using a three-step Likert
scale, and the value of the steps on the scale was specified for each criterion. In general,

however, 1 was the minimum level and 3 was the maximum.

5.2. Final Version Result

The final product, created by reworking the initial tool, consists of two sections.

The first part of the tool provides a brief but clear introduction to its purpose and how to
complete it. This requires the tool to be completed by staff within the organisation who
are therefore aware of what the organisation does and what its internal policies are.
Furthermore, it is advisable that the completion of the tool be discussed in a group among
the organisation's management staff. In this way, the tool will be useful for activating an
internal and reflective exchange of cultural rethinking within the organisation, moving

from a strategic vision of environmental sustainability.

After the introduction, the tool is divided into four main dimensions, each of which
represents a key thematic area for assessing environmental sustainability and its

integration into the activities and management of sports organisations:
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e Dimension 1 — Environment. Represents the core of the tool and is therefore the
most comprehensive. It includes sub-dimensions relating to environmental
education, biodiversity protection and sustainable management of sports facilities
(e.g. waste management, sustainable mobility, use of natural resources, energy

efficiency) SDGs 4, 6, 7, 12, 13, 14, 15, 17.

e Dimension 2 — Social. Focuses on human rights, inclusion, promotion of peace
and contribution to the local community. This section broadens the reflection on
the environment, linking it to well-being and social cohesion. SDGs 4, 5, 8, 11,

16, 17.

e Dimension 3 — Governance. Assesses aspects such as internal and external
transparency, sporting integrity and human resource management. This section
highlights the link between sustainability and ethical and effective organisational

practices. SDGs 11, 16, 17.

e Dimension 4 — Strategic approach to environmental sustainability. Examines
the level of internal structuring of the organisation with regard to vision, planning
and stakeholder engagement. This section introduces a more long-term strategic

management approach.

The focus remains on environmental sustainability, but social and governance dimensions
are also present in order to offer ideas for integration with environment-related issues.
The fourth dimension, on the other hand, concerns more the structuring of a strategic

vision within the organisation.

Each dimension contains sub-dimensions. Each of these includes a series of descriptive
indicators, presented in the form of statements relating to practices to which concrete
examples are linked to ensure greater clarity. For each indicator, the organisation is invited
to assign a score between 0 (Emerging), 1 (Developing), 2 (Good) and 3 (Outstanding),

reflecting its degree of implementation of the actions described.

The graded assessment system allows the organisation to challenge itself by identifying
the most deficient areas and feeling stimulated to find innovative solutions to emerging

issues that had been ignored until then.
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The first section of the tool concludes with a final summary in which an overall score out
of 60 is calculated. Based on the result, the organisation receives a qualitative assessment
(from “Emerging” to “Outstanding”), which can serve as a starting point for defining
strategic objectives, planning future interventions and communicating its progress to

internal and external stakeholders.

The second section of the tool consists of a guide for drawing up an action plan designed
to accompany sports organisations in the phase following self-assessment. This section
aims to translate the results into concrete, personalised operational plan aimed at

continuous improvement in the field of environmental sustainability.

In particular, the first section of the plan (“Assessment”) invites structured reflection on

the results of the self-assessment, with a grid that facilitates the identification of:
e strengths on which to build new initiatives,
e weaknesses that require targeted intervention,
e critical issues that require a strategic response.

The proposed approach is geared towards empowering organisations, stimulating the
active participation of various internal actors and promoting inclusive and sustainable
governance. The plan is therefore not a rigid model, but a framework that can be adapted
to different organisational contexts, useful for initiating or strengthening sustainable

planning in the medium to long term.

6. Discussions

The tool presented in this article is strongly rooted in the theoretical assumptions of
Transformative Learning and Organisational Learning. In line with Mezirow’
perspective (1997), the tool is not merely an assessment device, but an opportunity for
reflection that can activate processes of critical awareness within organisations.
Participatory compilation and collective discussion among members of the organisation
constitute a learning context in which they are encouraged to re-examine their thinking
patterns and value models, initiating a transformative process that can lead to cultural and

operational change (Dewey, 1910; Freire, 1970; Galeotti, 2020).
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Consistent with the paradigm of Education for Sustainability (Sterling, 2001; UNESCO,
2017), the tool proposes a holistic approach that integrates environmental, social and
governance dimensions. This structure reflects the need, expressed in the Brundtland
Report (1987), to overcome the fragmentation of knowledge and adopt a systemic
approach capable of connecting environmental sustainability with social justice and the
ethical responsibility of organisations. In this sense, the inclusion of the four dimensions
— environmental, social, governance and strategy — represents a concrete attempt to
translate the ecological and integral vision of sustainability into conscious organisational

practice.

From a methodological point of view, the adoption of descriptive and graded indicators
does not respond to a purely technical or comparative logic, but to a reflective pedagogical
function, consistent with the approach proposed by Scerri & James (2009). The indicators
take on value as learning tools, capable of guiding internal dialogue and generating new
interpretations of organisational reality. In this sense, evaluation becomes a
transformative device, capable of combining measurement and self-reflection,
stimulating the assumption of responsibility and the shared development of improvement

strategies (Argyris, 2004; Rothwell et al., 2009).

The second section of the tool, dedicated to the action plan, is a natural extension of self-
assessment, translating reflection into operational practice. This step expresses the
principle of Organisational Learning outlined by Senge (1990) and (Argyris & Schon,
1997), according to which learning organisations are those capable of linking reflection
to action and promoting continuous improvement. From this perspective, the tool is not
limited to measuring sustainability but aims to strengthen the reflective and strategic skills

necessary for sustainable and participatory governance (Federighi et al., 2012).

In conclusion, the proposed tool is fully aligned with the vision of Education as a catalyst
for innovation and change (Huang et al., 2024; Ozomadu & Edeoga, 2024), promoting
the empowerment of sports organisations as active agents of transformation towards
environmental sustainability. Its reflective, dialogical and action-oriented structure
responds to the principles of Transformative Learning and Organisational Learning,
configuring itself as an educational tool capable of connecting evaluation with the cultural

and strategic growth of organisations.
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7. Conclusions

The principal objective of this study was to develop a self-assessment tool for
environmental sustainability in sports organisations, designed not merely as a technical
instrument for measurement but as an educational and transformative device. Grounded
in the principles of Transformative Learning (Mezirow, 1997) and Organisational
Learning (Argyris & Schon, 1997; Rothwell et al., 2009; Senge, 1990), the tool seeks to
foster critical reflection, awareness, and cultural change within the sports’ organisational

fabric.

Developed through a qualitative and participatory research approach, the tool integrates
theoretical insights with practical expertise drawn from professionals and scholars in the
field. The resulting framework — comprising four interconnected dimensions
(Environment, Social, Governance, and Strategy) — offers a systemic and holistic view of
sustainability, aligned with both ecological thinking and the SDGs. By combining
descriptive indicators with reflective prompts, the tool transforms the act of assessment
into a learning process that encourages dialogue, participation, and shared responsibility

across organisational levels.

Ultimately, the study underscores the potential of sports organisations as agents of socio-
environmental transformation. By embedding reflective and learning-oriented processes
within their governance and strategic frameworks, these organisations can move beyond
compliance-based sustainability models toward a more integrated, value-driven, and
human-centred approach to development. This research thus contributes both
theoretically and practically to the ongoing discourse on sustainability in sport,
positioning Education and reflection as key levers for systemic change toward a more just

and sustainable future.

From a theoretical standpoint, this research advances the field of sport ecology by
introducing a pedagogical and transformative perspective seldom addressed in existing
literature. In doing so, it reframes sport not only as a sector capable of implementing
sustainable practices, but as a privileged educational space where reflective competence,

ecological awareness, and civic responsibility can be cultivated.

On a practical level, the tool represents a flexible operational model that can be used as a

starting point for self-assessment and strategic planning in the field of sport. Its
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application can support organisations in developing policies and practices that are more
consistent with the values of sustainability, promoting continuous learning geared

towards improvement and innovation.

However, the study has some limitations. Although the tool has been qualitatively
validated through expert input, it requires further testing and empiric studies to assess its
effectiveness in promoting real organisational change processes. It will therefore be
important to test its application in diverse sporting contexts, analysing its effects on

organisational culture, leadership and member participation.

Looking ahead, future research developments may include the integration of the tool into
structured training programmes, the longitudinal measurement of the transformative
learning processes generated, and the adaptation of the model to different organisational

levels (federations, clubs, local authorities).

In conclusion, the work presented here offers an innovative contribution to the dialogue
between Education, sustainability and sport, highlighting how evaluation, when
reinterpreted in a reflective and participatory way, can become a driver of cultural and
strategic transformation. From this perspective, sport is not only a field of application for
sustainability, but also an educational laboratory in which to learn new ways of thinking,

acting and living together while respecting the planet and communities.
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Annex 1

e GENOER 13 16 o eme
KON EQUALTY AN MO STRDHE
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Education for sustainability g (‘;; P S i—

Environmental education

How much the organisation is promoting projects with environment educational purposes for

different target groups (related to the club).

Education for peace and non-violence
How much the organisation is promoting education for peace and non-violence's projects for

different target groups (related to the club).

Education for inclusion
How much the organisation is promoting education for inclusion's projects for different target
groups (related to the club).

6 S 12 Seivin. M e 16 5o
ADPROCLCTION

Sustainable management ] O o &
Sports facilities

How much the sport facility is sustainable in terms of: renewable energy sources, eco-friendly

materials, reduction of non-reusable plastic materials and energy efficiency.

Sport events
How much in sport events the environmental impact is reduced. Limiting water, air pollution

and reducing the use of non-reusable plastics.

Sport equipment

How much the management, maintenance, and/or procurement of sports equipment and
materials is aimed at reducing environmental impact. Like: using eco-friendly materials for the
equipment, reducing the fast-fashion trend (e.g., not having a new jersey every year), promoting

second-hand sport equipment, etc.

Transportation
How much is incentivised the sustainable modes of transport for athletes, fans, and staff (e.g.,

bikes, trains, etc.).

Waste management
How much the waste production and the management of the disposal is environmentally

sustainable.
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Resources waste
How much it is reduced the waste of various resources: food, water, electricity, human,

economic, etc.

Sustainable policies
How much are developed and/or implemented sustainability policies that pertain both internally

and externally to the organisation.

Reduction of the carbon footprint

How much the carbon footprint's club is reducing.

Ecological initiatives
How much and though how many ways the organisation serves the community to promote local
ecological initiatives aimed at: the recovery of polluted areas, the protection of biodiversity,

reforestation and the realisation/care of green spaces.

5 G 16 Sotms™ 17 s

Social management @. %

Inclusion
How much it is concretely promoted the inclusion of vulnerable individuals and those in

situations of social marginalisation, disabilities, and minorities.

Community empowerment

How much it is promoted the empowerment of the local community though active participation.

Ethic management
R 1 ==

¥,

Transparency
How much the organisation is operating in an open, accountable, and honest manner. This
includes clearly communicating its actions, decisions, and policies to stakeholders, both

internally (staff, athletes, families) and externally (fans, sponsors, etc.).

Sport integrity
How much the organisation is concretely fighting against betting, match fixing, doping and

corruption.
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Continuity of

Intervention

Multi-
Stakeholder
Approach

Attention to

Communication

Reporting

0 - Absence of a
department/area

or dedicated

0 - Absence of

0 - Absence of
differentiation in

the involved user

0 - Absence of
communication

on environmental

0 - Absence of

reporting on

) continuity. base and o activities and their
personnel in the sustainability
developed o impact.
company. ) initiatives.
partnerships.
1 - Decent
communication
1 - Differentiation )
strategies 1 - Descriptive
1 - Presence of a 1 - Ongoing in the type of
(dedicated reporting of
department/area initiatives but users involved, ) ) o
o website sections activities (e.g.,
or personnel, but  with limited long- but one- . .
for projects, social number of
lack of a strategic term user dimensional i o
) media pages, participants, areas
approach. engagement. partnerships (e.g., ]
) updated news, involved).
private sector).
etc.), but limited
content depth.
2 - Good
communication
2 - Differentiation
2 - Presence of a strategies (news
2 - Ongoing in the type of

department/area
or personnel with
a clear strategy
and definition of
areas of

intervention.

initiatives with
lasting user

engagement in
structured

projects.

users involved

and partnerships
(e.g., private
sector, third

sector, schools,

etc.).

and specific tags,
dedicated website
sections for
commitment,
social media
pages, etc.) +
clarity and in-

depth content.

2 - Reporting of
activities with a
specific focus on
the impact of the

interventions.
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Annex 2

Sport (S)core for Sustainability

Self-Assessment Tool for Greener Sport Organisations

Why this Tool

Our goal is to provide sports organisations with a comprehensive set of actions, tools,
and, where possible, best practices to help them meet the environmental sustainability
responsibilities they are expected to uphold. The true potential of this quality framework

lies in its ability to support organisations in several key areas:

o First, it allows organisations to conduct self-assessments of their environmental
sustainability commitments, offering them the opportunity to reflect on where

they stand and identify areas for improvement.

e Second, it serves as a supportive tool for establishing new practices and actions
that promote environmental sustainability, guiding organisations as they begin to

adopt more sustainable approaches.

o Third, it also acts as a resource to help enhance and advance the effectiveness of
existing sustainability initiatives, ensuring that progress is sustained and built

upon over time.

e Finally, the framework provides a long-term monitoring tool, helping
organisations track their sustainability progress and adapt their strategies to ensure

continued improvement.

Instructions for Using the Tool

How to use the tool

The tool is designed to be practical and straightforward, focusing on key procedures and
areas that are critical to an organisation’s sustainability goals. Users should pay particular
attention to areas that are most relevant to their specific context and current environmental

sustainability practices.
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Who will use the tool

This tool should be used by staff members who have a thorough understanding of their
organisation’s sustainability initiatives. These individuals should be well-versed in the
actions the organisation is taking to promote environmental sustainability. However,
while conducting the self-assessment, it is crucial that they engage with colleagues
working in relevant areas of sustainability. This collaboration will ensure that the
evaluation reflects a broad and complete perspective of the organisation’s environmental

sustainability efforts.

How to answer

When responding to the assessment, staff members should base their answers on their
knowledge of the organisation’s initiatives. They are asked to evaluate their organisation’s
capabilities in each area on a scale ranging from "weak" to "outstanding," reflecting their
subjective perception of how well the organisation addresses each aspect of

environmental sustainability.

Dimension 1: Environment
SDGs 4, 6,7,12, 13, 14, 15,17

1. Environmental education and sensibilisation: it involves fostering awareness,
knowledge, and action towards environmental sustainability within the sport community.
It integrates learning and engagement strategies to teach individuals, particularly young

fans, athletes, and club supporters, the significance of environmental stewardship.

o The sports organisation has ongoing environmental education projects with
multiple targets (athletes, families, staff and the local community).
o The sports organisation has in place awareness-raising campaigns on

environmental sustainability issues.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding
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2. Environmental actions and biodiversity protection: sports organisations use
activities to raise awareness, promote sustainable practices, and contribute to the
conservation of ecosystems. Through these initiatives, sports clubs and athletes can play
an important role in protecting the environment, fostering a culture of sustainability, and

inspiring communities to engage in environmental stewardship.

o The sports organisation has ongoing environmental actions which aims to restore

and protect the natural environment and biodiversity.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding

3. Facility management:

e Waste reduction: it involves minimising waste production, promoting
sustainable practices, and ensuring that waste is managed in an environmentally
responsible manner. Through various initiatives, sports clubs can take proactive
steps to reduce their environmental impact and lead by example in the fight against
waste.

o Annual production of non-recyclable waste is analysed and monitored by
the organisation.

o Organic waste is utilized for compost production by the organisation.

o Materials reuse is promoted before discarding, followed by proper
recycling by the organisation.

o Amount of food waste produced is monitored, and surplus food is donated

to those in need by the organisation.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding
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Plastics reduction: minimising the use of single-use plastic products and
promoting sustainable alternatives to reduce the environmental impact of sports
events, facilities, and day-to-day operations.
o Water depurators are provided in the facility, and the use of reusable
bottles is promoted among athletes, fans, and staff.
o Non-reusable plastic materials, such as caps, cutlery, and plates, are

avoided by the organisation.

0 - Emerging 1- Developing 2- Good 3- Outstanding

Natural resources management: minimising the environmental impact of sports
facilities by optimising resource usage and adopting sustainable practices. This
includes water conservation, and the careful management of other natural
resources.

o Rainwater harvesting is implemented by the organisation for irrigation, toilets,
and showers.

o Water consumption is reduced through the installation of flushing cisterns with
controlled discharge systems, faucets, and showerheads equipped with water
reducers and flow control mechanisms.

o Water recycling systems are installed to treat and reuse greywater for non-
potable purposes, such as irrigation or toilet flushing.

o Green resources (such as trees and plants) are used by the organisation to
improve air quality.

o Sustainable/natural materials are chosen by the organisation when building or

renovating sports facilities.

0- Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding
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e Energy efficiency: use of energy in ways that maximize its benefits while
minimising waste, reducing consumption, and lowering environmental impact.
Sports facilities can implement a variety of strategies to improve energy efficiency
and create more sustainable operations.

o The organisation uses renewable energy sources.
o High-efficiency lighting, such as LED, is installed by the organisation.
o Energy-efficient models are implemented by the organisation in temperature

regulation.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2 - Good 3 - Outstanding

e Pollution reduction: minimising the harmful environmental impacts that sports
facilities and events can have on air, water, and soil. Through sustainable practices
and conscious decisions, sports organisations can significantly reduce pollution
and contribute to environmental protection.

o Ifapplicable, the organisation uses organic fertilisers

o Eco-friendly practices are used by the organisation to take care of green
spaces, avoiding synthetic pesticides and herbicides.

o If applicable, chlorine is substituted with natural alternatives in pools by the
organisation.

o The organisation uses low-pollutant chemicals for cleaning the facilities.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding
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Sustainable sport equipment: use of environmentally friendly materials,

practices, and strategies to minimise the environmental impact of the products

used in sports. These efforts focus on reducing waste, conserving resources, and

promoting a circular economy in the sporting world.

(@]

Jerseys from previous seasons are reused by the organisation, avoiding fast
fashion.

The organisation promotes sport equipment donation and reuse.

The organisation uses eco-friendly recycled material for jersey and sport
equipment.

Plastic trophies are avoided by the organisation in favour of natural or recycled
materials.

Merchandising is made with natural or recycled materials by the organisation.
Natural or recycled materials or reusable banners are used by the organisation

for marketing or event materials.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2 - Good 3 - Outstanding

Sustainable mobility: use of environmentally friendly transportation options to

reduce the carbon footprint and environmental impact of travel associated with

sporting events, training, and daily operations. By adopting sustainable transport

practices, sports organisations can minimise the negative effects of travel,

promote eco-friendly alternatives, and encourage both athletes and fans to adopt

greener commuting habits.

o

o

Train travel is used by the organisation for travel.
If applicable, electric or hybrid vehicles are provided to staft and athletes by
the organisation.

The organisation provides secure bike parking for athletes, staff, and fans.
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o The organisation establishes partnerships with public transport, car-sharing,
bike-sharing, e-bike-sharing, or scooter-sharing companies to ensure agile
mobility.

o Carpooling is incentivised with economic bonuses among athletes, staft, and
fans by the organisation.

o If applicable, carbon emissions from air travel are compensated by the

organisation.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2 - Good 3 - Outstanding

Dimension 2: Social
SDGs 4, 5, 8, 11, 16,17
1. Human rights

1. 1. Inclusion and diversity practices: fostering environments where everyone,
regardless of their background, abilities, or identities, feel welcomed, valued, and able to
participate. It promotes equality, social integration, and empowerment, ensuring equal
opportunities for vulnerable groups and fostering values like respect, cooperation, and

teamwork.

o Initiatives aimed at the inclusion of all, especially the most vulnerable, through
educational projects, awareness-raising campaigns, and internal policies are in

place within the sports organisation.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding
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1.2. Peace and non-violence practices: It focuses on using the platform of sports to
promote peaceful behaviours, respect, and equality, both on and off the field. It aims to
create environments where individuals, especially youth, learn about the importance of
resolving conflicts peacefully, showing respect for others, and rejecting violence in all its

forms.

o Initiatives that promote peace, respect, and non-violence through its sports-based
activities, policies, and education, with particular attention to youth and

vulnerable groups.

0 - Emerging 1- Developing 2- Good 3- Outstanding

2. Contribution to the local community and society: by engaging in a variety of
initiatives that promote social cohesion, health, well-being, and sustainable urban
development they contribute significantly to local communities. Additionally, they play a
key role in community revitalisation and engagement, acting as catalysts for positive
change and creating new opportunities for local stakeholders to become involved. By
fostering sport for development, these organisations create pathways for social progress,

inclusion, and empowerment, extending their impact beyond just physical activity.

o Provision of free access to green spaces for promoting physical activity within the
community.

o Collaboration with municipalities to create free sports areas in local communities.

o Promotion of sport values in the community through initiatives such as team-

building programs and conflict resolution workshops.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding
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Dimension 3: Governance

SDGs 11, 16, 17

1. Transparency: refer to the openness, accountability, and clarity with which a sports

organisation operates both within its internal structures and in relation to its external

stakeholders, including the public, government, and other organisations.

1.1. External transparency: how a sports organisation communicates and shares

information with the public, external stakeholders, and the broader community. This

involves making decision-making processes, financial data, policies, and governance

structures accessible and understandable to those outside the organisation.

o

Financial reports are published regularly and are easily accessible to the public
online or through public channels.

Decisions and the processes behind them are clearly communicated to external
stakeholders, such as the public, sponsors, or media.

The organisation’s codes of conduct, disciplinary procedures, and policies
regarding corruption (e.g., doping or match-fixing) are publicly available and

enforced.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding

1.2. Internal transparency: how a sports organisation operates within its own structures,

ensuring that staff, board members, athletes, and other internal stakeholders have clear

visibility into the decision-making processes and organisational performance.

o

Employees, athletes, and board members have access to essential information for
their roles, such as budgets, strategic goals, and performance reports.

Regular meetings, reports, and feedback mechanisms are in place to ensure
transparent communication between management and staff/athletes.

Clear, accessible channels exist for employees and athletes to voice concerns, ask

questions, or provide feedback on organisational matters.
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0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2 - Good 3 - Outstanding

2. Sport integrity: It encompasses efforts to prevent and address unethical behaviours
such as match-fixing, doping, and other forms of corruption, ensuring that sports are

conducted fairly and honourably.

o Implementation of program finalised to fight bribery, corruption in sport such as
match-fixing and doping

o Availability and utilization of reporting mechanisms for unethical activities.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding

3. Human resources: strategies and practices that ensure the long-term development,
well-being, and retention of individuals involved in sports, including athletes, coaches,
staff, and volunteers. This approach emphasises ethical leadership, fair compensation,
professional development, and a supportive environment that prioritises the health and

personal growth of all participants.

o Implement policies that show support for employees' personal lives, balancing
professional and personal commitments.

o Offering ongoing professional development and education fosters skill
enhancement and personal growth, benefiting both individuals and organisations.

o Prioritising physical and mental health through well-being programs helps
maintain a supportive environment, promoting long-term performance and

retention.

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding
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Dimension 4: Overall approach to environmental sustainability

Strategic Approach in environmental sustainability initiatives

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding

0- Absence of a department/area or dedicated personnel in the organisation

The club lacks a specialised department, team, or personnel focused on the specific area,

leading to fragmented or informal approaches without cohesive planning.
1- Presence of a department/area or personnel, but lack of a strategic approach

There is a dedicated team or personnel in place, but they lack a clear strategy. Their work
is more reactive than proactive, and efforts are not aligned to long-term goals or well-

defined objectives.
2- Emerging strategic focus, with some ad-hoc initiatives and informal coordination

The organisation has started to develop a strategic focus, with some departments or
personnel engaged in more structured actions. However, there is still a lack of full
alignment and coordination, with initiatives emerging sporadically and without a

formalised, overarching plan.

3- Presence of a department/area or personnel with a clear strategy and definition of areas

of intervention

The organisation has a dedicated department or personnel that operates with a clear
strategy. This includes defined areas of intervention and alignment with company-wide

objectives, ensuring a structured, proactive approach to achieving goals.
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Continuity of Intervention in environmental sustainability initiatives

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding

0- Absence of continuity

There has been no sustained intervention or action over the last 5 years. Efforts are
sporadic, with no clear ongoing commitment or structured follow-up, leading to

inconsistent or fragmented results.
1- Ongoing initiatives but with limited long-term user engagement

Initiatives are still active but fail to maintain user engagement over the long term. While
there may be continuous action, user involvement tends to wane after a short period, and

the initiatives do not retain participants or stakeholders in a meaningful way.
2- Emerging continuity with periodic engagement

Initiatives have begun to show a more continuous trajectory in the last 5 years, with
periodic efforts aimed at maintaining user engagement. However, engagement may still
be inconsistent or dependent on specific moments rather than sustained long-term

involvement.
3- Ongoing initiatives with lasting user engagement in structured projects

These initiatives are not only ongoing but also successfully maintain long-term user
engagement. In the last 5 years, projects have been structured with clear milestones,
objectives, and active participation from users, ensuring sustained involvement and

continued impact.
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Multi-Stakeholder Approach for environmental sustainability initiatives

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding

0- Absence of differentiation in the involved user base and developed partnerships

No clear differentiation in the types of users or partners involved. Partners are not chosen

based on specific goals, leading to a generic or undifferentiated approach to collaboration.
1- Basic differentiation in users with one-dimensional partnerships

Some differentiation in the types of users involved, but partnerships remain one-
dimensional (e.g., limited to the private sector). Partners are not selected with specific

goals or objectives in mind, leading to shallow or less impactful collaborations.
2- Differentiation in users and partnerships, with key partners for specific goals

Clear differentiation in the types of users involved (e.g., private sector, third sector,
schools, etc.), and partners are selected more intentionally based on specific goals. This
results in more targeted and purposeful partnerships, though the approach may still lack

depth across sectors.
3- Strategic multi-stakeholder approach

A well-defined, strategic approach to engaging diverse stakeholders, including private
sector, third sector, schools, and government. Key partners are intentionally chosen for
their alignment with specific goals, resulting in impactful, multidimensional

collaborations that drive meaningful change.
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Attention to communication of environmentally sustainable initiatives

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding

0- Absence of communication

No visible or accessible communication regarding the club’s sustainability efforts. There
is little to no mention of environmental initiatives on the website social media, or through

any public channels.
1- Basic communication strategies

Some attempt at communicating sustainability initiatives is made, but it's not consistent.
For example, the organisation might mention environmental efforts sporadically on the
website or social media, but these are often short, infrequent, and lack depth or

engagement.
2- Decent Communication Strategies

Some level of communication about sustainability is present, with dedicated sections on
the website, social media posts, and updated news related to environmental initiatives.
However, the content tends to be basic and lacks substantial detail on the impact or long-

term strategy.
3- Good Communication Strategies

A comprehensive and transparent approach to communicating sustainability efforts. This
includes dedicated sections on websites and social media platforms, regularly updated
news, and clear messaging. The content is both frequent and deep, providing detailed

information on initiatives, their outcomes, and long-term sustainability goals
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Reporting of environmental sustainability initiatives

0 - Emerging 1 - Developing 2- Good 3 - Outstanding

0- Absence of reporting on activities and their impact

No reporting or communication regarding the club’s environmental sustainability
activities or their outcomes. There is no transparency in how the company addresses its

environmental efforts.
1- Descriptive reporting of activities

Basic reporting is available, typically describing activities (e.g., number of participants,

areas involved), but it lacks depth in terms of the outcomes or long-term impact.
2- Reporting with a focus on activity and impact

More detailed reporting that not only describes the activities but also focuses on the
specific impact of those initiatives. The report includes insights on the effectiveness of
interventions and their environmental outcomes, showing some level of analysis. This
may be included in broader social responsibility or annual reports or other reports

addressed to the community.

3- Comprehensive reporting with impact assessment

A robust and detailed reporting approach that integrates both the activities and their long-
term environmental impacts. These reports provide clear, measurable data on the
outcomes of sustainability initiatives, demonstrating how they align with broader

environmental goals and contribute to positive change.
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Self-assessment’s Results:

Total Score (out of
60)

Final Evaluation

Emerging
The organisation shows minimal to no engagement with sustainability
practices. Significant efforts are needed to develop and implement

basic ESG strategies and policies.

20-29

Developing

Sustainability practices are in the early stages, with some initiatives or
actions taken. However, there are notable gaps in key areas, and
substantial improvements are needed for alignment with best

practices.

30-42

Good
Sustainability practices are well integrated, with effective policies and
actions in place. While there are some areas that could be further

optimised for greater impact.

43 - 63

Outstanding

Sustainability practices are highly advanced and well-embedded into
the core operations, demonstrating leadership in environmental
sustainability, social responsibility, and governance. The organisation
consistently exceeds expectations and sets a strong example for

others.

158|Pag.




It’s time to (S)core for Sustainability
Action Plan guide
What can I do now?

As someone who is deeply involved in your organisation, you have the opportunity to
shape the future of your club’s sustainability efforts, with a special focus on the
environment. Building on the self-assessment you’ve just completed; you can now create
an actionable plan to either elevate your club's current sustainability practices or ensure

that it stays on track if it is already performing at an outstanding level.
Suggested action plan scheme:
Assess current situation

Review the results of your self-assessment and identify areas where your club excels and
areas that need improvement. Prioritise the most critical gaps or opportunities for

improvement.
Set clear, achievable goals

Define specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART) goals for
your club's environmental sustainability. Make sure these goals align with your club’s

values and long-term vision for sustainability.
Identify key actions

Based on your goals, outline the concrete actions needed to achieve them. These could
include adopting new practices, improving existing ones, or integrating sustainability into
daily operations. Consider low-hanging fruit (quick wins) as well as more long-term

initiatives that require additional resources or changes.
Engage stakeholders

Identify and engage key stakeholders within your club, such as staff, volunteers, and

members, to get their support and input.
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Allocate resources

Ensure the necessary resources (time, funding, expertise, etc.) are allocated to carry out

the plan. This might involve seeking external support or reassigning current resources.
Set up a monitoring and evaluation system

Establish metrics to track the progress of your sustainability initiatives. Regularly assess
whether your actions are achieving the intended results. Make adjustments as needed to

stay on course and overcome any obstacles that may arise.
Communicate progress

Keep everyone updated on the progress of the sustainability initiatives, showcasing

improvements and lessons learned along the way.
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Conclusions

This research contributes to the growing body of literature on sport and environmental
sustainability by offering a nuanced, context-sensitive analysis of how sports

organisations in the Mediterranean region perceive and engage with sustainability.

Findings reveal that a key insight is the central role of organisational culture as a
foundational enabler of sustainability. Rather than relying solely on external policies or
formal strategies, a deep, shared mindset focused on sustainability is essential. Without
it, sustainability efforts risk becoming fragmented, superficial, or driven solely by
compliance. In fact, if sustainability is adopted mainly in response to external pressures
it tends to result in symbolic or short-lived actions rather than genuine organisational
change. The finding suggests the value of fostering intrinsic motivation and embedding

sustainability into the organisational culture.

Another key contribution lies in examining multi-stakeholder engagement and hybrid
partnerships, particularly collaborations between grassroots and professional
organisations. Such partnerships play a crucial role not only in mobilising resources but
also in promoting collective learning, strengthening legitimacy, and addressing expertise

gaps — particularly at the local level.

Findings identified a limited presence of a long-term strategic vision as a recurring
challenge in the implementation of the SDGs is. Although many organisations display
positive intentions and initiate promising projects, these efforts often lack continuity and

integration into overarching strategies.

From a theoretical standpoint, this research advances the field of sport ecology
(McCullough et al., 2020) by introducing a pedagogical and transformative perspective
seldom addressed in existing literature. In doing so, it reframes sport not only as a sector
capable of implementing sustainable practices, but as a privileged educational space
where reflective competence, ecological awareness, and civic responsibility can be

cultivated.

On a practical level, the tool elaborated in this research represents a flexible operational
model that can be used as a starting point for self-assessment and strategic planning in

the field of sport. Its application can assist organisations in developing policies and
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practices that align more closely with sustainability values, while fostering transformative

organisational learning that drives change and sustainable development.

Future research should involve conducting case studies to test the tool developed in this
study and to further analyse the implementation of the SDGs by sport organisations in
their day-to-day practices. Such investigations could examine how these practices
positively influence local communities and engage stakeholders, providing deeper
insights into the practical impact and transformative potential of sustainability initiatives

within the sport sector.
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