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Time for Practice; Sport and the Environment 

 

The sport and environment literature is small, utilises a limited number of 

theoretical positions and ignores the work on social practice theory 

developed in other disciplines. The oversights in existing research are 

often compounded by reference to the broad term of sustainability and 

the use of case studies from the minority - elite, professional, 

organisations - in the sport sector. This commentary identifies the need 

for additional research on the mitigation of sport’s environmental impact 

using different interpretations of how we define, organise and play sport. 

Expanding the discussion would allow sport to play a more active role in 

the fundamental lifestyle changes necessitated by the environmental 

crisis. 
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Introduction 

The benefits of sports facilities are clear, they serve a valuable social, environmental 

and economic function in local communities and offer recreation, the potential for 

health improvement and a quality of life aspect for individuals (Strandberg, Blombäck, 

Dahl Jensen & Knox, 2012). However, such provision comes at a price. Sport registers 

significant and measurable impacts on the environment (McCullough, Pfahl & Nguyen, 

2016), and the hosting of sport has been linked to ecological damage such as a decline 

in air and water quality, a decrease in habitats and a reduction of species (Mansfield, 

2009).  At a time when the environment is already under pressure; from climate change 

(IPCC, 2018), population growth (Urry, 2010) and the demands of economic 

development (Victor, 2010), sport encompasses all aspects of the environmental debate. 

Scientific methods lie at the heart of its management of land and water to produce 

conditions for play and commercial activity throughout its levels of organisation. Sport 

reaches large populations and offers a highly visible stage for promoting messages that 

seek to influence followers’ actions (Casper & Pfahl, 2015). It is also a politicised series 

of cultural practices that offer historical and sociological meaning (Horne, Tomlinson & 

Whannel, 1999). As such, sport offers a highly relevant, contextually significant, and 

required, forum for examining solutions to environmental problems that could provide 

insight for other sectors of society. 

 

Consequently, it might be expected to find a comprehensive sport and environment 

literature.  Instead, discussion of sport and environmental activity is in its relative 

infancy and offers the potential for expansion. Mallen, Stevens and Adams (2011) 

undertook a content analysis of 21 sport-focused, refereed journals (1987 to 2008), 

finding only 17 (0.37% n=4639) research articles focused on, the broad term of, 



 

 

'environmental sustainability'. Since 2008 there has been a growing academic interest in 

sport and the environment, research now encompassing the legacies of major sporting 

events such as the Olympic Games to the footprint of smaller individual sports (such as 

golf), team based facilities and the behaviour of those concerned (Karamichas, 2013; 

Mansfield & Wheaton, 2011; Millington & Wilson, 2016). Moreover, there has been 

pressure on sport and its governing bodies by the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change to engage with its aims and become environmentally 

responsible (Trendafilova & McCullough, 2018). Sport is now specifically included in 

the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) agenda (Millington, 

Darnell & Millington, 2018) and there are a number of industry bodies (BASIS, Green 

Sports Alliance, Surfers Against Sewage) dedicated to improving the environmental 

performance of their sector. 

 

Yet, a revised analysis (Mallen, 2018), using the same parameters as the previous study 

(Mallen, Stevens and Adams, 2011), identified only 53 additional articles published on 

the subject in seven years. Dingle (2016) undertook a similar exercise to Mallen (2018) 

and identified just 51 new articles since 2008. Trendadilova and McCullough (2018, 

p.3) published "a rapid review" of literature to determine "if environmental 

sustainability research addressed the current efforts of the sport sector". Their study 

considered journals listed with the North American Society for Sport Management 

(NASSM) between 2007 and the end of September 2017, finding 84 articles. Compared 

with Mallen (2018) and Dingle's (2016) analysis this adds n=31 and n=33 publications 

to the list from an additional two-year period. However, Trendafilova and McCullough 

(2018, p.10) conclude that "when one looks at the numbers, it is clear that more 

scholarly work is necessary if we are to keep up with the efforts of the sport sector when 



 

 

it comes to environmental sustainability". In contrast to other aspects of sport, there 

remain "multiple gaps in the literature" rendering the understanding of sport and 

environmental sustainability "incomplete" (Mallen, 2018, p.22). 

 

This incomplete understanding of environmental activity in sport is further challenged by 

the terminology used in some of the literature. All three of the literature reviews identified 

(Dingle, 2016; Mallen, 2018; Trendafilova & McCullough, 2018) refer to environmental 

sustainability. The word 'sustainable' is contentious and to describe an activity as being 

undertaken 'sustainably' assumes that it is possible to perform that activity without 

additional impact on resources. This is a key debate in the environmental literature, and 

there are opposing views of whether such things are possible (Millington & Wilson, 

2016). A 'sustainability' approach, based on the theory of ecological modernisation, has 

been utilised towards a 'business friendly' strategy, or 'light green' attitude to the task 

(Millington & Wilson, 2016). For example, the idea that environmental damage can be 

reduced as consumers exercise their choice to purchase less harmful products, which 

inspires innovation by manufacturers to improve their product and company standing. 

Contrary to this is the 'dark green' concept, that holds that there are inequalities in 

prioritising economics as the solution to ecological problems and that the elements of 

'triple bottom line' (a framework for identifying the social, environmental and economic 

concerns associated with business activity) should not be treated equally as environmental 

considerations need to be given prominence (Millington & Wilson, 2016). This then begs 

the question of what is meant by 'green', a term Chernushenko (1994) suggests as being 

the lowest, or as near as possible, level of environmental impact currently achievable. 

This implies there is only one state of 'green', a measurable quantity, it cannot be broadly 

'light' or 'dark'. Consequently, use of these terms in research should be very clear. Yet, 



 

 

the absence of such clarity in some of the existing work in the sport environment literature 

shows that "green is up for grabs" (Miller, 2017, p.15). 

 

This commentary identifies that not only is the sport and environment literature small 

and at times comparatively lacking in definition, its focus is relatively narrow. Though 

climate change demands fundamental transformation of our lives (Anderson, 2015; 

IPCC, 2018; Shove, 2010a) I explain that current research into sport and the 

environment is yet to address the scale of the challenge or the opportunities for remedial 

action. There are theoretical perspectives in the environmental literature that could 

support work in the field of sport that are little, or never, mentioned. Both Mallen 

(2018) and Dingle (2016) catalogued the type of paper that had been published, 

concluding that quantitative method-based studies are increasing in popularity. While 

the range of theoretical bases has broadened in more recent work, Dingle (2016) noted 

the decline in sociological theory papers, with only two publications on sport and the 

environment in sport sociology journals. Most of the current approaches in the 

discipline utilise a highly select few positions, particularly those that promote individual 

behaviour as the solution to environmental issues in sport. These are often supported by 

studies of, and evidence from, the elite and spectacular of the sector, the mega-events 

and professional organisations at the apex of the sporting pyramid. I conclude that there 

is a need to broaden the debate in sport, reflecting developments in the general 

environmental literature, using evidence from a more inclusive interpretation of what 

constitutes ‘sport’. 

 

 

 



 

 

Behavioural Interpretations of Pro-Environmental Activity  

Discussion of individual behaviour within pro-environmental activity is often framed 

with reference to a model, typically comprising one of three general approaches; 

behaviour viewed as a function of processes and characteristics internal to the 

individual (for example, attitudes, values, habits and personal norms), external  to the 

individual (such as fiscal and regulatory incentives, institutional constraints and social 

norms) or a combination of both internal and external features (Jackson, 2005).  

 

Yet the relevance of such factors to pro-environmental behaviour is disputed due to 

contrasting evidence from studies, for example, on the role of affluence (Larson, 

Whiting & Green, 2011), gender (Torgler & Garcia-Valinas, 2007), and education 

(Meyer, 2015). Taking, for instance, the attempt to change behaviour through the use of 

pricing, incentives and taxation it is argued that the existing economic position of 

individuals is a significant influence on their environmental behaviour, with the 

protection of the environment being a 'good' and demand for it rising with income 

(Torgler & Garcia-Valinas, 2007). Yet, there is evidence, that demand for this 'good' 

will be lower if the costs of pro-environmental activity are monetarily higher than 

alternatives, and in fact a lack of income may lead to more positive activity as it could 

preclude environmentally damaging activities such as driving a car (Hobman & 

Frederiks, 2014). As Turaga, Howarth and Borsuk (2010) note there are divergent 

positions throughout the literature with philosophical and methodological bases so 

contrary to each other as to offer little by way of common ground. Indeed, the 

inconsistency in individuals' environmental behaviour, and the existence of a 'value-

action gap' (Blake, 1999) that sees expressions fail to become activity, may continue to 

generate different positions on causes of that behaviour (Steg & Vlek, 2009).  



 

 

 

Attempting to explain some of these contradictions there is an approach to combine 

internal and external factors of models and place them within the social and cultural 

context in which an individual exists. Stern’s (2000) ‘attitude-behaviour-context’ model 

(ABC), for example, outlines how "environmentally significant behaviour" is a matter 

of attitudinal factors (attitudes, norms, habits), personal capabilities, routine and the 

provisions and constrictions of the situation (for example, infrastructure, technology and 

legal concerns).   

 

Criticism of Behavioural Approaches 

Whether they view the influences on behaviour as being either internal, external or 

something of both, what the models have in common is that they believe that behaviour 

is a force at the heart of activity, to be acted upon, influenced, nudged or changed. 

Criticism aimed at these socio-psychological models is more fundamental than simple 

neglect of internal and external factors or context, such models are considered by some 

as being too individualistic, too rationalist and insufficiently critical of the status quo of 

neoliberal and consumerist socio-economic systems (Hargreaves, 2011). Shove (2010a, 

p.1274) highlights the 'ABC' model in particular as adopting a political position that 

obscures " the extent to which governments sustain unsustainable economic institutions 

and ways of life, and the extent to which they have a hand in structuring options and 

possibilities".  Showing how reports may vary in emphasis, yet still place individual 

behaviour as central to the problem with mutual referencing providing support for such 

claims, Shove argues (2010a, 2010b) that this thinking relegates the policy options to an 

expensive and risk-laden list of possible influences on individual choice and how best to 

increase the efficiency of 'good' decisions. When the authors of the individual-centric 



 

 

models include context, they are not essentially changing the approach, they are merely 

offering retrospective consideration for why initial ideas may have failed. 

 

Beyond Behaviour - Social Practice Theory  

Social practice theory developed from the ideas of the philosophers Heidegger, 

Wittgenstein and the sociological works of Bourdieu, Giddens, Foucault and Butler 

(Halkier, Katz-Gerro & Martens, 2011). The unit of analysis is not the individual but the 

practice, a concept summarised by Reckwitz (2002, p.249) as; "a routinized type of 

behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one another: forms of 

bodily activities, forms of mental activities,  ‘things’ and their use, a background 

knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational 

knowledge". Pantzar and Shove (2015) construct the idea that there are three elements 

to a practice; materials (objects that allow for a practice), meanings (concepts that 

determine how and when a practice may be performed) and procedures or competences 

(abilities that allow for a practice). Taking the environmental example of water use, 

Hand, Shove and Southerton (2005) showed how in the practice of showering that the 

relationship between these elements has evolved, to create what is now a habitualised, 

daily routine of using a shower for many, and highlights the resource-intensive, highly 

consumptive lives that the challenges of climate change need us to be abandoning.  

There is clear evidence of this practice shift within sport, for example football 

abandoning the communal bath for participants after matches in favour of individual 

cleanliness, showering and privacy (FA, 2011). That makes social practice theory 

particularly insightful in any study of environmental interactions in sport, with its mass 

participation and a reliance on landscape for its activity and chimes with Casper and 

Pfahl’s (2015, p.4) suggestion to "examine the natural environment and sport from a 



 

 

broad and holistic perspective". Research published both within, and since, Mallen's 

(2018) analysis of journal articles is yet to achieve this ambition. 

 

Reviewing the Field 

The focus of some of the existing sport-based work is observation of the environmental 

impacts of sport (Casper & Bunds, 2017, Casper, Pfahl & McSherry, 2012; Collins & 

Flynn, 2008; Mallen, Stevens, Adams & McRoberts, 2010; Phillips & Turner, 2014). 

These are surveys, interviews, case studies and measurements, akin to an audit of the 

state of a sport, organisation or event.  A number of other studies seek to make the 

behaviour of consumers of the sport the focus, identifying how their actions may be 

influenced by the sport or sports venue they attend rather than examining the wider 

environmental implications of hosting the sport (Baldwin, 2010; Brymer, Downey & 

Gray, 2009; Inoue & Kent, 2012; McCullough, 2013; McCullough & Kellison, 2016). 

Other work (Bunds, et al., 2018; Dolf & Teehan, 2015) link the two, identifying that the 

behaviour of spectators attending the sporting event causes significant impacts on the 

environment.  

 

That there is "a dominant line of reasoning reinforced by extensive mutual cross-

referencing" within the environment literature (Shove, 2010a, p.1274), seems 

particularly apposite to the sport environment literature. The starting point for much of 

the work is that there are confirmed antecedents of what is a behavioural issue and the 

question of what is required to 'correct' a lack of pro-environmental activity has largely 

been resolved. The premise appears to be that individual sport managers can make 

decisions that will impact the environment and other considerations are offered more, as 

Shove highlights (2010a) of the behavioural approach, as contextual influences on the 



 

 

choices they will make. This highly selective interpretation of the challenge is reflected 

in a chapter by Inoue (2015, p.14) outlining the "theoretical foundations for 

understanding the pro-environmental behaviour of individuals involved in sport" in the 

work Sport Management and the Environment (Casper & Pfahl, 2015).  In its ten pages 

it focuses largely on theories dating to the last century; the theory of reasoned action 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), the theory of planned behaviour (Azjen, 1988, 1991; Azjen 

& Fishbein, 1980; Azjen & Madden, 1986) and the value-belief-norm theory (Stern, 

Dietz, Abel, Guagnano, & Kalof, 1999). This despite the earlier identification of 

contradictory evidence bases and little agreement on the efficacy of models.  This seems 

typical of the sport environment literature, that it is derived from a sports agenda 

seeking to find sense in individual ideas rather than a deeper examination of the 

environmental discussion as applied to sport. The volume and importance of work 

produced since the last of these theories cannot be ignored in any serious discussion of 

the subject. Yet, in what seems the rush to introduce case studies of well-known sports 

teams and venues seeming to engage in 'good practice', that appears to be exactly what 

is happening.   

 

It would be useful to provide greater recognition of the deficiencies that have been 

shown in behavioural models. These models promote the status quo, a narrative of sport 

that promotes the benefits of increased participation and a celebration of skills, 

transferring the burden of environmental damage mitigation onto individuals. The 

climate challenge is so great that we need to be asking bigger questions of how we live 

our lives. What do we expect, how do we consume, and how do we organise? Despite 

the understanding that the issues associated with climate change and natural resource 

depletion are so significant as to prompt investigation of new ways of living (Shove, 



 

 

2010a) it seems the sport literature is yet to address the deeper questions, such as that 

posed by Thibault (2009) about what we are prepared to give up to protect sport, let 

alone what sport is prepared to give up to protect the environment. 

 

Sport environment research often compounds its theoretical oversight by illustrating 

behavioural strategies with reference to case studies from the minority, the elite, 

professional, organisations in the sport sector. Where there is examination of 

motivations or influences on environmental activity in a sport the subjects of study are 

often large scale or well-resourced bodies (Babiak & Trendafilova, 2011; Kellison & 

Hong, 2015; Mallen et al., 2010a; Peachey & Bruening, 2011). The Routledge 

Handbook of Sport and Politics (Bairner, Kelly & Lee, 2017) illustrates its brief chapter 

on 'Sport and Sustainability' with a case study of the Centre Court at the All England 

Club, Wimbledon (Atkinson, 2017). McCullough and Kellison (2018) begin their 

introduction to the Routledge Handbook of Sport and the Environment by positioning 

pro-environmental activity with reference to the professional National Hockey League, 

individual behaviour change and the few sport organisations who have integrated 

environmentally responsible policies in their operations, the first example given being 

the International Olympic Committee (IOC). Indeed, the IOC is regularly mentioned in 

sport and pro-environmental activity work (Casper, Pfahl & McSherry, 2012; Mallen et 

al., 2011; Mallen & Chard, 2011; Millington, Darnell & Millington, 2018; Paquette, 

Stevens & Mallen, 2011; Thibault, 2009; Trendafilova, et al., 2014). Considering how 

few journal articles there are on the subject this is disproportionate, even for a mega-

event as significant as the Olympic games, when compared with the relative impact of 

sport on the environment every day of the week. 

 



 

 

Clearly there are environmental issues with the travel of large numbers of spectators to 

such events and offsetting the emissions caused by this is regularly identified as a goal 

in mitigation planning by hosts of the event. This focus would help account for why 

studies have prioritised this aspect of sport and sought to understand behavioural 

modelling to propose solutions. However, elite competitions remain a very narrow 

definition of sport (and an even narrower measurement of global travel and emissions). 

Where studies have positioned themselves as examining travelling, or consumption, 

behaviour of non-elite sport spectators as a significant factor (Casper, Pfahl & 

McCullough, 2017; Dolf & Teehan, 2015; McCullough, 2013; Triantafyllidis, Ries, & 

Kaplanidou, 2018) the evidence bases they use are North American collegiate 

organisations.  These are still well-resourced bodies, often occupying large stadiums 

and attracting thousands of fans. When air travel to matches is mentioned as a 

significant factor towards the environmental footprint of the event (Dolf & Teehan, 

2015) it is evident this is a very different level of ‘community sport’ than witnessed by, 

for example, most of the 29,000 football clubs in England. Far more insightful for 

considering the impacts of these organisations would be the study by Wicker (2019b) of 

the travel arrangements of participants in community sports. 

 

This continued exemplification of the elite ignores the experience and context of many 

of the non-professional organisations that offer the greatest challenges, but also 

opportunities, for reducing resource consumption, improving landscapes, and lowering 

the environmental impact of their sport. We need to be asking where all sport fits into 

the world envisaged by the UN SDGs. More research needs to be directed towards the 

scale of the non-professional, community-based sports sector and their impact on the 

environment. While the general pro-environmental activity debate considers the 



 

 

reactions of large populations, for example the city of Buenos Aires (Jakovcevic et al., 

2014), Spain (Torgler & Garcia-Valinas, 2007) and Europe (Meyer, 2015), the sport 

environment research largely confines itself to discussions based on data from a very 

small group.  This focus seems to assume that the masses can be inspired to change by 

example from the top, a trickle-down of information mobilising a bottom-up movement 

of cleaner, greener sport. There are studies of local, and largely voluntary, sports bodies 

(Findlay-King, Nichols, Forbes, & MacFadyen, 2018; Parnell, May, Widdop, Cope & 

Bailey, 2019; Wicker 2019a) but they have different research aims and the consequence 

for the environment of these organisations’ work is not within their scope.  Examination 

of the social practices pertaining to these clubs would offer a broader perspective of the 

relationships between activities and what may be indirect environmental damage, and 

identify that at this level the few spectators that there are do not provide the greatest 

threat to the landscape. As Miller (2016, p.2) notes, football may seem “among the least 

ecologically malevolent of pastimes” but broadening the analysis to include where and 

how materials are made, the management of the field and the energy that sustains the 

sport changes the assessment. 

 

Future research in sport needs to not only increase the study of sport environment 

interactions but identify how we can address the negative consequences of the games 

we play on a scale that matches the extent of the crisis. We need to examine not just 

nature and sport but the nature of sport to do this. If individual behaviour modelling is 

to continue to provide the theoretical basis of some work, then it should be tested at a 

level of sport representative of the majority that participate. This level is not the 

Olympics, professional teams or college stadiums hosting tens of thousands of visitors 

but smaller communities of voluntary sport. Alternatives to these behavioural models 



 

 

need to be considered. Social practice theory with its examination of the relationships 

between the components of an activity is ideally positioned to do this and a sport such 

as Association Football would be an ideal vehicle for analysing the deeper relationships 

highlighted by Miller (2016). In utilising social practices as a theoretical position, sport 

would be joining subjects such as consumer behaviour, health and social policy (Halkier 

et al., 2011) and would demonstrate that it was prepared to consider change on a scale 

that could have a long-lasting and profound legacy.  
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