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Abstract

Amid the Covid-19 pandemic, conversations about how to build sport back
better are becoming increasingly pronounced. The crisis both deepens in-
equities and creates opportunity as a new way to configure sport post-pan-
demic demands to be discovered. The challenge has been thrown down to
sociologists to help reimagine and reshape the course of sport. What might
such re-enchantment look like? And how might it help realise the sociology
of sport’s untapped potential to advance impactful public sociology? This
paper explores these questions with a particular focus on sociologists of
sport as co-creators of, and actors in, social change. | discuss five issues
that | see as being relevant for rethinking and reconfiguring sport beyond
the pandemic: (1) reclaiming the ludic and pleasure; (2) rethinking sociality
in sport; (3) social inequities and ‘sport for all’; (4) de-/re-centring power in
sport for development; and (5) global interdependence and interconnected-
ness. The insights presented can hopefully make a modest contribution to
our collective understanding of transformative practice in and through the
sociology of sport in uncertain times.

" This paper is an edited and fully revised transcript of a keynote address delivered at the European Association for Sociology of Sport (EASS)

Annual Congress in September 2021.
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Resumen

En medio de la pandemia de la Covid-19, las conversaciones sobre como
reconstruir mejor el deporte estan cada vez mas presentes. La crisis pro-
fundiza las desigualdades y crea oportunidades como una nueva forma de
configurar las demandas deportivas pospandémicas por descubrir. En este
context, se ha lanzado el desafio a los socitlogos de ayudar a reimaginar
y remodelar el curso del deporte. ;COMo seria tal re-encantamiento? ;Y
como podria ayudar a comprender el potencial sin explotar de la sociologia
del deporte para promover una sociologia publica impactante? Este articu-
lo explora estas preguntas con un enfoque particular en 1os sociologos del
deporte, como co-creadores y actores del cambio social. En él afronto cin-
€O temas que considero relevantes para repensar y reconfigurar el deporte
mas alla de la pandemia: (1) recuperar lo ltdico y el placer; (2) repensar la
socialidad en el deporte; (3) desigualdades sociales y “deporte para todos”,
(4) descentralizar /volver a centrar el poder en el deporte para el desarrollo;
e (5) interdependencia e interconexion global. Es de esperar que las ideas
presentadas puedan contribuir modestamente a nuestra comprension co-
lectiva de la practica transformadora en y a través de la sociologia del de-

Introduction

Reflecting the contemporary debate on public
sociology (Burawoy 2005; Clawson et al. 2007), so-
ciologists of sport have been called ‘off the bench’
(Zirin 2008) in order to serve as active contributors
to public discourse and, ultimately, to social change.
Zirin (2008, 31) contends:

The athletic industrial complex keeps throwing
pitch after juicy pitch down the middle of the
plate. It's time for sports sociologists to get the
bats off their shoulders and begin to shape de-
bates within the sports world.

Fortunately, sociologists of sport do not have to go
it alone. It is recognised that scholars do not work in
avacuum and that, without the assistance of ‘organic
intellectuals’ (e.g. athletes, sport organisations, com-
munity groups) and the coalitions they can provide,
their words will regularly fall on deaf ears (Bairner
2009). This type of partnership between scholars and
people with lived experience and practical knowledge
can enable sociologists of sport to effect change in
ways that would not have been possible for academ-
ics alone (Bairner 2009).

porte en tiempos inciertos.

Such contemplations gain particular significance
amid the Covid-19 pandemic as conversations about
how to build sport back better are becoming increas-
ingly pronounced. The crisis both deepens inequities
and creates opportunity as a new way to configure
sport post-pandemic demands to be discovered. The
challenge has been thrown down to sociologists to
help reimagine and reshape the course of sport. For
example, Pape and McLachlan (2020) invite sports
scholars to mobilise their critical sociological imag-
inations to consider how sporting institutions could
be configured differently postpandemic. As mytholo-
gist and storyteller Michael Meade (2020) reminds us,
where a person, group or society feels most restrict-
ed, that is where the greatest lack of imagination will
be found. Such imagination, infused by sociological
theory and research, is sorely needed in the present
moment. Indeed, if we — collectively — neglect to heed
this call, Rowe's (2020, 710) grim prediction looms:

It is unlikely that sport after the pandem-
ic will be transformed, but it will certainly be
changed. If sociology does not play its part in
helping to re-set the course of sport after the
virus has been controlled, then it certainly will
have lost the moral compass that first guided
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the discipline into the equally troubled waters
of early modernity from which the institution
of sport emerged.

How might these developments play out? What
are some of the key implications and opportunities
for the sociology of sport? Whilst much has been said
about the present and future impact of the Covid-19
pandemic, much less is known. We simply do not
know what the long-term impact of this pandemic will
be. What we can do, is ask questions. So, inevitably,
| offer more questions than answers, with the hope
that these questions may contribute to wider, on-
going conversations through which sociological un-
derstandings of sport can inform policy, practice and
public discourse. What | would like to do in this paper
is to mobilise a sociological imagination, grounded in
my own vantage point (which, inevitably, is partial and
shaped by my own biography and professional inter-
ests), to succinctly discuss five issues that | see as
being relevant for rethinking and reconfiguring sport
beyond the pandemic. These five issues are: (1) re-
claiming the ludic and pleasure; (2) rethinking sociality
in sport; (3) social inequities and ‘sport for all’; (4) de-/
re-centring power in sport for development; and (5)
global interdependence and interconnectedness.

Re-enchanting sport by reclaiming the ludic
and pleasure

Simone Fullagar (2020) writes:

The affective dimension of sport will require
greater attention in research, policy and prac-
tice as the pandemic has intensified anxiety
and range of emotions that are likely to have
an ongoing impact in some form on partici-
pants, spectators, staff and volunteers.

I wholeheartedly agree with this suggestion. | pro-
pose that we pay close attention to ways in which
sport can be re-enchanted, to borrow Max Weber’s
well-known terminology, whereby re-enchantment
may be viewed as a key to understanding alternative
social futures (Lee 2010). As part of this, | believe we
need to reclaim and re-imagine both the ludic and af-
fective dimensions of sport. One way to do so is by
putting play at its heart. At a time when hyper-com-
mercial elite sport is trying to rethink its business
model, how can we create more space for the play
element? Play is, by definition, creative and provides
a foundation for imagination (Huizinga 1949). Gray
(2013) argues that play allows participants to impart

their own meaning on activities, rather than meaning
being imparted (primarily) top down. Research has
shown how sociality can be fostered in novel, even
transformative, ways when competitive sports are
re-shaped (or de-shaped) into games and less struc-
tured forms of play (e.g. Sterchele 2015; Koopmans
and Doidge, in press).

With regard to the affective dimension of sport,
| am drawn particularly to the radical and emanci-
patory potential of pleasure. Sociological interest in
sporting pleasures has matured over the years, as
documented in, for instance, the book Sport and the
Social Significance of Pleasure (Pringle, Rinehart, and
Caudwell 2015). As this book reminds us, whilst expe-
riencing pleasure may not result in structural trans-
formation, some forms of pleasure are understood
as acts of resistance through subjects’ exercise of
agency. Sporting pleasures are creative encouraging
forces that underpin relationships, identities and life-
styles. | might add that, in foregrounding pleasure as
an important part of the language and architecture
of emotions and affect in sport, we should pay close
attention to the pleasure of those most impacted by
oppression or exclusion (Brown 2019), as it can reveal
both wider power relations and possibilities for social
and political transformation (e.g. Webster, in press).

Rethinking sociality in sport in times of physi-
cal distancing

Bodily co-presence is a core feature of most
sport activities (with the exception of esports). Sport
conjures up images of sweaty bodies in close prox-
imity. For contact sports such as martial arts, this
includes high levels of physical contact between
participants. The habitual of bodily co-presence and
touch — other players, wiping sweat of our faces, ad-
justing our sports uniforms — has altered completely
during the Covid-19 pandemic (cf. De Klerk 2020).
How do patterns of physical distancing, or what the
Dutch Prime Minister has termed the "1.5-metre so-
ciety’, affect how we engage in physical activity?
How are connection and proximity in sport experi-
enced and (re)imagined in and beyond the pandem-
ic? Emerging evidence suggests that the effects will
continue to be felt as the pandemic evolves and as
participants navigate the challenges of returning to
sport after shutdown and amid strict public health
regulations. For example, Staley et al. (2021, 6) found
that participants’ perceived challenges to returning
to sport participation post-shutdown ‘coalesced
around the competing ideas of staying safe while
staying together’.
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The ‘staying connected’ experience of sport ap-
pears to have changed during the pandemic. Due to
public health regulations, sport was increasingly expe-
rienced alone or in small groups in outdoor spaces, or
else at home alone or with household members (Ev-
ans et al. 2020). Participation also became even more
mediated through mobile apps, computer screens,
tracking technology and other digital platforms. There
are indications that the use of tracking technology, the
rise of esports and online training sessions/courses
could become even more prevalent in years to come.
As Evans et al. (2020) rightly argue, it will be interesting
to observe the extent to which the digitalisation —and,
I would add, informalisation (Jeanes et al. 2019) — of
sport that started well before the Covid-19 pandem-
ic will continue to intensify. And how does this affect
forms of sociality in and through sport? What are the
new and established patterns of person-to-person in-
teraction that emerge in these conditions?

In helping us to theoretically ground these ques-
tions, the microsociology of Randall Collins (2004,
2016) has much to offer (for applications to sport,
see also Cottingham 2012; Spaaij and Schaillée 2021).
For Collins, social and affective dynamics consist of
chains of interaction rituals (IRs). These rituals are a
mechanism of mutually focused emotion and atten-
tion producing a (momentarily) shared reality, which
generates solidarity, symbols of group membership
and moral norms. Collins” interaction ritual theory can
inform our thinking about the interplay of online and
face-to-face interactions in sport. Since online and of-
fline processes are often intertwined, this raises the
guestion how we understand and enact hybrid ritual
chains in sport, and with what implications for soci-
ality. In Collins" theory, successful rituals essentially
involve bodily entrainment (i.e., synchronisation of
attention, body language and talk), which is why he is
sceptical about whether digital interactions can have
sufficient intensity for generating strong symbols and
solidarity. Although he recognises that future techno-
logical advances may enable intensification, Collins
(2011) has argued that:

Up to now, the electronic media produce only
weak IRs, because they lack most of the ingre-
dients that make IRs successful: bodily pres-
ence is important because so many of the
channels of micro-coordination happen bodi-
ly, in the quick interplay of voice rhythms and
tones, emotional expressions, gestures, and
more intense moments, bodily touch.

| would say that, at the present moment, this is
still very much an empirical question that warrants

further research and theorisation (see e.g. the dis-
cussion initiated by Tranow 2020). This is especially
SO given the rapid development of new technologies
including Augmented Reality, Virtual Reality and oth-
er immersive technologies that create distinct expe-
riences by merging the physical world with a digital
or simulated reality. Such research has the potential
to produce new insights into the social and affective
dynamics of the digital and hybrid sportscape.

Social inequities and "sport for all’

As a scholar of diversity and inclusion in sport, |
have experienced first-hand some of the impacts the
Covid-19 pandemic has on existing and emerging ine-
qualities. Unequal distribution of access to resources
and facilities, coupled with various forms of exclusion
and discrimination, were already key issues in the so-
ciology of sport before the pandemic (e.g. Collins with
Kay 2014, Spaaij, Magee, and Jeanes 2014). My previ-
ous studies showed that sport organisations often did
not perceive diversity and inclusion to be part of their
core business (e.g. Spaaij et al. 2014). So what hap-
pens now in a high-pressure environment with great-
er resource constraints? How can we avoid falling
into a ‘business as usual’ mode that fails to adapt to a
changing world (Fullagar 2020)? Will the base target-
ed by sport organisations narrow (i.e. predominantly
white, middle class, able-bodied, heterosexual men)
or widen? Who are the ‘new normal’ in sport, and
whose voices and experiences are silenced? And, as
Evans et al. (2020) rightly ask, will the Covid-19 pan-
demic result in the further exclusion or stigmatisation
of marginalised groups?

Although it is too early to answer these questions
confidently with the necessary empirical evidence,
some early patterns are emerging. If we look beyond
sport, it is clear that the pandemic has exacerbated
global inequalities (Sen 2020). Low- and middle-income
countries (LMIC) are among the worst affected by the
pandemic due to structural vulnerabilities and their
disadvantaged position in the global political econo-
my (Bhattacharya and Islam 2020; Bhattacharya and
Khan 2020). Joseph Stiglitz (2020, 19) predicts that ‘the
pandemic itself is likely to increase disparities, leaving
long-lasting scars, unless there is a greater demonstra-
tion of global and national solidarity’. One example is
the unequal access to and distribution of Covid-19 vac-
cines across high- and low-income countries, which
further accentuates global inequality. Vaccine nation-
alism comes at a high economic and health cost for
individuals in poorer countries (Hafner et al. 2020), and
undermines the global solidarity that Stiglitz calls for.
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In sport, emerging patterns highlight the need for
a critical and intersectional approach to social ine-
qualities in participation. Anecdotally, in my conver-
sations with residents and advocacy groups in Mel-
bourne, Australia, low-income families from newly
arrived migrant backgrounds expressed heightened
concerns about access (e.g. cost, transport and fa-
cilities), social connectedness, gender equity and
discrimination. During the Covid-19 pandemic, new-
ly arrived young people and their families have been
reporting high levels of social isolation and increased
discrimination. The pandemic has exacerbated their
already lower participation rates in sport and physical
activity, with a likely impact on health and wellbeing.
Girls and young women were particularly affected.
Emerging evidence from other countries confirms this
development. In the Netherlands, for example, social
inequalities in sport participation increased during
the pandemic (Grubben and Hoekman 2021). The lev-
el of participation among women from non-western
migrant backgrounds decreased from 42% in 2019 to
34% in 2020. Participants with low educational attain-
ment also saw their physical activity levels decrease
relative to those with average or high educational
attainment (Grubben and Hoekman 2021). Based on
these preliminary empirical insights, we might con-
clude that in order to emerge stronger from the pan-
demic, it is vital to actively address inequalities and
strengthen opportunities in community sport in terms
of gender equity and anti-racism.

The Covid-19 pandemic not only reproduces or
reinforces existing inequalities, but it also activates
new social and political cleavages that graft onto es-
tablished inequities and divides. There appears to be
a widening societal divide between those who are
vaccinated and those who are not. Vaccination status
has been emerging as a new fault line that increasing-
ly demarcates in-groups and out-groups, and elicits
strong ‘us’ versus ‘them’ feelings. It is becoming in-
creasingly apparent that, in many countries, unvac-
cinated people will face more Covid-19 restrictions
in the future which, at a societal level, may fuel po-
larisation and community resistance. The distinction
between the vaccinated and unvaccinated — or those
with or without Covid-19 vaccine passports — might
contribute to the creation of a ‘two-tier system’ that
intersects with existing global inequalities (Nuki et
al. 2021). For example, there is scientific evidence of
vaccine hesitancy among migrant groups in multiple
countries, which may be exacerbated by xenophobia
and racism (Tankwanchi et al. 2021). The introduction
of the controversial 2G system in Austria may well
be a sign of things to come. In the 2G system, peo-
ple receive a QR code to enter public indoor spac-

es like sports stadiums, museums and restaurants,
if they have been fully vaccinated or have recently
recovered from Covid-19. In contrast, people who are
unvaccinated or do not have proof of a recent recov-
ery are only allowed to leave their homes for work, to
shop for essentials or for emergencies (Cohen 2021).

This social divide is already becoming visible in
sport. Increasingly, only those with certification of
Covid-19 immunisation, proof of recent recovery from
Covid-19 or a recent negative test result are permit-
ted to go to the gym, play sports and attend sports
events. For example, the Australian Open has banned
all unvaccinated players, staff and spectators from at-
tending the event in 2022. This requirement leaves in
doubt the status of the top-ranked men'’s tennis play-
er, Novak Djokovic, who has refused to reveal his vac-
cination status (at the time of writing). We see this so-
cial divide across the recreational sports sector too. In
the Australian state of Victoria, for instance, gyms are
open only to those who are fully vaccinated, under 16
years of age, or have a valid medical exemption. Peo-
ple who do not meet the vaccination requirements
are not permitted to enter.

| encourage scholars to mobilise sociological the-
ories and concepts that can help us make sense of
these new developments and their impacts across
the sports world. At first sight, multiple sociological
approaches that have proven valuable to the study
of sport continue to be highly relevant for this pur-
pose. To name but two, Foucault’s work on discourse,
biopower and regimes of truth seems particularly
apt (e.g. Foucault 1974, 2008), as do Norbert Elias’s
concepts of figurations and established-outsider re-
lations (e.g. Elias and Scotson 1965). Moreover, there
might be space for theoretical innovation in seeking
to understand how the new social divide intersects
with established inequalities, for example through the
use of intersectional approaches.

De-/re-centring power in sport for development

We can gain further insight into sport and global
inequalities by examining how the sport for develop-
ment (SfD) sector has been impacted by the pandem-
ic. Preventative health measures were introduced,
programs were suspended, downsized or moved on-
line, and the global network exchanges and resources
that many SfD organisations rely on (including fund-
ing) were disrupted. This raises questions as to how
the pandemic will impact the SfD sector’s transform-
ative agendas and capability into the future. More
specifically, how are power relations in SfD, such as
donor-recipient relations (Spaaij, Oxford and Jeanes
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2016), affected? The latter is a key example of what
Rowe (2020) calls the structural imbalance that the
pandemic has mercilessly exposed. SfD is embedded
within international development agendas and coop-
eration characterised by power relations and unequal
resources (Giulianotti et al. 2016). With notable excep-
tions of local mobilisation and agenda-setting (e.g.
Lindsey and Gratton 2012) and LMIC cooperation (e.g.
Huish 2011), it is rather common for SfD programs de-
livered in LMICs to be heavily influenced by high-in-
come countries’ agendas, organisations, and funding,
to the point where they may be considered donor bi-
ased or neo-colonial (Darnell 2012).

Empirical evidence regarding the impact of Cov-
id-19 on inequalities and power relations in the SfD
sector is still very limited, but there are some early
indications. Lack of funding and challenges to en-
gage the most vulnerable participants, for example
through online program delivery, are frequently listed
as key concerns. For example, the Sport for Develop-
ment Coalition (2020) found that the pandemic has
had a ‘significant impact on organizations in the [SfD]
sector, from reduced funding and financial security,
to a forced reduction and adaptation in delivery, and
increased challenges in engaging participants’. The
report concludes that organisations are left feeling
vulnerable and uncertain of their futures, and of their
ability to serve the most vulnerable members of soci-
ety. It calls for resources to be made available to SfD
organisations to continue providing the support so vi-
tal at this time, a call that is echoed by Donnelly et al.’s
(2020) discussion paper for the Commonwealth Sec-
retariat, which similarly urges governments, the pri-
vate sector and civil society to invest in SfD. Beyond
financial resources, we have also seen the creation of
various practical resources and guides that have been
made freely available to SfD organisations around the
world. For example, Common Goal, streetfootball-
world, Kick4Life, and the Sport for Good Response
Fund developed a tool to support SfD organisations
through a ‘structured process designed to help them
move from survival mode to diverse and robust long-
term financial sustainability’ (Fleming 2020).

As noted earlier, much has been made of the
sports world’s adaptability to the ‘new normal’. Here-
in lies an opportunity to ‘build back better’ (Donnel-
ly et al. 2020), and to reimagine and recalibrate the
course of sport (Rowe 2020), including how the SfD
sector’'s governance, impact and sustainability may
be enhanced. To date, these conversations have fo-
cused largely on the short term and the micro lev-
el: how to resolve the current challenges in delivery,
including (digital) innovations to adapt to the current
circumstances. In the midst of the Covid-19 pandem-

ic, this concern with immediate needs understanda-
bly overshadows bigger-picture questions regarding
power relations and autonomy in SfD. Yet, given what
we know about the ongoing exacerbation of global
inequalities, there is also an opportunity to develop
new ways of thinking and action around these very
questions. More attention should be afforded to how
future work can better facilitate shared ownership of
SfD efforts (Burnett 2015), as well as to ways to recon-
figure the relationships between donors, SfD organi-
sations and local communities.

Global interdependence and
interconnectedness

Debates on scale, and especially globalisation, are
a key staple of modern and late modern sociology.
How might the pandemic affect ongoing processes
of time-space compression? For example, how might
the organisational structure and lived experience of
sport change in response to the pandemic? | see at
least two fruitful avenues for future research in this
regard.

First, we may need to rethink notions of the ‘glo-
cal” and ‘community” in sport due to a potential re-lo-
calisation or re-territorialisation of sport and leisure
experiences. In places that have experienced strict
lockdowns, including curfews and closure of sports
facilities, participation in sport and exercise was large-
ly restricted to local parks, backyards, beaches, ga-
rages and virtual training sessions or workouts. Most
of this participation was informal and self-organised
in nature, rather than club- or program-based.

unsurprisingly, the nature of play was also influ-
enced by the pandemic, constraining movement but
also stimulating creativity and innovation. I recall how,
during lockdowns, children in my neighbourhood
invented multiple virus-related games. They played
games such as ‘coronaball’, a game adapted from
dodgeball that involves dodging a spiky plastic ball
that loosely resembles illustrations of the virus (Cray
2020). They also played ‘coronavirus tag’, where they
would tag someone by touching them and hence
‘infecting’ them with Covid-19. They invented other
games that were not directly inspired by Covid-19,
but shaped by the restrictions. During the lockdown
rules that allowed residents only to travel within a
5km radius from their home to go shopping and exer-
cise (with a few exemptions), children and adults alike
found new ways to enjoy the outdoors in the vicinity
of their own homes, hence rediscovering public spac-
es in their local communities that had previously lay
dormant compared to the vibrant community sports
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facilities in adjacent areas. For example, children in
my neighbourhood created a placed-based version
of ‘ultimate tag’, where teams competed in an out-
doors tagging-cum-Parkour competition that spread
throughout their 5km radius. These experiences can
inform how we think about and theorise ‘community’
in community sport (Rich et al. 2021), and may point
to a temporary resurgence of a more place-based
sense of community, alongside other forms of com-
munity (e.g. virtual communities).

At the other end of the sport participation spec-
trum, the show must go on. Contentious politics sur-
rounding major sporting events have gained consid-
erable academic attention in recent years. To what
extent will ‘celebration capitalist’ sport mega-events
(Boykoff 2014) be met with increased activism and
popular resistance beyond what we have already
seen happening in recent years, with mega-events
continuing in the face of large proportions of popu-
lations in host countries objecting to them? Will the
ecological and economic toll of event hosting swell
activism and mobilisation of alternative futures? What
are the affective architectures that make these social
movements move? Theoretically, there is still much
we can glean from previous studies, such as Delaney
and Eckstein’s work on local growth coalitions and
publicly subsidised sports stadiums (Delaney and
Eckstein 2003a). Their work has also shown how ac-
ademic studies have been ignored and neutralised
by supporters of stadium subsidies, thereby making
them less effective in policy debates (Delaney and
Eckstein 2003b).

Sociologists of sport as co-creators of -
and actors in - social change

My references to the important work of Delaney;,
Eckstein and Boykoff lead me to the question what
modest contributions sociologists of sport can make
not only to these debates, but to social change. How
can we — as scholars — infuse these debates in ways
that help to amplify impactful public sociology?
I would like to spend the final part of this paper to
address this very question: how might sociologists
of sport serve as co-creators of, and actors in, social
change?

In my own work, | have sought to advance theo-
retical and practical understandings of change pro-
cesses in a number of ways. Teaching undergradu-
ate and postgraduate courses is a principal means
through which we can influence the dispositions and
critical literacies of students, many of whom are also
athletes (at any level of competition), volunteers and

future administrators in sport. But our research also
has transformative potential. With our team in the
Sport and Social Change Living Lab at Victoria Univer-
sity (which | co-lead with my colleagues Fiona McLa-
chlan, Brent McDonald and Carla Luguetti), we en-
gage in community-based action research that aims
to co-design and implement sustainable solutions
to issues of inequity, discrimination and exclusion in
sport, physical activity and physical education. The
living lab is a collaboration between social scientists,
industry professionals, community groups and volun-
teers working to generate cutting-edge knowledge on
how to create and maintain inclusive and supportive
sporting climates. Our work serves to demystify the
issue of social change by focusing on micro-level
change, and by making it more applied and practical,
for example through our Change Makers program.

In Change Makers, a learning community of club
volunteers (so-called ‘change makers’), mentors, so-
ciologists and community groups work together to
co-design, implement and evaluate inclusion projects
in community-based sport contexts. We train, men-
tor and support change makers from a wide range
of sports to: (1) critically analyse their organisational
climates; (2) design and implement innovative pro-
jects that address structural and cultural barriers to
participation; and (3) enhance the representation of
women and minorities in positions of leadership and
administration. Both in Change Makers and in my oth-
er work, | seek to develop deliberate research impact
pathways and co-create knowledge translation strat-
egies and activities with partners and stakeholders.
In my experience, the collaborative, participatory ap-
proach taken in much of my work has had a positive
impact on the development of a shared sense of pur-
pose and ownership, readiness for change, and the
uptake of research evidence by next users and end
users (e.g. Schaillée et al. 2019; Spaaij and Schaillée,
in press).

Finally, a word on theory. The call to action-ori-
ented sociology of sport is not anti-theory; quite the
opposite. Indeed, there is an ongoing need for theory
and theory development in the sociology of sport. In
this paper, | have signposted several theoretical ap-
proaches that might help to underpin our sociological
analyses of key issues in sport during and beyond the
Covid-19 pandemic. | acknowledge that there are oth-
er theories and concepts that can help to enlighten
and strengthen such analyses, and | welcome their
application. The same applies to action research to-
wards social transformation. If we are to contribute
actively and effectively to processes of social change,
we need appropriate conceptual tools to ground our
work in. Recent theoretical interventions in sport for
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development indicate an appetite among scholars for
theoretical approaches can help explain how trans-
formative social change might occur through sports
activities (e.g. Lindsey and Wiltshire 2021; Spaaij and
Schaillée 2021). In Change Makers, we bring togeth-
er in a complementary way conceptual tools from
a range of approaches including critical pedagogy,
micro-sociology, social justice education and critical
race theory. The following quote by Michael Burawoy
captures the value of theory in this context remarka-
bly well:

Theory lives not only just as a dynamic process
of theorizing, but also in the lives of subjects. Com-
munities learn to bring theory into their lives, educat-
ing themselves “with the book in hand” to the wider
forces shaping their communities, problematizing the
assumptions they make, and above all, making it clear
that what is does not have to be (Burawoy 2017, vii).

Through this journey, | have come to see the rich
creative potential that can emerge when we bring
into dialogue — and treat with equal respect — socio-
logical knowledge with the context-specific practical
wisdom and professional judgement of practitioners
(i.e. phronesis). This requires a recognition on the
part of scholars that everyday practical knowledge
is a crucial part of reflective practice, and as neces-
sary and valuable as any other form of knowledge
(Flyvbjerg 2001, Hammersley 2013); akin to Bairner’s
(2009) aforementioned plea for the role of organic in-
tellectuals. And that if we are genuinely committed to
contribute, however modestly, to social change, we
need to create and maintain long-term coalitions and
learning communities with people and organisations
with lived experience and practical knowledge in the
spaces we seek to transform for the better.
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