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Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG 5) – achieving gender equality and women’s empowerment is one of the 17 SDGs,

which is “integral to all dimensions of inclusive and sustainable development”. Sport has been hailed as a vehicle for

humanitarian work and social change - this refers to the nascent concept of sport for development (SFD). Gender equality

and/or women empowerment are one of the most common intended outcomes in SFD programs. In the research and

evaluation of SFD programs targeting SDG 5, it is fundamental to understand the history of the SFD movement, the

relationship with SDGs, and the existing literature on SFD and SDG 5.
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1. Introduction

Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG 5) – achieve gender equality and women’s empowerment is one of the 17 SDGs,

which is “integral to all dimensions of inclusive and sustainable development” . Empowerment is achieved when one is able

to make strategic life choices after being denied the ability to do so . In the context of gender, inequality is the difference felt

by two persons/groups of different genders; inequity refers to unfair, problematic treatment caused by injustice against a

gender . Sport has been hailed as a vehicle in humanitarian work and for social change; gender equality and women

empowerment are one of the most common intended outcomes. Sport for Development (SFD) refers to sport-based

interventions designed to contribute towards non-sport goals . These non-sport goals are social development goals, related

to education, health, gender, livelihoods, disability, peace, and social cohesion . SFD practitioners aspire to disrupt the status

quo of the existing social systems, where inequity is often found to contribute to social development challenges .

1.1 Historical Development of SDG 5 and SFD

De Soysa and Zipp  argued that the gender equality movement within sports converged with the emergence of SFD, at the

juncture when the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were formalized by the United Nations in 2000. In the following

years, the United Nations strategically launched the United Nations Office for Sport for Development in 2001 and declared

2005 as the International Year of Sport and Physical Education. Notably, promoting gender equality and empowering women

was introduced as one of the eight MDGs , succeeded by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the post-2015

agenda. Nine targets and 14 indicators were developed to measure the progress towards SDG5—to achieve gender equality

and empower all women and girls. Initially, the associated targets and indicators made no explicit mention of sport .

Thereafter, the Commonwealth Secretariat’s analysis on the contribution of SFD towards the sustainable development

agenda identified four targets where sport can be utilized as a development tool . The highlighted targets are eliminating all

forms of discrimination against women and girls (Target 5.1), eliminating all forms of violence against women and girls (Target

5.2), women achieving full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leaderships at all levels of decision making

(Target 5.5), and implementing policies and enforceable legislation for the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment

of all women and girls (Target 5c). In 2017, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization adopted the

Kazan Action Plan to stress the commitment to link sport policy development to the 2030 agenda of the United Nations.

Among the key actions were to “conduct a feasibility study on the establishment of Global Observatory for Women, Sport,

Physical Education, and Physical Activity” as well as to “develop common indicators for measuring the contribution of physical

education, physical activity, and sport to prioritized SDGs and their targets”  (p. 5). The importance of gender equality and

women empowerment were underlined:
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“Gender equality and empowerment of women and girls in and through sport are not only fundamental components of national

and international sport policy but are also crucial factors for good governance, and for maximizing the contribution of sport to

sustainable development and peace”  (p. 2).

1.2. From Praxis to Research

To elicit positive outcomes from SFD programs targeting SDG 5, practitioners ought to define what gender equality and

women empowerment are prior to programing and measuring the program outcomes . In the context of research, it is

important to recognize and assess practical circumstances based on the program objectives. In SFD, leveling the playing field

for women through sports has been well received but the progress towards gender equality has been deemed to be slow ,

especially for structural changes that are only attainable with macro-level intervention outcomes. To enact structural change,

the complexities at the community and societal levels have to be considered and solutions have to be directed at all levels .

At the individual level, the “Girl Effect” is particularly apparent in many girls empowerment interventions , where girls

are expected to play the sole and progressive role towards gender equality, neglecting the complex local context that could

limit the sustainable changes in their community . Apart from that, research can further empower women/girls when

adopting a participatory, bottom-up approach; thereby empowerment of individuals is attainable beyond the intervention

program. In the context of research design, the agency of women and girls can be further exercised through their inclusion in

the design and evaluation of the program, being more than the participants of sport activities . Research also discovered

inconsistency in monitoring and evaluation. Coalter  argued that a ‘displacement of scope’ happens in the SFD research, by

which evaluators equate micro-level impacts such as sport participation with macro-level or societal change. As such, SFD

researchers are urged to increase the rigorousness and clarity of these studies, especially when reporting outcomes beyond

the “sport” touchline . As the field of SFD grows substantially, LeCrom and Martin  argued that scholars should focus

on process-based research on the development and management of SFD instead of solely on program evaluations.

Over the last decade, the number of SFD organizations has continued to grow in tandem with the SFD movement. Kim

posited that the advancement of gender equality in certain countries is slow; some countries have experienced a widening

gender gap despite long-term development efforts. More programs were initiated in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs)

and were backed by international organizations, involving networks of stakeholders outside of LMIC communities. This raised

questions about the positioning of international organizations as the “saviors” or “providers” to LMICs . Feminist sport

researchers argued that the association of transnational non-governmental organizations with major sport brands or

‘entanglement of privatization’  (p. 522) may reproduce marginalization and inequalities through SFD programs, the initial

societal problem that these programs intend to solve in LMICs . Such power dynamics have concerned researchers about

the process of translating the effort into the desired developmental outcomes . Researchers are urged to consider the

systems and environments encompassing these programs, as these external factors could influence the outcome due to

gendered socialization in sport .

2. SFD Theories and Frameworks

SFD is defined as “a social movement that seeks to improve lives through the use of sport and physical activity, and to

advance sport and broader social development in disadvantaged communities”  (p. 370). In this social movement, sport is

used as an intervention in a conventionally complex social development setting, hence it is also perceived as “a social

phenomenon observed in the intersection between many disciplines”  (p. 1). As a result of the increasing interest in these

myriad of disciplines within or related to SFD, this is a burgeoning research area in the field of SFD . The growth was

witnessed in both the conceptual and empirical literature, especially in the past decade . Welty Peachey and Hill

examined the theoretical advancement of SFD-specific literature through the identification of studies that apply, engage, or

mention key SFD theories or frameworks. Five primary theoretical/conceptual approaches were originally derived from the

SFD space. These approaches included (a) Sugden’s  ripple-effect model, (b) Lyras and Welty Peachey’s  sport-for-

development theory (SFDT), (c) Schulenkorf’s  sport-for-development framework (S4D), (d) Coalter’s  program theory,

and (e) Schulenkorf and Siefken’s  sport-for-health model. The evident approaches have conceptualized the impact of SFD

interventions , identified critical components of SFD programs , addressed process and project management of

SFD , and assessed program outcomes . The fundamentals of the ripple-effect model , the SFDT , and the
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program theory  guided the discussions of findings in the review , delimited to degrees of program outcomes related to

SDG 5. This review was important to investigate the existing gaps in program evaluation, laying the foundation for a more

coherent model applicable to research and praxis.

2.1. Literature Review on SDG 5 and SFD

Since the launch of the SDGs during the United Nations General Assembly in 2015, research has been focusing on the

purpose, conception, and politics of these developmental goals .  SDGs are designed to tackle developmental challenges in

both developed and developing countries . Further, SDGs are universal in terms of their intersectional characteristics and

geographical targets, with each SDGs interchangeably influencing the agenda development of other goals . However,

despite sport being coined as an ‘important enabler’ of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable development, SDGs and Sport have

yet to be academically explored. Specifically, SDG 5 covers a wide scope of targets and indicators ; however, none of these

targets and indicators are linked to sports or mention sports as a tool to achieve gender equality and women empowerment

. 

For SFD, the earliest reviews on the literature of SFD shared the similarity of being a commissioned project for organizations

and stakeholders which were keen to explore the efficacy of SFD in producing evidence-based outcomes. Schulenkorf et al.

published an extensive review of the SFD literature published from 2000 to 2014, presenting findings on the trends of

authorship, geographical contexts, theoretical frameworks, types of sports, level of development, methodological approach,

and research outcomes. Other reviews provide a country-specific lens. Langer  evaluated the African SFD landscape

through a systematic mapping of evidence, and Whitley et al.  examined youth-based SFD interventions from six global

cities, followed by a similar review focused on the US. There have been a series of reviews on youth-based sport

interventions that deployed different methodological or theoretic approaches . Each of these reviews helped

address the knowledge gaps in SFD and provided potential research or review foci for researchers in different disciplines. 

Beyond academic literature reviews, Svensson and Woods  provided a comprehensive overview of the SFD organizations,

identifying 955 SFD organizations. The least represented thematic areas were organizations focusing on gender and

disability. Hancock et al.  provided a global assessment of SFD programs for girls and women based on data collected from

four internet databases with 49 out of a total of 376 identified programs focusing on gender equity. This lack of targeted

activity can partially be due to the fact that many programmes assume that gender issues are adequately addressed through

more general inclusion or education activities and, therefore, do not   perceive a need to develop specific, gender-oriented

activities  

(Adapted from Chong et al.   - a review, which serves as a systemized effort to organize the (1) indicators of outcomes and

(2) success factors specifically on SDG 5 in SFD programs.)
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