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Abstract 

Problem Statement: Because ready-made solutions to complex issues, paradoxes and conflicts in sport 

management that improve students’ employability rarely exist, it is here argued that such situations require a 

flexible pedagogy that allows students to confront and handle them. The aim of this article is therefore to ignite 

an idea on to how educational pedagogies can be developed to keep up with the rapid transformations in the 

governance, management, and leadership of sport. Materials and methods: This article draw upon an exploratory 

study of an undergraduate course in health and sport management. Data were derived from a practitioner 

research project followed by a qualitative online survey with informants from two separate student groups (2019-

20), in addition to field observations from both runs of the course. Results and Conclusions: The idea of a 

sportual reality shows promising potential when it comes to enhancing students’ transformative agency and 

stimulate new thinking about how instructors may innovate the pedagogical apparatus in sport management 

education. The reason is threefold. First, ‘sportual reality’ rests on well-established pedagogical principles which 

are applicable to many types of educational programmes. Second, it suggests a way to enhance critical thinking 

about contemporary issues in sport management using dilemmas and paradoxes in case assignments. Finally, it is 

adaptable to different cultural contexts. Although many of the challenges to sport managers today are similar in 

the US, Europe and Asia, the structural and personal opportunities to do something about them are quite 

different. For example, in contrast to France, the US or Japan, sport management educational programs in 

Norway bear a historical legacy closely tied to ‘the Norwegian model of sport’.  

Keywords: Problem-based learning, leadership-as-practice, sport education pedagogy, case methodology 

 
Introduction  

This article introduces ‘sportual reality’, a concept which can be used to inspire the development of new 

pedagogical tools in sport management education. The backdrop is the increasing demand for advanced 

competencies among sport managers (DeLuca & Braunstein-Minkove, 2016; Gillentine, 2017; Ferkins, Skinner 

& Swanson, 2018). Although there is no shortage of answers about what kind of competencies are necessary, 

less attention has been given to some pedagogical preconditions for improving students’ ‘transformative 

agency’, a process that can be defined as ‘individuals’ ability to purposefully transform the structures in which 

they are embedded’ (Tuominen & Lehtonen, 2018, p. 1601; see also Engeström, Nuttall & Hopwood, 2020). By 

coupling principles from leaderful practice (Raelin, 2011), problem-based learning (Biggs, 1999), and case study 

methodology (Dixon, 2008), the idea of ‘sportual reality’ as introduced here is an exploratory beta tool in sport 

management pedagogy with group assignments as its core activity.  

The idea was explored in use at an undergraduate course in health- and sport management bachelor 

programme at a Norwegian higher education institution. It was operationalized in assignments based on common 

situations in sport organizations where leaders and managers (aka students) face a dilemma, a paradox, or a 

challenge, where context (for example, stakeholders), situation (for example, timeframe) and organization (for 

example, member mandate) offer conflicting perspectives. Students are then required to explain and justify their 

choices on the basis of accumulated knowledge, skills and competences from the course’s previous engagement 

with the issues at hand. During group work with the case assignment, they were instructed to discuss matters as 

if they were employees with particular roles in the relevant organization for the given case assignment. Students 

were grouped differently for several assignments in the first run of the course but stuck to the same group (or 

‘cohort’) in the second run (because of Covid-19). Despite the pandemic we managed to conduct all lectures face 

to face in both terms. After group work, the groups were encouraged to respond to each other’s solutions and 

discuss different alternative solutions to the assignment.  

 After two semesters, the idea of sportual reality as pedagogical aid to generate transformative agency 

was evaluated. This was done in two ways. First, in line with the principles of pedagogical research ‘carried out 

in the researcher’s own place of work’ (Elliott, 2003, cited in Bartlett & Burton, 2006, p. 397), my own 

development process as instructor was part of this evaluation. Second, a sample of students provided feedback 

on the idea and the implementation of it through an online qualitative survey. Based on these data, the present 

study henceforth discusses the outcome of this evaluation. The next section introduces a brief literature review of 
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sport management research relevant to this course before we turn to a section that presents the theoretical context 

of this study. The data and methods will be introduced before I turn to the key findings. In the conclusion the 

implications and shortcomings of ‘sportual reality’ will be discussed.  

 

Study framework 

The concept of transformative agency ‘goes beyond the individual and also involves the collective 

practice in seeking change efforts, often found or needed in situations involving conflicts, contradictions and 

disturbances’ (Brevik et al, 2019, p. 2). Given the increased complexity of sporting organizations and the 

growing need for ambidextrous leadership, situations like these are common in contemporary sport. At the same 

time, students are a heterogeneous crowd and have different starting points for learning (Lumpkin & Achen, 

2019). Unlike more experimental and conceptual utilizations of transformative agency projects (Haapasaari & 

Kerosuo, 2015), this study applies a critical realist view in which transformative agency is treated ‘as human 

potential for purposeful transformative action, separating it from situated transformative action – the realization 

of that potential in social situations’ (Tuominen & Lehtonen, 2018, p. 1603, emphasis original). Based on this 

definition, the emphasis of the course was to stimulate the students’ ‘agentic capacity’. This term refers to what 

it is that enables people to influence ‘the dictates of their immediate environment and made them unique in their 

power to shape their life circumstances and the courses their lives take’ (Bandura, 2006, p. 164). In light of these 

concepts, I address in the next section the circumstances that sport management students need to consider, before 

looking at how these circumstances connect with pedagogical principles. 

 

Sport management issues 

Drawing upon earlier research, the sport management content of ‘sportual reality’ was based on three 

themes. The first theme concerns the context of sport, which it is crucial to address if sport management 

competencies are to be applied in a successful way (Sotiriadou, 2011; Bulatova et al. 2019). Because each 

country has its own societal values, myths and narratives relating to different sports, knowledge about the 

national history of sport and its organizational structures are pivotal to practising ‘ambidextrous leadership’ – the 

kind that enables managers to balance exploitation (to ensure current viability) with exploration (to ensure future 

viability) (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2011) in their organisations. 

The second theme is about harnessing skills that match the characteristics of the field of sport 

management and leadership and the context identified by the previous group. Some argue the need to see sport 

management as an increasingly complex field with a demand for knowledge about sport, business, marketing and 

PR (see the special issue on ‘Innovative Pedagogy in Sport Management and Marketing’ in International 

Journal of Sport Management and Marketing published in 2008; Vol 4 No 2/3). Other findings were presented 

by Miragaia and Soares (2017), who after analysing a sample of 98 articles between 1979 and 2014 with 

predominantly US authors conclude that ‘sport management education should be developed to enhance self-

employability through new pedagogical approaches that allow the improvement of critical thinking by the 

inclusion of internship, new technologies, and e-learning’ (Miragaia & Soares, 2017, p. 101). A similar 

conclusion was drawn by the New Age of Sport Management Education in Europe (NASME) project, which 

identified 72 future competencies required of sport management professionals (NASME, 2019).  

The third theme is the pedagogy of sport management education. Generally, the literature reflects 

Dyson, Griffin and Hastie’s (2004) advocacy of the student-centred models to learning where the teacher serves 

as a facilitator which ‘purposefully shifts responsibility to the student engaged in authentic, meaningful, and 

learning tasks’ (p. 227). Whereas some emphasize the importance of integrating values coherent with sport into 

the educational approach (Barnes, 2014) or use the ontological implications of the curriculum (Zimmer & 

Keiper, 2020) as a solution to this topic, others are more hands-on and advocate distinct tools as more relevant to 

specific fields within sport management. Sotiriadou and Hill (2014), for example, used the scaffolding method to 

develop critical thinking skills among sport management graduates.  

 

Pedagogical principles  

These three themes in sport management research merged to inform the three pillars of ‘sportual 

reality’: leaderful practice, problem-based learning and case study methodology. In contrast to traditional leader 

studies, leaderful practice is an evolution of the research ‘movement’ called ‘leadership-as-practice’ (L-A-P). 

Most importantly, it ‘replaces an individualistic orientation with a focus the social interactions among the 

practitioners to the activity in question’ (Raelin, 2011, p. 204). In the same work, Raelin claims that, ultimately, 

teaching about leadership without putting it in proper context makes little sense, as the students ‘will learn the 

competency lists but may not find them applicable to the real problems back in the home environment’ (Raelin, 

2011, p. 204). With this emphasis on social interaction, a challenge occurs in terms of enhancing students’ 

agentic capabilities since agency is often understood as the opposite of structure. According to Simpson (2016), 

however, who builds upon the philosophy of Dewey and Bentley (1949 [1960]), agency in LAP is produced by a 

specific relation: the conceptualization of agency must build on ‘doings’ over time ‘rather than the isolated 

“doers” of action’ (Simpson, 2016, p. 168), which leads to the conclusion that ‘Agency then, is manifest in the 

movements and directional shifts associated with turning points.’ (p. 169).  
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These conditions in sport management can, I argue, be replicated by the application of a problem-based 

learning (PBL) approach. According to Biggs (1999, p. 71), the objectives in PBL ‘are to get students to solve 

problems they will meet in their professional careers—the teaching method is to present them with problems to 

solve; the assessment is based on how well they solve them.’ While PBL is much used and does not provide 

more than a teaching principle in its essence, it is most relevant when curriculum, teaching and assessment are 

aligned (Biggs, 1999). By aligned, Biggs (1999) means that ‘the problems are carefully selected so that, by the 

end of the program, the learner is expected to cover much of the same content as is covered in a traditional 

program, but the nature of the knowledge so gained is different’ (p. 71). By doing so, it addresses a major issue 

with seeing agency ‘in the continuously unfolding movements of social engagement’ (Simpson, 2016, p. 169), 

that is, the presence of power. While Simpson (2016) partly dismisses this criticism against LAP as founded on 

power as a ‘thing’ and instead points to the New Zealand rugby team All Blacks as an example of ‘processual 

practice’ of leadership, this view of the group and leadership as a closed circuit is futile because ‘we never 

confront social structure as a single individual, because we are always nested in some aspect of social relations’ 

(Burkitt, 2016, p. 331). 

To operationalize Biggs’ idea of alignment (1999) and endorse students’ agentic capacity, this study 

used cases as the core class activity, epistemological guide and exam format. The class activity was ‘sequential 

assignments’, inspired by Sotiriadou and Hill (2014), of which each case – with small varieties – resembled what 

would eventually be the final exam. The content and format of these assignments drew upon Clawson and 

Haskins (2006, p. 119) who argue that the method adopted is instruction that ‘utilizes descriptions of actual 

situations to provide the basis for discussion among students and instructor’. These skills are built through the 

challenges generated by case content and by the active learning process that occurs while students solve case 

problems. The reason for this is that one of the core qualifications needed for sport managers is more active 

learning which leads to higher ability to solve real-life situations (Dane-Staples, 2019; Morse & McEvoy, 2014). 

Moreover, by selecting cases that resemble what ‘students are likely to face in their future careers, their 

enthusiasm and willingness to take an active role in the learning process is greatly intensified’ (Dixon, 2008, p. 

161). In the courses discussed here, these assignments, from day 1 to the final exam, represented the end of an 

iterative process framed around tasks where multiple solutions were available.  

 

Methods and materials 

This study is based on two runs of the same course in two different semesters and on a practitioner’s 

approach to research, that is, ‘a central commitment to the study of one’s own professional practice by the 

researcher himself for herself, with a view to improving that practice for the benefit of others’ (Dadds & Hart, 

2001, p. 7). Data hence first consist of a ‘field diary’ in English (given its subsequent use in an English language 

journal paper). It was composed from the author’s structured notes on observations about various educational 

activities and the students’ engagement with different ways of learning. These notes, moreover, contain a 

particular type of content. While the study was not ethnographic in a conventional sense, these notes were 

written as if fieldwork was being conducted and focused on Clifford’s (1990, p. 57) argument that writing in the 

field is a matter of ‘catching “passing events” of social discourse as much as it is a process of transcribing 

already formulated, fixed discourse or lore’. Rather than using field notes to formulate the discovery of the 

unknown, I wrote snippets about the way students engaged with ‘knowns’ related to desirable competences in 

sport leadership. During this group task notes were structured according to teamwork, communication and 

decisions. Focus on persons was replaced with interaction, that is, how students shared roles, communicated with 

each other, and approached key concepts (like ‘sustainability’). 

The second data source was informant reflections gathered through a qualitative online survey. All 47 

students from the two courses were contacted by email and asked if they wanted to participate in a research 

project regarding a prior course in the bachelor programme. Those who chose to participate were given 15 open-

ended questions about the content, pedagogy and execution of the course. These questions were presented in a 

fixed order to all participants and were formulated with the intention of making the informants reflect on a given 

topic. This method is often on the receiving end of criticism from both quantitative and qualitative researchers. 

While the former see it as a poor substitute for real surveys, the latter argue that fixed questions deny both 

researcher and informant the opportunity to discuss probes and side-tracks and therefore, it is assumed, the 

material has to be supplemented with interviews to provide data of adequate depth and richness (Braun et al, 

2020, p. 2) although Braun et al (2020, p. 4) also note that the argument that depth of data is lost compared to 

interviews ‘is falsely based on imagining what qualitative surveys cannot offer, and an idealization of what 

interviews will offer.’  

To increase the likelihood of getting engaged informants, the opportunity to remain anonymous and yet 

elaborate on their opinions was considered a better option than face-to-face interviews where the risk of 

researcher bias was deemed high (cf. Mercer, 2007). In the end, the sample consisted of seven students. 

Although the sample is small, it was more important to recruit informants with an intention to provide feedback 

relevant to the research topic. The reason was that rather than informants being systematically selected instances 

of specific categories of attitudes and responses, they ‘embody and represent meaningful experience–structure 

links’ (Crouch & MacKenzie, 2006, p. 493). Related to this choice is the claim that ‘adopting saturation as a 
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generic quality marker is inappropriate’ (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013, p. 190) because  ‘it is in the nature of 

exploratory studies to indicate rather than conclude’ (Crouch & MacKenzie, 2006, p. 492). In the light of these 

methodological considerations, the informants’ answers were then analysed through a reflexive thematic 

analysis. This means that coding was data-driven, that is, inductively, as the themes were not identified in terms 

of how well they corresponded with the three categories of questions. As recommended by Braun et al (2020, p. 

2), who ‘urge users of qualitative surveys to resist any temptation to summarize responses to each question, as 

this typically results in an impoverished and underdeveloped qualitative analysis’, the entire dataset was 

approached as one and systematized through the six-phase approach to thematic analysis. 

The first two phases, familiarization and coding, include reading, noting and drawing immediate 

connections between parts of the data. Following the advice from Braun, Clarke and Weate (2016, p. 199), who 

define a code as ‘a pithy label that you apply to a segment of data, which captures the content and its analytic 

relevance’, a number of codes were put into three segments: positive, sceptical and ambivalent about the usage 

of leaderful practice, PBL and case methods during the course. In phases 3-5, theme development, refinement 

and naming, more elaborate themes are generated. At this point, it is crucial to avoid ‘domain summaries’ – 

summaries of the range of meaning in the data related to a particular topic or “domain” of discussion’ (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019, p. 592). For that reason, themes do not correspond with the three fields of competencies, context 

and pedagogy of sport management education mentioned above. Rather, the benefit of treating the dataset as one 

was the possibility of discovering and interpreting patterns of views from the informants based on what they said 

overall and not on which question they were answering. During the final phases, revision and writing up, themes 

must be reviewed to ensure that they come together and provide narrative coherence in answering the research 

question. In what follows, the findings are therefore presented according to themes that were identified as crucial 

to the research question. 

 

Results 

Although not strictly peer-teaching, and nothing like gameplay simulations (see Farias et al, 2019), the 

results of these case-solving processes nevertheless resembled the conclusions from Farias et al (2017) where the 

aim was to ‘examine and intervene into student behaviours to promote a democratic, inclusive and participatory 

focus within Sport Education’ (p. 460). More specifically, by co-coding the informants’ reflections with my own 

field diary and observations, the analysis generated three themes of particular importance to the usefulness of a 

‘sportual reality’.  

 

Theme one: the temporal aspect 

Theme one concerned the relation between past, present and the future. Because of the legacy of sport 

and the institutional lag that sometimes occurs in periods of rapid change, I was expecting sympathy for how, for 

example, sport federations are locked in a split between tradition and the need for innovation. This split was also 

central to one of the final exams. Informant 1 especially emphasized that ‘sports are perishable phenomena and 

since society is developing at a rapid pace, sports need to do the same – although it is relevant to see where 

things started.’ For Norwegian students, this means gaining insight into ‘the Norwegian model of sport’. It is 

essentially a deal – of which some parts are formalized, and other parts based on trust - between the Norwegian 

Federation of Sport (NIF), the state, and other stakeholders (Andersen, Bjørndal & Ronglan, 2015). At the same 

time, the dual aims of the Nordic federations of promoting both elite and mass sport, ‘have produced political 

controversies over a range of topics, including how to balance and combine broad youth sport involvement and 

targeted talent development initiatives’ (Andersen, Bjørndal & Ronglan, 2015, p. 53). In relation to this 

approach, informant 1 argued that it worked well, but ‘we should not see it as in need of special protection, 

which cannot change. Sport needs to change together with society and one must always be on the lookout for 

improvement potential.’ As this topic was central to the final exam, the same informant underlined in that 

connection that ‘being forced to work together makes you learn more, at least in my view. We enter a project 

with different viewpoints and can help each understand the task.’ 

 

Theme two: stakeholder relations  

The second theme addresses the importance of learning the stakeholder landscape of sport 

organizations. For example, informant 2 applauded the field trips to various sport organizations, which were 

arranged to explore how these organizations collaborated with other stakeholders with regards to sustainability 

or sponsorship, as ‘highly instructive. This kind of feedback supports Gammelsæter’s (2020) argument that sport 

should be brought back to sport management (and away from business), not because business is bad per se, but 

because sport is different from other sectors in society. Also touching upon this topic, informant 4 said that the 

course would benefit from emphasizing why sport is important to society altogether. ‘Those who do not exercise 

or stay active will have worsened health when they get older, which will complicate their everyday life.’ To be 

able to deal with these issues and the Norwegian model of sport, students in a Norwegian sport leadership 

bachelor programme acknowledged that they had to know the workings of the organizational landscape, the 

contextual factors, and how the channels of communication and negotiation are constructed in order to preserve 

the things that work (exploitation) or to make a difference (exploration) in those areas that have institutional 
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flaws (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2011; Skirstad, Strittmatter & Grønkjær, 2019). For example, informant 3 said, on a 

question on their impression of the importance of the Norwegian model of sport, that its significance was far 

clearer now – ‘decisive to Norwegian sport’ – than at the beginning of the course. Consequently, envisioning 

change becomes a much larger mission compared with the understanding of NIF before doing course tasks. 

 

Theme three: career options 

When considering how this course had enabled them to realize the requirements for a career in sport 

management, the overall feedback from the students was that the content of the course was closely linked to 

assessing contemporary dilemmas and controversies in sport, such as integrity-related issues, corruption, and 

gender equality. Central to this theme, something put forward most notably by informant 6, was the chance to 

meet those working in sport organizations and discuss how the guest lecturers’ experience could be transferred to 

the students’ own plans. This meant that the guests did not provide a final answer or way of doing things but 

brought with them tasks or dilemmas they themselves had encountered, so the classroom or the sport facility 

became a space for deliberative interaction. Spence et al (2009) argue that while the lateral part of education, 

which draws on traditional teaching and pedagogical tools, is necessary, it should also stimulate vertical 

development. Understood as learning to see the world through new eyes, this is ‘considered a more powerful 

form of leadership development than lateral development as it allows the student to integrate a wider range of 

perspectives; increasing leadership effectiveness’ (Spence et al, 2009, p. 2). While informant 2 said that 

‘leadership (cases) were much more fun when they were about sport rather than leadership itself’, informant 4 

underlined that it had enabled them to develop a sense of ‘how to understand people, where they come from. 

That will make the job so much easier. A good leader is supposed to get the max out of the employees, and to do 

so he (sic) needs to relate to them.’ Fairness was underlined as a core principle by several of the informants, At 

the same time, informant 1 remarked that the very inclusion of young leaders was seen as a necessity for durable 

change in sport organizations: ‘In the future sport organizations must include more young people. They are 

active in sport themselves and have experience with recent changes in sport. Organizations should get young 

voices into different leadership positions in order to shape sport in accordance with society in general.’ 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This article has introduced a fresh perspective on sport management education by using a selection of 

sport management issues to merge the principles of problem-based learning, case study methods and leaderful 

practice. Termed  ‘sportual reality’, this merger was operationalized in two runs of the same course while 

simultaneously being part of a practitioner research project. While successful in terms of student evaluations, the 

limitation of this study is its exploratory design which, although not aiming for external validity in a traditional 

sense, could have been rectified by a richer set of data. This does not merely invoke additional informants, which 

could have strengthened the appropriateness of the data, but also other types of information (such as peer 

evaluations) that could have strengthened the usability of the sportual reality concept. While the project 

seemingly enabled students to reflect on these matters, it also exposed a shortcoming in the idea, as the notion of 

power was too weakly addressed in cases used. Whereas leadership, context and dilemmas were freely 

discussed, the power relations necessary to analyse the situation and empower students – as future sport leaders – 

to see where changes were possible should have been a premise for the tasks rather than an afterthought. The 

academic implications are that the concept of power when applied to a sport management context still needs 

theoretical refinement. Above all, this paper – considering the Norwegian context in which it is written – agrees 

with Campbell (2009, p. 409) that the concept of agency falsely mirrors ‘that which has long characterized the 

standard treatment of power’. Yet it disagrees with his dismissal of the relational approach to agency, because, as 

Burkitt (2016) argues, ‘how we act, the powers we accrue or the constraints upon us, do not rest on our relation 

to structure but on the nature of our interdependence with others and how this shapes our mutual interactions.’ (p 

331). This approach is seen as particularly relevant as sport organizations, or organizations related to sport (such 

as those within leisure, hospitality, tourism and sponsorships), differ greatly between countries, sports, 

technologies and events in their management of stakeholder networks.  
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