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ABSTRACT
The aim of this study was to conduct a scoping literature review (SLR) to explore and 
describe the social impacts of community sport organisations (CSOs) within local 
communities in which they are located. Following the PRISMA protocol, we conducted 
a search of academic and grey literature in sport and broader social sciences and 
humanities databases. From the initial 16,438 records found, 40 made the final sample. 
Specifically, we conducted a scoping review on CSOs to describe what social impacts 
such organisations have produced based on previous empirical data. Findings showed 
that social impacts are not automatically produced by sport participation but emerge 
through deliberate organisational practices, relationship building and strategic resource 
mobilisation through CSOs. The selected studies showed that these deliberate 
organisational practices operate across organisational, individual, and community levels. 
The review also revealed that whilst sports participation is the fundamental instrument 
for individual changes and for CSOs’ survival, participation is not sufficient to produce 
social impacts. To produce social impacts, CSOs need deliberate programming, with 
activities designed specifically to promote social development. The study indicates that 
purposeful approaches are the most optimal means for accruing social impacts. Thus, 
social impacts within CSOs are produced not from participation itself but from the 
intentional strategies of sport programmes.

1.  Introduction

Governments alongside international institutions, such as the United Nations, frequently embed sport 
within wider social agendas and interventions on the premise that organised sport produces positive 
externalities at various levels (Jarvie et  al., 2026; Sotiriadou & Wicker, 2013). Central to delivering pro-
gramming and generating non-sporting outcomes are community sport organisations (CSOs). CSO’s are 
ground-level, grassroots entities that play a valuable role in promoting physical activity, sport, social 
cohesion, and civic engagement across diverse populations (Schulenkorf, 2012). Defined as membership, 
not-for-profit organisations that provide structural opportunities for organised sport (Cuskelly, 2004), 
alongside sport for development (SFD)(Kidd, 2008), CSOs have attracted substantial attention from 
policy-makers, governments, and researchers for their potential to generate broader social outcomes 
(Misener & Doherty, 2013). Such social impact entails improvements to inclusivity, well-being, youth 
development, and crime reduction, among other areas (Fortune & Oncescu, 2024; Nathan et  al., 2013; 
Willis, 2000). Subsequently, the social impacts which emanate from CSO’s work reflect similar concepts 
and practices of SFD as these non-sporting outcomes are often, but not always, byproducts of sport 
programming with a developmental focus (Walker, 2025). As a field of research and practice, SFD is 
commonly defined as the intentional use of sport to address social inequalities and forms of disadvan-
tage by engaging specific populations (Burnett, 2001; Coalter, 2010; Jarvie et  al., 2026; Kidd, 2008; Walker, 
2025). Through developmental and intentional ethos, literature to date has argued that further embed-
ding notions of SFD within CSOs’ programming would help optimise CSOs’ capabilities and maximise the 
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social impacts rendered (Walker, 2023). This is because, where CSOs deliver programming through an 
SFD lens, SFD supplies the intentional design logic which guides practices towards cultivating specific 
social impacts (Burnett, 2001; Walker, 2025). Such focused approaches are required for CSOs because 
with growing international and policy influenced interest in leveraging SFD, this has increased the expec-
tation of and increased the pressure on CSOs to deliver more social benefits from sport (Kidd, 2008; 
Jarvie et  al., 2026).

More recent studies (Bauer et  al., 2024; Walker, 2026a; Whitley et  al., 2019) have started to consider, 
albeit still very timidly, the role of CSOs in creating social impacts, still not placing the organisations in 
the centre of the process creating social impacts beyond sport participation. Within sport-based research, 
there remains a tendency for scholars to stay in their own lane (Whitley et al., 2022). Whilst some authors 
(e.g. Coalter, 2010; Kidd, 2008) highlighted that the SFD suffer from debates about methodologies and 
approaches from terminological imprecisions, more recent research focuses must be interdisciplinary 
engagement rather than continuing to existing within single disciplinary silos (Bauer et  al., 2024; Whitley 
et  al., 2022). Therefore, despite growing policy endorsement and an expanding empirical literature basis 
around CSOs and SFD, the evidence of CSOs’ and SFD’s social impacts remains fragmented across the 
disciplines (Blomqvist, 2022; Brown et  al., 2014; Doherty et  al., 2014). This lacuna is reflected by the lack 
of published scoping literature review’s (SLR) on the social impacts of CSOs. Thus, there is a limited 
understanding of the SFD process through which CSOs generate social impacts (Walker, 2026a). Given 
the paucity of knowledge relating to insights gleaned from empirical studies and grey literature, there 
remains a requirement to systematically document and synthesise the empirical and grey literature evi-
dence base and to clarify how much this evidence contributes to an improved understanding of the field.

To address the aforementioned gaps, this SLR presents an overview of the organisation-level mecha-
nisms through which CSOs specifically translate and use sport to generate social impacts (Burnett, 2001; 
Bruner et  al., 2023; Coalter, 2010; Kidd, 2008; Walker, 2026a). Therefore, the study aims to explore and 
describe the social impacts of CSOs within local communities in which they are located. We intentionally 
focused on local community because CSOs are organisations that have the mission of providing sport 
activities in a specific geographic area. This area is defined as the ‘local community’. Therefore, whilst 
social impacts might happen in non-local communities, these would be rare and usually not particularly 
planned by CSO managers. A systematic search of academic and grey literature in sport studies, social 
science, and humanities databases was conducted following the PRISMA guidelines (Moher et  al., 2015). 
Scoping reviews allow researchers to analyse knowledge gaps in a given field and identify key charac-
teristics or factors related to a concept (Munn et  al., 2018). They help scholars pinpoint what we know, 
what we do not know and what we need to know to advance knowledge. By identifying trends and 
gaps in existing literature, this study can contribute to informing further research policy, practice, and 
public understanding of the topic. The novelty of the current study lies on the fact that we do not 
assume that CSOs produce social impacts, rather we explored where and how such organisations may 
produce impacts. SFD plays an important role in the process. However, we investigated the literature to 
explore whether CSOs have produced social impacts beyond the existence of SFD programmes, which 
are intentionally designed to deliver such impacts.

With this review presenting an overview of the implementation and understanding of social impacts 
of CSOs whilst also more broadly encompassing study types and methodological approaches of existing 
literature, in doing so, it adopts the following definitions. In this review, ‘local community’ is defined as 
the geographically bounded population co-located with a CSO (e.g. its neighbourhood and town), which 
we distinguish from non-local or dispersed communities of interest (e.g. online communities) that CSOs 
may serve (Bradshaw, 2008; Hillery, 1955). CSOs are conceptualised as ‘where’ social impacts can be pro-
duced. In other words, CSOs are organisations where sport activities are offered to the local community. 
For example, people come to CSO to play football, to dance or to swim. Such sport activities have 
potential to create impacts on the community such as improving health, mental health, and sense of 
community. Then, it is proposed that social impacts represent ‘what’ can be produced from the activities 
run by CSOs (Coalter, 2010; Levermore & Beacom, 2012). For this review, we adopted a multidimensional 
definition of social impacts from Burdge and Vanclay (1996) who indicated that social impacts refer to 
the full range of social and cultural effects experienced by individuals or communities because of public 
or private actions that change how people live, work, interact, organise their lives, and function within 
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society. Within community sport contexts, social impacts typically manifest through mechanisms such as 
social capital formation, social inclusion, community cohesion, capacity building, and community resil-
ience (Fortune & Oncescu, 2024; Misener & Doherty, 2009; Moustakas, 2022; Rocha et  al., 2026; Tacon, 
2019; Wicker & Breuer, 2011). Whilst CSOs, SFD and social impacts forms the tripartite analytic framework 
and key themes guiding this review, in the research, the social impacts of CSO’s remains the core focus 
with SFD treated as an overarching element of the findings.

2.  Materials and methods

This scoping review follows the PRISMA protocol (Moher et  al., 2015). Figure 1 shows the details of the 
PRISMA flow chart. The research process started with the authors defining the search terms for the SLR. 
Having defined the terms, we started conducting the SLR. The first author conducted the initial search 
and downloaded the references of all records, which were imported into Mendeley so that duplicates 
could be identified and excluded. Subsequent steps included study screening and quality assessment, 
which were completed by each author individually. After each step was completed, we met to discuss 
and resolve any disagreements. Upon any disagreements emerging, a majority decision was incorporated 
to determine the inclusion or removal of sources. Further methodological details are given below.

2.1.  Search strategy

The systematic search strategy employed the Boolean operator ‘AND’ to find studies that examined the 
association between CSOs (‘where’) and social impacts (‘what’) and SFD (‘how’). With each group, we 

Figure 1.  PRISMA flow diagram.
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used the Boolean operator ‘OR’ to search for terms of interest at different locations in the document, 
specifically the title (TI), abstract (AB), keywords (KW), and subject (SU). To capture as wide a range of 
relevant literature as possible, we developed the following three groups of search terms:

Group 1 (FOCUS ON ‘WHERE’)

[TI (communit* sport* organisation* OR communit* sport* organization* OR communit* sport* club* OR sport* 
club* OR sport* program*) OR AB (same terms) OR KW (same terms) OR SU (same terms)]

AND

Group 2 (FOCUS ON ‘WHAT’)

[TI (social impact* OR social chang* OR social inclus* OR social cohesion OR social capital OR social leverage 
OR capacity building OR community resilience) OR AB (same terms) OR KW (same terms) OR SU (same terms)]

AND

GROUP 3 (FOCUS on ‘HOW’)

[TI (sport* for development) OR AB (sport* for development) OR KW (sport* for development) OR SU (sport* 
for development)]

We are aware that in some parts of the literature, SFD is followed by the term ‘peace’, leading to the 
concept of sport for development and peace (SDP). Using the term ‘sport* for development’ allowed us 
to find studies that use either SFD or SDP.

The overall focus of this study is to describe how the literature has explored social impacts generated 
by CSOs. It clearly aligns with proposed research core questions of ‘where’, ‘what’, and ‘how’ social impacts 
are produced.

2.2.  Search process

The first author systematically searched academic literature across sport-related and broader social sci-
ences and humanities databases, including Web of Science, Scopus, Sport Discus, ProQuest, SocIndex, 
Public Affairs Index, and Political Science Complete. Compared with academic literature databases, the 
advanced search functionalities of grey literature and theses databases differ from those of academic 
databases, meaning that the same detailed search strategy could not be directly applied. Following con-
sultation with the research team, a simplified search approach was adopted for grey literature and the-
ses, retaining only the most relevant terms. The first author then conducted searches of the grey literature 
and theses using the following search string: ‘social impacts*’ AND (‘community sport* organisation*’ OR 
‘community sport* organization*’ OR ‘sport* club*’ OR ‘sport* program*’) on Ethos by the British Library, 
Open Access Theses and Dissertations (OATD), and Open Grey. To make sure we have not missed any 
record, we also conducted an additional search in Google Scholar using the terms ‘community sport* 
organization’ and ‘sport* for development’. Then we check the first ten pages of the results. The refer-
ences from search results were selected according to relevance. Further and more specific details regard-
ing the results from each stage of the search process alongside the number of results, are outlined in 
Figure 1. Searches were conducted in April 2026.

2.3.  Study selection

The search process identified 16,438 records (15,894 records from database searching and 544 from other 
sources, grey literature). After duplicate removal, 15,041 records were retained. Titles and the abstracts 
were screened by the first author using pre-selected inclusion and exclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria 
encompassed English-language empirical studies, including journal articles, academic books, academic 
book chapters, theses/dissertations, in which the search terms appeared in the title, keywords, abstract, 
or subject. The exclusion criteria entailed conceptual papers, conference abstracts, records without 
authors, works that discuss social impacts and/or SFD but are not related to CSOs.
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Screening resulted in the exclusion of 14,711 records, with 330 studies proceeding to full-text review. 
After reading these papers and applying the inclusion/exclusion criteria, we eliminated 285 records and 
kept 45 records for quality assessment. These 285 records were excluded primarily because they did not 
report a measurable social impact outcome (n = 58), were not empirically grounded (n = 46), focused on 
organisational settings outside the CSO adopted in this review (n = 159), or were an ineligible publication 
type (e.g. conference abstract) (n = 22).

2.4.  Quality assessment

To assess the quality of the 45 records for final inclusion, we followed guidance from Smith and 
McGannon (2018) for developing rigour in qualitative research. To do so, member checking was utilised 
(Birt et  al., 2016). This involved all three authors evaluating the 45 files individually using the American 
Psychological Association’s guidelines (Mallinckrodt, 2011) before discussing any divergence. To support 
each decision, each researcher made notes about their rationale for inclusion or exclusion of papers, then 
discussed repeatedly until agreement was reached. The final selection was reached if at least two out of 
the three researchers agreed on a decision for inclusion. Following quality assessment, five studies were 
excluded on the basis of methodological weaknesses, lack of scientific rigour, or inadequate focus on the 
social impacts of CSOs. This resulted in a final sample of 40 empirical papers.

2.5.  Data extraction and analysis

A data extraction process was undertaken for the 40 studies retained in the final sample, including infor-
mation on source (journal, university or institution), authors, date of publication, sport organisation 
investigated, research aims (research questions), theory or theoretical framework, method, main findings, 
and limitations. We tried to analyse strengths, similarities, and differences in the final studies. This enabled 
a focused examination of three core areas: (1) Where Social Impacts are Produced – Characteristics of 
CSO Publications, including publication journals, organisational types and areas, theory and/or concep-
tual frameworks, and methodological approaches; (2) What Social Impacts are Produced – The Multilevel 
Nature of Social Impacts; and (3) How Social Impacts are Produced – Two Distinct Types of Impacts.

3.  Results

3.1.  Where social impacts are produced – Characteristics of CSO publications

Table 1 presents an overview of the 40 studies included in the final sample, all published in peer-reviewed 
journals. Some studies (n = 16) appeared in sport management journals: Journal of Sport Management 
(n = 8), Sport Management Review (n = 6), and European Sport Management Quarterly (n = 2). Five studies 
were published in sport sociology journals, such as International Review for the Sociology of Sport (n = 2), 
Sport in Society (n = 2), and Journal of Sport and Social Issues (n = 1), while two studies were published 
in the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics (n = 2). This result shows that CSOs have been 
studied more from a management point of view than from a sociological point of view. Considering the 
social importance of sport developed in CSO, this is an important result for reflection on how the knowl-
edge in the field can progress. The studies were published between 2000 and 2026, with 33 of them 
(82.5%) being published between 2013 and 2026, indicating that CSOs have attracted the attention of 
researchers in the very recent past. The findings are outlined in Table 1:

The terms that the authors used to refer to CSO vary, but most studies used either the term commu-
nity sport organisation (n = 15), sport club (n = 12) or sport(s) programme/program (n = 13). They all refer 
to the same type of sports organisation, which we defined above as CSO. Most of the studies have been 
conducted in developed countries in Global North, such as Canada (n = 9), Australia (n = 8), the UK (n = 4), 
the United States (n = 3), and Germany (n = 3). There are a few studies conducted in developing countries 
in the Global South, such as South Africa (n = 3), Brazil (n = 1), and China (n = 1). In this review, ‘Global 
North’ and ‘Global South’ follow the United Nations Trade and Development classification of national 
economies, applied to the location of the CSOs (rather than the institutional affiliation of the authors) 
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(UN Trade and Development, 2007). It should also be noted that South Africa, Brazil, and China are 
upper-middle-income countries and major global economic actors. They are not representative of the 
lower-income and low-middle-income countries that represent the broader Global South category. In 
studies related to CSOs, the majority of studies have been conducted in the Global North by authors 
from the Global North, indicating a gap of studies in the Global South conducted by local authors. The 
unequal geographical distribution is noted as a descriptive pattern in the data, and its implications are 
discussed further in the discussion section.

The studies have drawn upon a variety of theoretical frameworks to examine the social impacts of 
CSOs. Whilst there is no dominance of a specific theory, theories related to organisational capacity (Hall 
et  al., 2003; Millar & Doherty, 2016), social capital (Putnam, 2000), and SFD (Lyras, 2009) have been more 
frequently used. Organisational capacity frameworks are used to analyse the internal and external capa-
bilities of CSOs that enable social impacts. Several studies adopt multidimensional and process models 
of capacity building (Doherty et al., 2014; Doherty & Cuskelly, 2020; Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2021; Millar &  
Doherty, 2018; Misener & Doherty, 2009, 2013; Wegner et  al., 2023) to examine functional areas such as 
human resources, finances, infrastructure, and planning and development, and to explore the relation-
ships between CSOs and organisational effectiveness. The findings of these studies show that ‘capacity 
building’ works as a dynamic process that is often dependent on developments in other areas, such as 
community and public relations and funding opportunities, highlighting the relational nature of capacity 
within CSOs (Doherty et  al., 2014; Misener & Doherty, 2009). Social capital theory has been used in some 
of the studies in the final sample, particularly to examine the social outcomes associated with sport 
participation in CSOs (Brown et  al., 2014; McMahon & Skytt-Larsen, 2021; Tacon, 2019). These studies 
indicate that sport participation through CSOs is associated with higher levels of trust, social ties, and 
sense of belonging, therefore, creating social capital in the communities. In studies using SFD frame-
works, sport programmes are used to address broader social objectives within CSOs (Marshall & Barry, 
2015; Schulenkorf et  al., 2014). For example, Burnett (2001) shows that structured sport programmes 
within CSOs are perceived to support inclusion, participation, and life-skills development – key elements 
in the SFD.

A notable proportion of the studies (n = 20), representing half of the final sample, did not explicitly 
draw upon any stated theory/theoretical frameworks. These studies have a descriptive nature, aiming 
to offer a view of how CSOs have produced social impacts and/or to illustrate the role of SFD initiatives 
within CSOs. Many of these studies adopt case study designs and focus on capturing organisational 
practice, programme delivery, and participant experience (Marlier et  al., 2015; Nathan et  al., 2013; 
Robertson et  al., 2019; Spaaij et  al., 2014; Willis, 2000). The descriptive nature of these studies has 
played an important role in knowledge advancement, mainly at early stages of the area development. 
For example, Frisby and Millar (2002) were one of the first authors to discuss the impacts that commu-
nity sport recreation programmes have on their communities. Using a case study technique, they 
explored the case of a CSO in Canada whose aim was to include low-income women in local sport and 
recreation activities. They found that such an aim could be facilitated by applying innovative manage-
rial strategies, such as adopting collaborative principles of management and encouraging active partic-
ipation of marginalised groups in the decision-making process. Whilst not explicitly framed through a 
theory, such work contributed to foundational empirical insights that helped to shape subsequent 
research.

Regarding the data analysis technique employed, the review found that the vast majority (n = 28) of 
studies employed a qualitative approach. To collect data, 12 of those 28 studies used only interviews, 
whilst the remainder employed other strategies such as focus groups and document analysis (sometimes 
in association with interviews – see Table 1). For example, Jones et  al. (2018) and Moustakas (2022) 
employed interviews with document analysis and direct observations. Misener and Doherty (2009), Spaaij 
(2015), and Tacon (2019) used interviews and observations. In contrast, seven studies employed a quan-
titative approach by using survey questionnaires (Anderson-Butcher et  al., 2014; Brown et  al., 2014; 
Bullough et  al., 2015; Doherty & Cuskelly, 2020; Misener et  al., 2020; Wicker et  al., 2013; Wicker & Breuer, 
2011). Five studies employed mixed methods, combining interviews with surveys and/or surveys with 
interviews and direct observations (Burnett, 2001; Elmose-Østerlund et  al., 2021; Forsell et  al., 2020; 
Macrae, 2017; Nathan et  al., 2013).
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3.2.  What social impacts are produced – The multilevel nature of social impacts

The findings also showed that social impacts were analysed at multiple levels: organisational, individual, and 
community level. At the organisational level, capacity building studies (e.g. Doherty & Cuskelly, 2020; Misener &  
Doherty, 2009) indicated that organisational capacity operates as a multidimensional and dynamic prior  
condition for the generation of social impacts. The capacity dimensions identified across human resources, 
finances, infrastructure, planning and development, and external relationships do not function in isolation. 
They are relational and interdependent with capacity building in one dimension, enabling and/or constraining 
others (Doherty et  al., 2014; Misener & Doherty, 2009). Human resources capacity consistently emerges as the 
most critical dimension. For example, Misener and Doherty (2009) found that human resources capacity was 
perceived based on positive teamwork efficiency, collaboration, alongside the professional skills and shared 
values that members bring to CSOs. The authors linked these factors to the organisational capacity to pursue 
CSOs’ social mission. Other studies explore this mission more clearly through the concept of organisational 
social responsibility (OSR). For instance, Robertson et  al. (2019) found that CSOs are perceived to carry broad 
social responsibilities, with maximising participation in a safe and inclusive environment being identified as 
the most fundamental one. Misener et  al. (2020) further showed that member awareness of a CSO’s socially 
responsible practices positively influenced volunteering, loyalty, and club advocacy among members.

At the individual level, the most frequently reported social outcomes were related to the development 
of social skills and the building of social capital, such as inclusion, communication, trust and reciprocity 
(Anderson-Butcher et  al., 2014; Brake & Misener, 2020; McMahon & Skytt-Larsen, 2021; Spaaij, 2015). For 
example, Anderson-Butcher et  al. (2014) found that participation in community sport programmes fos-
tered a sense of social connection and inclusion among participants. Furthermore, CSOs help to facilitate 
the development of communication networks linking coaches, parents, and volunteers (Jones et  al., 
2018). In addition, CSO programmes can provide important opportunities for disadvantaged youth. For 
example, McMahon and Skytt-Larsen (2021) found that a sport club in Dublin, Ireland created a pro-
gramme that generated a significant impact on adolescents from marginalised communities, improving 
employment skills and developing their respect, teamwork, and personal skills. These initiatives contrib-
ute to the development of bridging social capital, which is paramount for improving social and eco-
nomic mobility (Putnam, 2000). Meanwhile, participation in CSOs fosters bonding social capital, particularly 
among marginalised youth (Spaaij, 2015). Social capital refers to the networks, norms, and trust and 
reciprocity that facilitate cooperation and collective action within communities (Putnam, 2000). Social 
capital was identified as a key outcome of sport participation across several studies in the final sample. 
Forsell et  al. (2020) highlight that social capital in community sport encompasses multiple dimensions, 
including bonding social capital, bridging social capital, and linking social capital. Social capital is pro-
duced through ongoing participation, shared activities, and interpersonal relationships formed within 
CSOs (Forsell et  al., 2020).

At the community level, findings show that building community capacity (e.g. community partner-
ships, community ownership, and community resilience) is a central determinant of sustained impacts 
within CSOs. For example, Jones et  al. (2018) found that CSOs draw on community partnerships to 
improve physical resources and infrastructure, which in turn produce broader effects across the commu-
nity. These initiatives help CSOs to obtain resources for increasing sport participation. Brake and Misener 
(2020) and Marshall and Barry (2015) pointed out that members develop a sense of ownership towards 
their community because of the positive interaction developed during sport participation. Rocha et  al. 
(2026) found that sport managers responded to the crisis generated by public health emergencies by 
shifting their focus toward community support and resilience rather than keeping the focus on sport 
participation. These findings indicate that community-level social impact is associated with the capacity 
of CSOs to adapt their organisational processes and creatively create value to the community environ-
ment where they are located.

3.3.  How social impacts are produced – Two distinct types of impacts

A further analysis of the articles revealed that nine studies focused on a specific type of impact:  
capacity building of CSOs (Doherty et  al., 2014; Doherty & Cuskelly, 2020; Elmose-Østerlund et  al., 2021; 
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Jones et  al., 2018; Marlier et  al., 2015; Millar & Doherty, 2018; Misener & Doherty, 2009; Wegner et  al., 
2023; Wicker & Breuer, 2011). These articles analysed two impacts of capacity building in CSOs. First, 
internal impacts of organisational capacity indicated that building organisational capacity can help CSOs 
to acquire resources, become more sustainable organisations, and develop more effective organisational 
processes (Doherty et  al., 2014; Doherty & Cuskelly, 2020; Hoeber et  al., 2015; Jones et  al., 2018; Wicker &  
Breuer, 2011). Across the review, studies showed that organisational capacity was built upon investment 
in human resources management practices, such as volunteer recruitment, training, and retention (Jones 
et  al., 2018; Misener & Doherty, 2009). Second, external impacts of capacity building are those whose 
outcomes go beyond the management and operation of CSOs and are mainly related to how CSOs can 
provide better services for the community. Examples include promoting community cohesion, expanding 
interest in sport and physical activity, improving a sense of belonging, and creating volunteering oppor-
tunities (Anderson-Butcher et  al., 2014; Casey et  al., 2009; Jones et  al., 2018; Moustakas, 2022). The dis-
tinction between internal and external impacts is an important result of the current study and is discussed 
further in the discussion section.

The second type of impact focuses on SFD. Studies that focus on SFD as a means to generate pos-
itive social outcomes propose that that happens through intentional design logic to have change-making 
effects (Marshall & Barry, 2015; Wegner et  al., 2023). For example, Willis (2000) highlighted that the 
Mathare Youth Sports Association (MYSA), a CSO in Kenya, made deliberate efforts to promote gender 
empowerment beyond sport participation. Thirteen studies indicated that a demarcation between SFD 
and regular community sport offered by CSOs is often blurred (e.g. Brake & Misener, 2020; Bullough 
et  al., 2015; Burnett, 2001; Marlier et  al., 2015; Marshall & Barry, 2015). SFD programmes differ from 
regular sports activities as the former ones have clear aims that are not related to sports performance 
and/or participation only, rather they focus on social issues such as gender empowerment, health 
promotion, and positive youth development (Brake & Misener, 2020; Marshall & Barry, 2015; Willis, 
2000). Community sport aims to enhance mental health, share interests, support cultural development, 
and increase sport participation (Bullough et  al., 2015; Casey et  al., 2009; Marlier et  al., 2015), they 
focus on the feeling of civic identify and building connection with others. In Marshall and Barry (2015), 
although some organisations are investigated under the label of ‘implementers’ of SFD programmes, 
very little is discussed about the role of the organisations. Rather, they focus on SFD interventions 
(using the case of Kicking AIDS Out Network) to propose that CSOs promote awareness of HIV/AIDS 
through SFD programmes in Africa (Marshall & Barry, 2015), such as the community socially healthier, 
as it promotes social changes. The finding further showed that social outcomes are not an automatic 
consequence of SFD (Frisby & Millar, 2002; Harith et  al., 2025; Misener et  al., 2020). Harith et  al. (2025) 
offer an example where, SFD programme fails to produce social impact due to lack of adequate organ-
isational capacity (e.g. support and training) to implement a social innovation digital app into commu-
nity. On the contrary, Frisby and Millar (2002) illustrated how Women Organising Activity for Women 
(WOAW), an SFD programme, produced social impacts by offering participants a voice.

4.  Discussion

The aim of this study was to conduct a scoping literature review to explore and describe the social 
impacts of CSOs within local communities in which they are located. Drawing on 40 empirical studies 
published between 2000 and 2026, the findings make important contributions to our understanding of 
‘where’, ‘what’, and ‘how’ social impacts were produced. The following subsections discuss these themes 
that emerged from the scoping review: geographical and contextual distribution of research; theoretical 
and methodological landscape; multiple-level social impacts of CSOs; organisational capacity of commu-
nity sport organisations; sport for development in community sport organisations.

4.1.  Geographical and contextual distribution of research

The findings raise important questions about whose knowledge, social outcomes, and CSOs are being 
studied and theorised within this field. The unequal geographical distribution is not merely a peculiar 
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occurrence in the statistical analysis of literature. It reflects structural inequalities in research funding, 
institutional capacity, and publishing power (Schulenkorf et  al., 2016). Rather than a funding shortfall, the 
more consequential pattern identified in this review is who conducts the research and where. For exam-
ple, studies on CSOs located in the Global South are authored by Global North-based researchers, which 
may limit the contextual and local specificity of the evidence base. Whether this pattern is itself driven 
by the underlying distribution of research funding remains unclear, and future research should examine 
this relationship directly. Furthermore, this review reveals a partial inversion of a pattern observed in the 
wider SFD literature because most SFD studies have historically been conducted in the Global South, 
however, completed by researchers from the Global North (Schulenkorf et  al., 2016). The studies on social 
impacts of CSOs in this review were overwhelmingly conducted in the Global North by Global North 
researchers. These findings suggest that the literature lacks studies on the social impacts of CSOs in the 
Global South and studies conducted by Global South authors.

The absence of social impacts of CSOs’ research in low- and middle-income countries is relevant 
because CSOs in these contexts are likely to function differently, serving populations experiencing more 
acute forms of social disadvantage and operating under considerably more constrained environments. 
The MYSA in Kenya represents an instructive example of a Global South CSO that has deliberately posi-
tioned itself as an SFD vehicle. Using organised sport within MYSA as an entry point to promote civic 
engagement, gender empowerment, and community development, Willis (2000) described how CSOs can 
operate effectively to generate intentional social impact, which is particularly important in contexts 
where sport is one of the few accessible public goods. Yet, studies in this context remain underrepre-
sented in scholarly literature. Future research should therefore make efforts to examine the social impacts 
of CSOs operating in diverse cultural, economic, and political environments, including those unique con-
texts that are present in low- and medium-income countries.

4.2.  Theoretical and methodological landscape

The theoretical landscape of the studies included in this review is both diverse and fragmented. No 
single theoretical framework dominates the field. However, organisational capacity frameworks (e.g. Hall 
et  al., 2003; Millar & Doherty, 2016) and social capital theory (e.g. Brown et  al., 2014; Forsell et  al., 2020) 
have been most frequently employed. These diverse theoretical perspectives reflect the inherently inter-
disciplinary nature of research into CSOs, which draws from sport management, sociology, public health, 
community development, and policy. However, this theoretical diversity has not yet resulted in cumula-
tive integration. Instead, the field continues to produce theoretically siloed studies that speak to specific 
aspects of CSO functioning without contributing to a coherent explanatory model of how social impacts 
are produced. This pattern mirrors a broader critique within the SFD field: scholars have repeatedly 
observed that SFD research remains fragmented across disciplinary traditions – including sport manage-
ment, sociology, public health, and pedagogy - with limited cross-disciplinary dialogue and no shared 
theoretical or conceptual vocabulary (Bauer et  al., 2024; Whitley et  al., 2022). Addressing this fragmenta-
tion within CSO-specific research, as within the wider SFD field, is therefore likely to require transdisci-
plinary approaches that build outward from a broader perspective and greater collaboration rather than 
from separate disciplinary starting points (Whitley et  al., 2022).

Organisational capacity frameworks have helped explain internal dimensions of CSO functioning. 
Studies employing these frameworks have shown how some dimensions of organisational capacity, such 
as human resources, finances, infrastructure, planning and development, and external relationships, inter-
act dynamically to enable or constrain social impact generation (Doherty et  al., 2014; Millar & Doherty, 
2018; Misener & Doherty, 2009). The process model of capacity building (Millar & Doherty, 2016) has 
been especially useful in highlighting that capacity is not a static property of an organisation but an 
ongoing, relational achievement. This perspective challenges the idea that low-capacity CSOs are prob-
lematic entities requiring external intervention. It rather emphasises the process by which organisations 
can enhance their capacity over time. For example, Millar and Doherty (2018) demonstrated that a CSO 
facing membership decline is usually unable to build new capacity without addressing specific problems, 
such as its weak volunteer base and financial shortfalls. This underscores the importance of the process 
by which CSOs can improve their capacity, which remains a prerequisite for generating social impacts.
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Social capital theory has illuminated ways sport participation within CSOs generates bonding and 
bridging social capital (Brown et  al., 2014; Forsell et  al., 2020; McMahon & Skytt-Larsen, 2021; Tacon, 
2019). Drawing on Putnam’s (2000) distinction, the reviewed studies indicate that CSOs can create both 
intra-community identity (bonding social capital) and cross-group connection (bridging social capital), 
with the latter being particularly important for addressing structural inequalities and improving social 
and economic mobility. However, a recurring limitation in these studies is the tendency to treat social 
capital as an outcome without adequately examining the organisational processes and power dynamics. 
For example, Tacon (2019) found that whilst CSOs shaped the formation of relationships among mem-
bers, questions of power, exclusion, and unequal access to social networks were largely absent from the 
analysis. This limits the explanatory reach of social capital theory and points to the need for studies that 
integrate relational and structural dimensions of inequality into their frameworks.

The methodology of the studies in the final sample is predominantly qualitative, with 28 studies 
employing methods to collect qualitative data, seven quantitative data, and five adopting mixed meth-
ods designs. This methodological distribution reflects the exploratory nature of community sport research, 
alongside the challenges inherent in operationalising and measuring social impacts in CSO settings 
(Reale et  al., 2018; Vanclay, 2002). Qualitative methods with interviews, case studies, and observations 
have been particularly effective in capturing the lived experiences of participants, the relational dynamics 
within CSOs, and the processual dimensions of social impacts. However, the predominance of qualitative 
methods limits the generalisability of findings and makes it difficult to identify patterns across organisa-
tional types, sport disciplines, and national contexts (Brake & Misener, 2020; Wicker & Breuer, 2011). The 
challenge of measuring social impacts, particularly at the community level, is not well recognised in the 
broader social impacts’ literature (Vanclay, 2002). Thus, future research is suggested to develop a tool on 
how measure social impacts of CSOs through employing quantitative methods.

The five mixed-methods studies in the review represent a potentially productive methodological mid-
dle ground, capable of capturing both the depth and breadth of social impact phenomena. Studies by 
Nathan et  al. (2013) and Burnett (2001) demonstrated how the combination of survey data with qualita-
tive interviews and observations can provide more nuanced accounts of impacts than either method 
alone. Going forward, the field would benefit from greater adoption of longitudinal mixed methods 
designs that can track the development of social impacts over time and across different phases of CSO 
development. The combination of qualitative and quantitative data to explain social impacts is another 
area in dire need to advance the field.

4.3.  Multi-level social impacts of community sport organisations

The multi-level nature of social impacts suggests that CSOs must be understood as complex social sys-
tems rather than simple delivery mechanisms for sport participation. The findings challenge overly linear 
assumptions about how sport generates social value, and instead point to the importance of organisa-
tional structures, governance, and deliberate programmes as mediating factors. The social impacts of 
CSOs are conditioned by capacity, context, and intentionality across all three levels: organisational, indi-
vidual, and community. At the organisational level, the emergence of OSR consistently appears as the 
structural condition associated with generating social impacts. Misener et  al. (2020) and Robertson et  al. 
(2019) reveal that OSR in CSOs is not simply a set of outward-facing obligations towards society but also 
an inward-facing governance practice that shapes how CSOs engage members. However, CSOs tend to 
prioritise sport delivery and organisational viability over extended social agendas. This pragmatic orien-
tation reflects the structural tension within many CSOs as they are expected to generate broader com-
munity social benefits whilst also managing the everyday demands of running a voluntary organisation. 
Studies highlight practices such as safeguarding, inclusion, community-oriented initiatives, finances, and 
volunteer support as the mechanisms through which CSOs convert participation into social value (Hoeber 
et  al., 2015; McMahon & Skytt-Larsen, 2021; Misener et  al., 2020; Misener & Doherty, 2013; Robertson 
et  al., 2019). This finding has important implications for CSOs’ leadership and governance, suggesting 
that organisations that institutionalise social responsibility are more likely to generate sustained social 
impacts. Social impacts beyond sport participation do not arise automatically; rather, it is produced 
through deliberate organisational practices that mobilise resources, relationships, and governance around 
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one specific goal and social issue (Sotiriadou & Wicker, 2013; Walker, 2025). In practice, OSR is operation-
alised through a range of deliberate organisational capacities, including formal capacity building and 
targeted diversity initiatives, which align organisational resources and governance structures with specific 
social development objectives (Misener et  al., 2020; Robertson et  al., 2019).

At the individual level, there is consistency in the extent to which studies identify social skills devel-
opment and social capital formation (Brown et  al., 2014; Forsell et  al., 2020; Fortune & Oncescu, 2024; 
Jones et  al., 2018; Marlier et  al., 2015). The findings suggest that CSOs function as social learning envi-
ronments as much as sport delivery organisations. This challenges policy frameworks that evaluate CSOs 
primarily through physical activities, participation metrics, and instead suggests that the interpersonal 
and relational dimensions of CSO engagement may be equally, if not more, important for social devel-
opment. Inclusion is an important dimension of the individual level. Fortune and Oncescu (2024) exam-
ined how CSOs support the inclusion of low-income individuals in sport and recreation programmes and 
found that CSOs can improve inclusion by reducing the financial barriers associated with participation 
and building relationships. They also found that CSOs create opportunities for inclusion by building rela-
tionships not only with individuals but also with other organisations, which can help low-income partic-
ipants to overcome financial barriers (e.g. coaches’ fees) (Fortune & Oncescu, 2024). In addition to 
inclusion, communication represents another vital, yet underexplored, individual social skill generated 
through sport participation in CSOs (Jones et  al., 2018; Misener et  al., 2020). Jones et  al. (2018) suggest 
that CSOs create conditions not only for sporting interaction but for broader civic communication – a 
form of bonding and bridging capital that strengthens the social fabric of communities. Despite the 
importance of communication, the review reveals that communication as a social outcome is rarely the 
primary focus of studies. It tends to appear as a secondary finding within broader examinations of social 
capital or capacity building (Jones et  al., 2018). This suggests that future research could treat communi-
cation development as a distinct social impact category within CSOs contexts, examining how different 
programmes designs, governance structures, and organisational cultures either enable or constrain com-
munication capacity among participants and even other stakeholders.

Whilst not much has been investigated about communication, trust and reciprocity are the most cited 
constructs linking sport participation to social outcomes (Brown et  al., 2014; Forsell et  al., 2020; Marlier 
et  al., 2015; McMahon & Skytt-Larsen, 2021). For example, quantitative evidence identifies perceived 
sense of trust as a significant predictor of social development (Marlier et al., 2015). Trust has been defined 
as the basis on which social capital is created (Forsell et  al., 2020). Reciprocity, in turn, is understood as 
both giving rise to higher levels of generalised trust and being indicated by those levels (Brown et  al., 
2014). Qualitative research work shows reciprocity and ‘family-like’ ties cultivating bonding social capital, 
confidence, and stability (especially among youth) as important factors to promote social development 
(Burnett, 2006; McMahon & Skytt-Larsen, 2021). These mechanisms align with social capital theory 
(Putnam, 2000), with bonding ties underpinning trust and reciprocity, especially in contexts where sport 
enables multiple forms of belonging, including belonging across genders, beyond communities, and 
transnational identities (McMahon & Skytt-Larsen, 2021). However, a recurring limitation is that studies 
tend to treat social capital as an outcome to be measured rather than a process to be explained. CSOs 
generate social capital without adequately examining the organisational conditions that make this pos-
sible or the circumstances under which it may be withheld or unequally distributed (across genders or 
any other demographic characteristic).

At the community level, capacity is a central determinant of sustained social impacts of CSOs (Brake &  
Misener, 2020; Hoeber et  al., 2015; Jones et  al., 2018; Marshall & Barry, 2015; Rocha et  al., 2026). 
Community capacity is generated through both sport and non-sport activities. This distinction is signifi-
cant because it reframes the role of CSOs beyond sport delivery, positioning them as broader community 
development agents whose value ties in their ability to mobilise residents. For example, when a public 
health emergency stopped the provision of sport activities, CSOs in deprived communities in Brazil redi-
rected their organisational capacity toward food distribution, hygiene provision, and interorganisational 
networking, directly strengthening community resilience through non-sport activities (Rocha et  al., 2026). 
This suggests that social impacts of CSOs at the community level depend not on sport participation 
alone, but on the degree to which CSOs can harness both sport and non-sport activities to continuously 
adapt, mobilise, and serve the communities in which they are embedded.
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4.4.  Organisational capacity of community sport organisations: capacity building within 
organisations

Studies in the final sample show that capacity building depends on factors such as volunteers, money, 
facilities, planning and partnerships, all directly influencing how CSOs can operate and deliver pro-
grammes (Burnett, 2006; Millar & Doherty, 2018; Wicker & Breuer, 2011). These studies explored the moti-
vations of CSOs managers to build organisational capacity (OC). For example, Millar and Doherty (2018) 
found that CSOs in Canada tried to build capacity because they were losing members or lacked qualified 
instructors. When CSOs do not have sufficient funding to support the promotion of new programmes or 
keep existing schedules, managers subsequently look for capacity building alternatives to ensure the 
organisation’s survival and programme sustainability (Millar & Doherty, 2018). In another study focusing 
on internal elements, Doherty and Cuskelly (2020) found that the strongest elements to create OC were 
effective communication, volunteer training, strategic plan, and facility availability because these ele-
ments are linked to the CSOs’ capacity to offer high-quality activities. Doherty and Cuskelly (2020) found 
that larger and older CSOs tend to have stronger capacity because they are more likely to retain key 
human resources (e.g. skilled volunteers). This pattern of HR investment, reported in the findings above, 
appears consistently across the internal impact literature review here. Despite suggestions, this group of 
studies have not directly measured social impacts on the local community.

Other studies tried to connect OC building with community capacity building. Jones et  al. (2018) and 
Edwards (2015) argued that CSOs had a positive impact on various dimensions of community capacity 
through different capacity-building strategies among sport and non-sport programmes and events. For 
example, Jones et  al. (2018) found that the Westside Youth Centre (WYC) leverage community partner-
ships to improve physical resources and infrastructure directly impacting the community. A successful 
partnership with a local church made it possible for them to instal lights for a gazebo, fix water leaks, 
and refurbish a clubhouse. These infrastructural upgrades allowed WYC to host a greater variety of 
community-based sport programmes and events year-round. In return, the church could use the facility 
for events, such as Sunday worship, Bible study, Summer Camps, and a food pantry, expanding the role 
and utility of the facility within the community (Jones et  al., 2018). These partnerships seem to provide 
additional opportunities to enrich local skills, knowledge, and resources through utilising non-sport 
events to build organisational capacity in CSOs. These examples are significant because they demon-
strate that CSOs can deliberately integrate non-sport elements to strengthen community bonds and 
expand social connections. This suggests that the boundary between sport delivery and community 
development is more fluid than policy frameworks typically acknowledge, opening an important avenue 
for future studies.

Further exploring internal impacts of organisational capacity building, Marlier et  al. (2015) explained 
that partnerships build capacity at three levels: practitioner (manager), organisational, and partnership 
level. At the practitioner level, process evaluation and trust are vital for capacity building in CSOs through 
skills and knowledge sharing. Practitioners within CSOs can rely on process evaluation to identify short-
comings in their programmes and refine their approaches, strengthening the organisational capacity. 
Trust encourages more open sharing of knowledge and skills, enabling practitioners to have confidence 
in one another’s capabilities and intentions. Maintaining this trust, in turn, supports deeper and more 
effective capacity-building of CSOs. At the organisational level, public organisations in the health and 
education sectors depend on CSOs to provide sport programmes with health and educational aims, 
whilst the health and education organisations can provide services to support members of CSOs. This 
way, each group can help to offset the other, supporting more holistic social impacts. At the partnership 
level, CSOs can depend on diversity of activities, partner complementarity and fit, and the period of 
collaboration necessary to strengthen their capacity beyond simple resource sharing. Through this col-
laborative approach, each group helps to offset the other’s weakness – CSOs gain the sustained partner-
ships needed to build long-term capacity, whilst partners benefit from the breadth and fit of what CSOs 
offer, such as access points, networks and context-specific knowledge, thus strengthening their organisa-
tional capacity and supporting a more interconnected relationship (Marlier et  al., 2015).

Few studies examined capacity building through other organisations as a networked process, partic-
ularly within the non-profit SFD context. For example, Wegner et  al. (2023) analysed capacity building 
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across a network of organisations rather than within a single CSO, highlighting how they enable and/or 
constrain the capacity building process. Wegner et  al. (2023) findings suggest that capacity building in 
SFD settings extends beyond internal resources and competencies, relying heavily on collaboration, 
knowledge exchange, and shared infrastructure among partner organisations.

4.5.  Organisational capacity of community sport organisations: capacity building within the 
community

Whilst the reviewed literature places strong emphasis on OC building and internal impacts, the findings 
also reveal a range of important external impacts that extend beyond CSOs into local communities. 
These external impacts are often under-theorised: studies (e.g. Anderson-Butcher et  al., 2014; Casey et  al., 
2009; Moustakas, 2022) tend to list community outcomes without adequately explaining the mechanisms 
through which improved OC translates into social change at the community level. These external impacts 
reflect how CSO capacity building enhances the quality and reach of services provided to volunteers, 
participants, and community members. Across the review, external impacts are associated with improved 
access to volunteering opportunities (leadership, life skill, knowledge, and resources), growth in sport 
and physical activity participation, increasing in feelings of belonging within communities and its mem-
bers, and improvement in community cohesion (Anderson-Butcher et  al., 2014; Casey et  al., 2009; Jones 
et  al., 2018; Misener & Doherty, 2009).

One of the most consistently identified external impacts of CSO capacity building is the creation and 
enhancement of volunteering opportunities. For example, Misener et  al. (2020) showed that CSOs rely 
almost exclusively on volunteers for their operational functions. Providing volunteers with opportunities 
to develop leadership, knowledge, and life skills has important external social impacts. For example, 
Misener and Doherty (2009) found that training volunteers not only supports the mission of providing 
accessible sport opportunities, but also contributes to broader community needs (beyond sport) by rein-
forcing social ties and helping to address community challenges (e.g. financial planning and manage-
ment), especially in lower-income areas. In another example, Jones et  al. (2018) indicated that CSOs can 
promote local leadership development by allowing volunteers to move beyond operational roles into 
decision-making positions. They found that leaders could be identified from the volunteers who perform 
well and demonstrate commitment to the CSOs, and then such leaders could, for instance, apply to join 
the Board of Directors. This decentralised leadership approach aims to promote collective leadership that 
is adaptable and responsive to community needs. However, several problems have hindered this process, 
including high turnover – as many volunteers become overwhelmed by the complex tasks they face and 
drop out before assuming leadership roles. Despite the challenges, this structure reflects some internal 
management capacity that may produce external impacts (both positive and negative) in the community.

From an external perspective, Casey et  al. (2009) and Anderson-Butcher et  al. (2014) explored the 
factors that can make CSOs more effective in delivering sport and recreational programmes whilst help-
ing people to overcome barriers to physical activity participation. Casey et  al. (2009), for example, dis-
cussed how partnerships with other organisations (e.g. private recreation organisations) can help CSOs 
to promote physical activity in communities. Anderson-Butcher et  al. (2014) found that, in marginalised 
communities, CSOs are most effective when they move beyond more physical activity delivery to become 
intentionally designed relationship-centred environments that prioritise belonging and holistic develop-
ment. Despite these examples, the review reveals that most studies focus on participation outcomes 
without critically examining long-term engagement with sport and/or physical activity. Investigating how 
CSOs may expand participants’ long-term engagement is therefore a priority for future research aiming 
to investigate external impacts of OC.

Other studies show that CSOs’ internal capacities enable sport participants to be active members of 
local communities through promoting social cohesion (Jones et  al., 2018; Moustakas, 2022). Moustakas 
(2022) explained that the notion of social cohesion should consider the broader community of people 
who are not involved in the programme or associated with a CSO. They found that, whilst sport can help 
to promote social cohesion, CSOs should stop seeing the broader community as an external, passive 
environment and instead reframe it as a co-creator of the intervention, and the ultimate site where the 
success or failure of transferring social cohesion outcomes is determined (Moustakas, 2022). Without this 
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shift, Moustakas (2022) argues that sport will continue to produce isolated moments of connection on 
the pitch that fail to translate into lasting cohesion in the community. This analysis highlights a funda-
mental limitation in the current evidence base: social cohesion is largely evaluated from within the CSO 
rather than from the perspective of the wider community. Therefore, claims about CSOs producing social 
cohesion may overstate their reach and underestimate the degree to which cohesion is confined in 
organisations’ internal environments. We suggest that although the external impact of OC building may 
indirectly promote social cohesion, there remain gaps in knowledge around how social outcomes trans-
fer to the community from the CSO.

4.6.  Sport for development in community sport organisations

A central concern of this review was to examine the relationship between CSOs and SFD. SFD pro-
grammes produced positive social outcomes due to addressing social issues usually through structured 
activities provided by CSOs. For example, the Kicking AIDS Out Network – a group of organisations that 
promote awareness of HIV/AIDS through the use of sport and physical activity in communities in Africa 
(Marshall & Barry, 2015). The network of CSOs addressed social issues of participation and inclusion, 
changing behaviour and attributes of sport by fostering youth empowerment and including HIV educa-
tion into physical activities. Their findings suggest that SFD initiatives rely heavily on organisational 
capacity to deliver the programme and help with social issues. The review revealed that the boundary 
between SFD programmes in CSOs and regular community sport activities is often blurred, as many 
CSOs incorporated social elements without formally identifying their activities as SFD. This raises a con-
ceptual question: whether SFD constitutes a distinct programme category within community sport prac-
tice. Studies show that social outcomes are not an automatic consequence of SFD, but rather a product 
of organisational capacity (Marshall & Barry, 2015; Misener et  al., 2020). SFD scholars have rarely acknowl-
edged or examined the organisational demands that these programmes impose on CSOs, which are 
expected to act simultaneously as sport providers, educational facilitators, and community development 
agents (Casey et  al., 2009; Misener et  al., 2020; Sotiriadou & Wicker, 2013; Whitley et  al., 2019).

Although CSOs are frequently referenced as a key delivery platform for SFD programmes, the relation-
ship between CSO organisational practice and social outcomes depends on key factors, such as partici-
pants’ voice, particularly from marginalised groups. The Women Organising Activity for Women (WOAW) 
programme (Frisby & Millar, 2002) offers a compelling illustration of how centring participant voices 
within CSO-delivered programmes can transform social impacts from a passive outcome into an CSO-led 
process. Participant voices were centred through involving people in the CSO decision-making process, 
which addressed matters of exclusion. Much of the existing research prioritises organisational perspec-
tives and programme intentions rather than participants’ lived experiences (Harith et  al., 2025). Whilst 
participation depends on resources and organisational capacity (Doherty & Cuskelly, 2020; Elmose-Østerlund 
et  al., 2021), SFD impacts depend on lived experiences inform organisational activity, which have lacked 
investigations. This evidence suggests that social impact within the SFD context in CSOs is produced not 
from participation itself but from the intentional organisational strategies that explicitly centre partici-
pant voices, address exclusion, and create the conditions for sustained community-led engagement. 
When CSOs fail to adopt such intentional approaches, the risk is that participation becomes an end in 
itself, disconnected from the broader social outcomes that SFD programmes are designed to produce.

5.  Limitations

The scoping review revealed some limitations in the published empirical studies and possibilities for 
future studies. From a theoretical point of view, half of the empirical studies were conducted as descrip-
tive investigations, with no theory supporting the research. Whilst such work has evidence of impact, 
limited theoretical engagement constrains cumulative knowledge development and weakens the expla-
nation of underlying mechanisms. Moving forward, stronger integration of theory is necessary to clarify 
how, why, and under what conditions CSOs generate social impacts. We conclude that academic evi-
dence in this field remains fragile because the underlying empirical studies frequently lack a robust 
theoretical foundation.
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6.  Conclusion

This scoping review moves beyond assumptions about sport participation and offers a more critical and 
nuanced understanding of CSOs’ social role. By highlighting both the structural constraints facing organ-
isations and the theoretical fragmentation within the literature, it provides a foundation for more analyt-
ically rigorous and theoretically informed future research, policy, and practice. Through doing so, this 
review makes interconnected contributions to knowledge.

The study provides the first scoping review of empirical evidence on social impacts of CSOs, revealing 
that social impacts are produced through two distinct pathways – organisational capacity building and 
SFD programmes – operating across organisational, individual, and community levels. Critically, the 
review shows that the pathways and levels’ outcomes are not independent: internal organisational capac-
ity is a precondition for external community-level impact, yet the studies in the field have largely treated 
them separately. This distinction between internal impacts, which strengthen the organisation itself, and 
external impacts, which extend into the community, is an important analytical clarification that the exist-
ing literature has not previously made explicit.

The existing literature to date has remained fragmented across silos (e.g. Blomqvist, 2022; Brown 
et  al., 2014; Doherty et  al., 2014), with scholars tending to stay in their own lane rather than pursue the 
interdisciplinary engagement needed to trace how organisational-level processes connect to community 
outcomes (Bauer et  al., 2024; Whitley et  al., 2022). This has left a limited understanding of the SFD pro-
cesses through which CSOs generate social impacts (Walker, 2026a; Walker, 2026b). However, despite 
these differences, the current SLR extends the argument of Walker (2026a) regarding the need for further 
research documenting how CSO’s generate social development.

Rather than treating organisational capacity, SFD, and social impacts as separate bodies of literature, this 
review advances knowledge by integrating these areas of investigation into a coherent explanatory frame-
work. Previous studies have typically examined these elements independently (e.g. Brown et  al., 2014; Forsell 
et  al., 2020; Hall et  al., 2003; Millar & Doherty, 2016). The review demonstrated that organisational capacity is 
not merely another determinant of programme success but the enabling mechanism through which SFD 
principles are translated into sustained organisational, individual, and community-level social impacts. This 
builds on Walker’s (2023) argument that embedding SFD within CSOs’ programming helps optimise organisa-
tional capabilities, extending it beyond capability-building alone. Whilst the Sport Management literature has 
examined how CSOs develop under resource constraints through concepts such as bricolage and dynamic 
capability (e.g. Doherty & Cuskelly, 2020; Marshall & Barry, 2015; Misener & Doherty, 2013; Wegner et  al., 
2023), the current SLR extends this conversation by demonstrating that organisational capacity should also be 
understood as mechanisms through which social impacts are produced.

The review repositions CSOs from being passive delivery settings for sport programmes to active 
social actors that intentionally configure governance, partnerships, resources, and relationships to gener-
ate social impacts. This shifts the analytical focus from evaluating whether sport programmes produce 
social outcomes towards explaining how CSOs create the conditions that enable sport to contribute to 
social change.

Sport participation alone remains the fundamental instrument for individual change, and for CSOs’ 
survival, participation is not sufficient to produce social impacts. To produce social impacts, CSOs need 
deliberate programming, with activities designed specifically to promote social development. This dual 
dependency means that CSOs operating under resource pressure are compelled to prioritise participation 
numbers to secure funding, volunteers, and continued community support. Such CSOs tend therefore to 
relegate deliberate, intentional programming – the necessary mechanism through which social impact is 
generated – to a secondary role. This situation is not a failure of individual organisations but a systemic 
feature of how CSOs are positioned within wider policy and funding environments.
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