
‘Smart specialisation through sport’ workshop 

Background note 

1) Introduction 

Sport is an important economic sector in the EU, with a share in the national economies 

which is comparable to agriculture, forestry and fisheries combined. Moreover, its share 

is expected to rise in the future. Overall the sports sector accounts for 1.76% of the EU 

global GDP, while the total employment generated by sports activities is 4.5 million-

equivalent to 2.12% of the total EU employment.1 It also generates a significant amount 

of additional jobs in related industries such as manufacture, construction and tourism. 

Despite these impressive figures, the economic impact of the sport-related industries is 

often underestimated. 

The smart specialisation through sport workshop seeks to explore the relationship 

between sport, regional development and innovation-driven social and economic growth. 

It will look into the enabling environment provided by the policies supporting the 

intertwining of sport across other policy areas, and discuss some of the projects led by 

the ClusSport partnership. It is composed of:    

1. A political discussion, with policy-makers involved in the design of sport and 

regional policies introducing the main policy priorities and actions of the European 

Union. This will be discussed by high-level representatives from the European 

Commission, the European Parliament and the Committee of Regions.  

2. A technical panel where regional representatives and experts will provide more in-

depth analyses on key topics related to smart specialisation through sports, and 

notably present the activities of the ClusSport partnership.  

This briefing note provides some background information on some of the topics that will 

be further discussed during the workshop and an overview of key policies and actions in 

these fields.   

2) The European Union and Sport: a policy overview 

The European Union has undertaken several actions to further support the development 

of sport and related activities. Some notable actions include: 

- At policy level, sport is a recent yet very fast-moving policy area. Since the 

Treaty of Lisbon, the EU is provided with supporting competences in the field of 

sport: the EU can intervene to support, coordinate or complement the action of 

Member States, but has no legislative power (art. 6 TFEU). This allows for better 

promotion of sport in other EU policy areas and programmes, such as health and 

education. In the same line, the new EU Work Plan for Sport (2017-2020) focuses 

on three priorities: integrity of sport, societal values (sport and society) and the 

economic dimension of sport, tackling the challenges identified by the assessment 

of the previous 2014-2017 Work Plan. 
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- At programme level, the inclusion of a dedicated ERASMUS+ Sport programme 

with a dedicated financial allocation of €265 million is a significant increase 

compared to previous EU programmes (the preparatory action for sport had an 

overall budget of €37 million). It chiefly targets grassroots sports covers topics 

such as good governance in sport, athletes dual careers, volunteering, social 

inclusion and physical activities. 

It should be noted that sport as such is not supported by the European Structural and 

Investment Funds. Sport-based initiatives have to use sport as an instrument for 

achieving the broader objectives of the ESIF. The study on the contribution of sport to 

regional development through the Structural Funds provides a pan-European overview of 

what has been achieved in that regard2, and the ClusSport partnership does this by 

linking sport, industrial modernisation and innovation.  

The need for mainstreaming sport into other policy areas was already pointed out in the 

2011 Communication on “Developing the European Dimension in Sport”. This is already 

taking place in the following policy areas: 

Sport for health and active citizens is a longstanding focus of the EU. In particular, the 

Council’s Recommendation on promoting health-enhancing physical activity across 

sectors identifies two main strands of activities:  

- Promotion of health-enhancing sport activities. At European level, the launch of 

the European week of Sport embodies the commitment of all European institutions 

to support participation in sports. 

- Finally, an Expert Group on Health-Enhancing Physical Activity aims at promoting 

physical activity at all levels of governance and at encouraging physical education 

in schools, under the 2017-2020 Work Plan for sport. 

Sport and Education is a key priority for EU action, as many athletes suffer from 

unemployment after their short professional careers and injuries can also put an early 

stop to any professional. More broadly, dual careers are not only about finding ways to 

teach athletes, but also about understanding the value of skills acquired through sport in 

other contexts, thereby contributing to tackling unemployment and promoting 

multidisciplinary learning.  

This is also reflected by professional athletes undertaking training schemes to best tap 

into the skills they developed through their career to find other job opportunities at the 

end of their professional sportsmen activities. Improving dual careers is a priority in the 

2017 Action Plan for sport3 as well as in ERASMUS + sport.  

 

Sport and EU external relations, with a high level expert group on sport diplomacy. 

We believe sport can be a tool to promote European values and that it should play a 

more significant role in helping the EU reach its external policy goals, and this work was 

taken up by a Council Resolution on the matter. In competition policies, the specificity of 

sport is acknowledged.  

At both policy and programme levels, we are witnessing the development of initiatives 

that seek to nurture the positive impacts of sports in different areas. The next sections 
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provide a more in-depth analysis of the specific impacts of sport at local and regional 

levels.  

3) The manifold impacts of sport for regional development 

The contribution of sport to regional development, and the added-value of sport on local 

and regional development are very far reaching and encompass a wide range of impacts. 

As noted in the study on the contribution of sport to regional development through the 

Structural Funds4, sport makes a direct contribution to economic activity and to social 

cohesion in any given territory, by: 

₋ Creating direct business activity (from large football enterprises to local sport 

clubs and gyms); 

₋ Generating locally-rooted employment (including indirectly through construction 

projects); 

₋ Driving attractiveness and impacting positively the image of territories; 

₋ Contributing to innovation and fueling ICT technologies with sports content; 

₋ Promoting well-being and social cohesion, and engaging with social groups other 

policies fail to attract; 

₋ Increasing soft mobility solutions and decreasing negative health impacts thanks 

to increased physical activity. 

 

Investment in sport is a key element in urban and regional development strategies. The 

presence and quality of sport activities is a major factor of competitiveness of a city and 

a measure of attractiveness and quality of life.  
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Local authorities are well-placed to make an impact on sport practice and the 

development of the sport economy, yet few opportunities exist for them to learn from 

each other and exchange practical advice on designing and implementing sport policies. 

As a result, local authorities may be reluctant to invest in sport projects and 

infrastructures. Raising awareness on the benefits and added-value of sport policies at 

local and regional level is of paramount importance to make the most of the manifold 

impacts sport can have.  

These impacts are encapsulated in the figure below: 

 

The contribution of sport to territorial development (KEA, 2017) 

 

This section further discusses how sport actually contributes to those different policy 

objectives.  

Sport boosting local attractiveness and tourism  

Sport tourism’ is a special form of tourism which is growing steadily, which consists in 

travelling outside of one’s usual environment for passive or active involvement in 

competitive sport, where sport is the prime motivational reason for travelling and the 

touristic or leisure element may act to reinforce the overall experience.  

Sport-related activities can especially play a role in boosting the attractiveness of 

territories and in helping to articulate a visitor economy strategy at city or regional level. 



Sport activities are by essence place-based and part of the experience economy, and 

their activities can easily connect with the discovery of natural cityscapes and landscapes 

(hiking, running, cycling, winter sports), or local heritage (traditional sports and games).  

Sport events also represent a strong destination branding tool, and generate important 

flows of incoming visitors. It is estimated that on average, 12 to 15 million 

international trips are made worldwide each year for the main purpose of watching 

sport events. The growth rate of this niche market in tourism is expected to be around 

6 % per year for the next couple of years.5 In the EU, the main countries of origin of 

sport tourists are the UK, Germany, Italy, Spain, Denmark, Sweden and Finland.  

This also generates two spillover effects: 

- Major tourist destinations are developing products around leisure sports to attract 

more tourists. 

- Sport events, and in particular competitions and tournaments, generate not only 

flows of visitors and income, but also interest in destinations. 

When looking at the regional and local levels, several projects show a strong connection 

between Sport and Tourism Strategies. The study on the contribution of sport to regional 

development through the Structural Funds provides some excellent examples of this6: 

- An INTERREG Outdoor Tourism project in Ireland and Wales in the UK promoted 

effective destination management and an extension of the tourism offer in the 

respective regions to include new outdoor activities;  

- A French co-ordinated INTERREG project (Autour du Mont Blanc) established a 

green tourism strategy over a vast cross-border rural area around Mont Blanc 

with the aim of revitalizing the area through a diversification of sport activities 

(hiking) offered in the summer time.  

- An advanced project promoting the Experience Economy in and around Vadehavet 

in Denmark also adopted a systematic destination management approach to 

developing cycling, sailing and other activities as part of the regional tourism 

offer. 

Sport, health and active territories 

As highlighted by independent reports and acknowledged at EU level7, sport activities 

have direct effects on health, prevention of multiple diseases and weight control. Despite 

this, the majority of European citizens do not engage in sufficient physical activity, with 

60 % never or seldom playing sport or exercising.  

 

The impact of the lack of physical activity is felt most acutely by Europe’s cities and 

regions as it causes serious health risks, has high economic and social costs and negative 

environmental consequences. The built environment can both discourage and encourage 

physical activity, which means that local authorities are also very-well placed to address 

these issues. Cities and regions should thrive for creating an enabling environment that is 
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safe and accessible and can play a role in increasing physical activity levels of the whole 

population. 

Increased levels of sport participation have direct impacts on reducing crime, pollution 

and reducing traffic. Additionally, studies have evidenced a positive correlation between 

physical activities and school performances, property values, health and well-being.8 

Cities that make physical activity a priority, convert existing spaces into active spaces, 

and design environments for people to be active will create a legacy of physical activity 

leading to a positive impact on the above-mentioned policy areas. This complex challenge 

however requires a cross-sectorial approach and a closer cooperation between multiple 

sectors such as sports and public health professionals, urban planners, architects, 

politicians and city representatives.9 

An example of how Sport and the promotion of physical activity can be a part of such 

strategic developments is the Mikkeli cycling and walking project from Finland. The 

project works on the re-design of transport systems with a dual objective: 1) 

encouraging healthier activities across urban spaces; and 2) reducing the dependence on 

motorised forms of transport.  

Sport and social cohesion 

Sport plays a strong societal role with a powerful potential for social inclusion in and 

through sport. Participation in sport or in physical activity can contribute to inclusion into 

society in many different ways. Social inclusion through sport notably involves inclusive 

participation in society, community development and strengthens social cohesion. The 

2010 Council conclusions on the role of sport as a source of and a driver for active social 

inclusion10 note inter alia how sport organisations and athletes are role models for society 

and make an important contribution to issues of public interest, and especially social 

inclusion. They also recall the positive impacts of access to sport at individual level, and 

especially in terms of personal development, an individual’s sense of identity and 

belonging, physical and mental wellbeing, empowerment, social competences and 

networks, intercultural communication and employability. 

 

Increasingly sport plays a role to deliver responses to major social challenges, such as 

health issues and an aging population, but also to contribute to reconciliation processes 

and social cohesion. For example, the PEACE project in northern Ireland aimed to 

promote social integration and to foster positive attitudes (e.g. team work and 

comradeship) in order to increase tolerance among people who practice sport and reduce 

prejudice and discrimination.  

 

Sport and innovation 

At a broad level, innovation can be defined as a novel product or process that is 

developed and exploited for the benefit of the economy and society. Innovations range 

from small incremental improvements in product quality to technological changes that 
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have a more far-reaching impact on society. An essential characteristic of innovation 

however is that new developments result in clear benefits for the end user whether this is 

at the individual, organisation or government level. Technological innovation often relies 

on a series of stages from pure R&D through to applied research, prototype testing and 

commercialisation. This process is generally underpinned by a system of interaction, 

collaboration and sharing of knowledge between organisations. The close interaction of 

businesses, universities and other actors at the regional and European level as carried 

out by the European Platfrom for Sport Innovation (www.epsi.eu) can be crucial to the 

innovation process; however it is also important for businesses and universities to work 

together across international boundaries either as part of innovative value chains or to 

exchange best practice.  

The development of innovative sports products, events and facilities can provide 

significant economic benefits for regions and localities. Improvements to the quality and 

accessibility of facilities are vital to ensuring a positive sporting experience and raising 

participation rates. Innovation in sport infrastructure and improvements to public 

spaces which encourage people to take part in physical activity can also have wider 

economic impacts through increased visitor numbers and expenditure in an area. 

Competitive sport can also be a driver of technological innovation. Technological 

developments based on scientific research and the integration of software development 

and performance monitoring are becoming increasingly important in enabling athletes to 

achieve better results in elite competition. Innovations aimed at improving sporting 

performance can also have wider spin-offs for the economy through the wider 

commercial application of performance enabling technologies – these may include for 

example engineering design developments or improvements in facilities for disabled 

people.  

Social innovations in the field of sport can help to make sport and physical activity 

more accessible for people in general and therefore contribute to wider policy objectives 

for health and wellbeing. There is considerable scientific evidence linking infrequent 

physical activity to adverse health, particularly later in life. There is also emerging 

evidence of the specific impacts of physical activity on wellbeing, linked to psychological 

mental health and happiness. Social innovation in sport incorporates the development of 

new technological or organisational methods that incentivise people to take part in sport 

and physical activity on a regular basis – this might be in a social, leisure facility or 

workplace setting. Such incentives have included new ways of playing a game, adapted 

sports facilities or digital solutions such as smartphone apps that record the amount of 

activity a person does each day and often introduce innovative gamification aspects. 

 

4) Streamlining sport initiatives in regional development strategies  

 

These different impacts of sport are reflect in local and regional policies, where sport is 

becoming a core component of much broader strategies for the redevelopment of whole 

territories. Structural Funds contributions to major developments of this kind are often as 

part of much larger-scale, long-term programmes. A good example of this is the urban 

regeneration plan for Sportcity in East Manchester (UK), which involved landscaping the 

‘public realm’ between major facilities in Sportcity – notably around the stadium of 

http://www.epsi.eu/


Manchester City Football Club, but it contributed to a much larger programme of 

regeneration of a former heavily industrial area.11 

Another form of regeneration of cityscapes in which physical activity plays a key part is 

exemplified by a Finnish project currently being implemented in the city of Mikkeli. This 

project deals with the development of urban facilities promoting cycling and walking in 

order to address environmental and transport issues and promote fitness & well-being. 

This example shows how sport and active mobility objectives can contribute to urban 

projects with a transport dimension. The re-configurations of the transport system often 

involve the encouragement of cycling, walking or running as alternatives to motorised 

transport.  

 

Similarly, sport can make a contribution to economic development in rural areas. The 

Riudecanyes Adventure project, for instance, received LEADER EARDF support to develop 

different sport activities around a lake located in a rural area, in order to promote rural 

tourism. It contributed to social and economic development, in terms of job creations, 

tourism promotion and obtaining new resources to improve the surroundings.   

More generally, there are examples of a series of regional innovation strategies, 

especially in the Nordic countries, attempting to build competence clusters, with a sport 

focus and applying a special sport version of the triple helix model, which involves an 

interaction between the regional authorities, businesses and academic/knowledge 

institutions. In Sweden, the Swedish Winter Sports Research Centre brings together 

researchers, coaches and athletes. Five university departments participate in the centre, 

each contributing with different scientific expertise – the medical sciences, natural 

sciences, engineering and mathematics, engineering and sustainable development, and 

social sciences departments.12 The center aims to build a competence cluster, with the 

parallel development of training and other integrated facilities. The SWSRC also 

undertakes extensive international R&D cooperation as well as collaborations in the sport 

and outdoor sector. The Centre has established strategic R&D relationships with other 

institutions in Norway, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Austria, Italy and Slovenia. 

 

5) Conclusion  

Sport is becoming an increasingly important policy area at both EU and regional levels, 

and permeates other policy priorities to deliver additional impacts at local, regional and 

European levels.  

This “smart specialisation through sports workshop” is the opportunity to take stock of 

some key ongoing actions and discuss how they articulate sport policies with regional 

innovation, as well as explore the potential for inter-regional knowledge exchanges; the 

ClusSport Partnership that will be presented is a very valuable example of such 

exchanges.  

It is a starting point to explore how to go beyond this and move forward to promote the 

role of sport as a driver for local and regional development. This is also a platform for 

knowledge exchange and sharing of good practices, thereby contributing to shape 

innovative policy design linking sport, innovation and smart specialisation strategies. 
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