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Government policy responses to Covid-19 in sport: a comparative study of China, 

Russia, Saudi Arabia, UK and the USA 

Vassil Girginov, Shushu Chen, Fawaz Alhakami, Mikhail Batuev and Laurence Chalip 

 

The Pandemic and Political Order: It Takes a State (Fukuyama, 2020) 

Introduction 

No disruptive event of the past compares to the recent unprecedented abrupt stop of sport as a 

form of leisure and business activity for millions of people around the world caused by the 

Covid-19 pandemic. This situation has urged policy makers, athletes, fans and researchers to 

re-examine the way we think, practice and organise sport. 

The main concern of most studies including five special issues of sport journals has 

been on the impact of Covid-19 on athletes’ training and mental wellbeing (di Fronso et al. 

2020; McGuine et al. 2021), people’s participation in sport (Mutz and Gerke, 2021; 

McIntosh, et al. 2021) on sport events and industry (Miles and Shipway, 2020; Ziakas, 

Antchak and Getz, 2021), and on the teaching of sport management (Rayner and Webb, 

2021). Rare exceptions include the governance and management of sport (Byers et al. 2021; 

Grix et al. 2020) and Pedersen, Ruihley and Li’s (2021) edited book on the subject includes 

six chapters on sport governance.  

Nonetheless, no study so far has examined governments’ policy responses in sport 

during the pandemic. Given the leading role of national governments in handling the health 

crisis, it is of critical importance to understand what policy actions have been implemented to 

sustain sport and its contribution to society. As Fukuyama (2020, p.26) argues “It is not a 

matter of regime type. Some democracies have performed well, but others have not, and the 

same is true for autocracies. The factors responsible for successful pandemic responses have 

been state capacity, social trust, and leadership”. 
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The aim of this study is to examine critically and compare the government responses 

to Covid-19 in sport across five countries including China, Russia, Saudi Arabia, UK and the 

USA. The main research question addressed by this research is how national governments use 

policy instruments to affect the governance, access to and consumption of sport during the 

pandemic. These countries have very different political, economic, and social systems and 

distinctive sport policies marked by a varying government capacity for intervening in the 

field. 

The study of government’s use of policy instruments presents one of several 

approaches to understanding the role of government in sport policy making (Linder and 

Peters, 1998). It offers a relatively simple approach to the analysis of the complex nature of 

policy making by focusing on the instruments or tools used by governments in tackling the 

impact of the pandemic on sport. 

The study proceeds as follows: first, it briefly sketches the role of governments in 

national sport policy formulation and implementation to establish their capacity to intervene; 

second, the conceptual approach to the study is presented; third, the research method is 

explained; fourth, the findings across the five countries are presented and discussed, and 

finally some conclusions about the role of governments in sport policy making are drawn. 

Understanding the National Sport Policy Contexts: Priorities and Capacity 

The national sport systems of the five countries have been analysed in sufficient detail 

elsewhere by others including Zheng et al. (2018) and Wei, Hong, and Lu (2010) for China, 

Smolianov, et al. (2014) and Girginov (2016) for Russia, Sulayem, O’Connor and Hassan 

(2013) for Saudi Arabia, Houlihan and Lindsey (2013), UK and Sparvero et al. (2008) for 

USA. As is common in sport policy studies, individual sport governance and policy systems 

are described in these studies, but systematic comparisons with reference to a shared policy 

challenge are not forthcoming. That is our focus here. 
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Governments’ deployment of policy instruments in sport is contingent on their 

capacity to regulate the field as well as to provide resources and services.  Policy capacity is a 

key concept in policy analysis, which Wu, Ramesh and Howlett (2015) define as “the set of 

skills and resources—or competences and capabilities—necessary to perform policy 

functions” (p.166). Wu, et al. (2015) categorize the key skills or competences into three types 

including analytical, operational and political. Related to each of these three competences are 

resources or capabilities at three different levels including individual, organizational, and 

systemic. In combination, the three types of competencies and levels generate nine basic 

types of policy-relevant capacity. 

[Tables 1 about here] 

Table 1 shows the capacity of the five governments to either directly or through quasi-non-

governmental agencies deal with well-established informational infrastructures and to collect 

and analyse physical activity and sport participation data. Policy capacity is indicative of these 

agencies’ ability to align policy actions (i.e., national lockdown), with informational (i.e., 

sermons) and financial resources (i.e., funding packages) in keeping both National Governing 

Bodies of sport (NGB) and community sport organisations alive by sustaining their capacity to 

provide services. The governments of China, Russia, Saudi Arabia and the UK, have 

demonstrated high analytical, operational and policy capacity at individual, organisational and 

systemic levels that has been established over a long period of state involvement in sport. Yet 

each operates its sport under a different government structure: China’s distinctive approach to 

communism; Russia’s currently autocratic (but not communist) system of government; Saudi 

Arabia’s monarchy; the UK’s parliamentary system. For example, when it comes to the federal 

government’s engagements with sport, the USA represents a different case with a fairly high 

level of analytical capacity but a low level of operational and virtually non-existent level of 



Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

4 
 

political capacity. As a group, these five nations enable useful comparison due to their 

distinctively different governmental structures yet demonstrably capable sport systems. 

Further, the five are also geographically spread, covering Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and 

North America. They are thus a useful group for comparison. 

Covid-19 as a Sport Policy Issue 

Covid-19 is a health emergency crisis, which, in addition to the search of medical 

solutions, has also evoked a sustained policy response from national governments. As Capano 

et al. (2020) note “There are many aspects of the COVID-19 crisis which make it a thorny 

policy problem” (p.288). Governments’ policy responses to Covid-19 have been the subject 

of multiple investigations (Imtyaz et al. 2020; Toshkov et al. 2020). The Oxford Covid-19 

Government Response Tracker is the most comprehensive tool for collecting information on 

governments common policy responses to the pandemic using data from more than 180 

countries (Hale et al. 2021).  

This study follows Weible et al. (2020) who have made a convincing argument for 

using a policy perspective for understanding government responses to Covid-19. Weible et al. 

(2020) summarise the contribution of ten policy perspectives one of which is crisis response 

and management policy perspective, which forms the focus of the current analysis. The 

authors note that  

Crisis response and management share an immediate interdependence with (1) 

public policies, including the content of previously and newly adopted public 

policies, (2) the interactions of individuals, groups, coalitions, and networks, and 

(3) contextual conditions, including income levels, local interactions, and global-

level decisions. (p. 228). 

Capano et al.’s (2020) study of 190 national policy responses to Covid-19 developed 

a ranked list of 18 common policy tools used by governments including tax payment deferral; 
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tax regulation relaxation; leave & underemployment; business loan; social distancing; travel 

advisory & restriction; health facilities; monetary policy; social security; medical supplies; 

patient care; immunization & treatment; support for the vulnerable; information & advice; 

school & university closure; financing relief; health-care spending and COVID-19 

epidemiology. Many of these tools have also been used in sport, but there is a lack of 

knowledge about their contextual implementation and intended effects. 

A Policy Instruments Approach to Covid-19 in Sport: Conceptual Framework 

Vedung (1998) writes that “Public policy instruments are sets of techniques by which 

government authorities wield their power in attempting to ensure support and effect social 

change” (p.21). He argues that there are two fundamental approaches to taxonomy of policy 

instruments including ‘choice versus resource’ and ‘maximalist versus minimalist’ approach.  

By combining these two approaches he arrives at a tripartite configuration of policy 

instruments that might be used in any organization including regulations (i.e., stick), 

economic means (i.e., carrot) and information (i.e., sermon). It is generally accepted that the 

“carrots, sticks, and sermons” classification is the most parsimonious approach, which 

provides the greatest simplicity. However, this approach is not best suited to deal with more 

complex issues and for explaining differences between countries.  

Hood (1983) developed an institution-free tools approach specifically for government, 

which Hood and Margetts (2007) extended for the digital age. As they elucidate  

for any policy problem government has four basic tools at its disposal: nodality, 

the property of being at the center of social and information networks; authority, 

the legitimate legal or official power to command or prohibit; treasure, the 

possession of money or fungible chattels which may be exchanged; and 

organizational capacity, the possession of a stock of people, skills, land, 

buildings, and technology (p.136).  
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This approach to analysing governments’ use of policy instruments has gained 

popularity in the policy analysis field as the NATO acronym (nodality, authority, treasure, 

organization). Hood and Margetts (2007) also make the important point that “each of the four 

basic resources gives governments different capability, can be ‘spent’ in a different way, and 

is subject to a different limit” (p.6). Hood and Margetts demonstrate that any policy solution 

will be composed of some combination of these tools, where each combination will have its 

advantages and disadvantages.  

Margetts and Hood (2016) have addressed the complex issue of government use of 

policy instruments and further refined their approach by breaking down each of the four 

NATO tools into “detecting” tools designed to help governments take in information 

(detectors) and “effecting” tools used to make an impact (i.e., modifying or shaping 

behaviour) on a particular policy area (effectors). The detectors are distinguished based on 

whether governments are actively or passively seeking information on a policy issue. 

Effectors, on their part, are split into particular, that is, those that are applied to particular 

individuals, organisations or sports, and general, or those applied to all concerned with sport. 

It ought to be noted that each of the government four basic resources can be used both for 

detecting and effecting. 

A major challenge for all comparative approaches to public policy making concerns 

the trade-offs between simplicity and comprehensiveness. Nonetheless, Hood and Margetts 

(2007) argue that “the four NATO tools can be used for comparative analysis in at least two 

ways: to assess policy change over time, and to compare the way that the tools are used 

across different governments, levels of government, or government agencies” (p. 126). 

The present study follows Vedung (1998) and Hood and Margetts (2007) and 

examines how the five governments have used the policy instruments of nodality (the 

sermon), authority (the sticks), treasure (the carrots) and organisation to respond to the health 
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crisis in sport. The NATO approach has been used successfully for analysing the English 

physical education and sport policy, where only a narrow range of the policy instruments 

available to governments were used in pursuit of their policy goals (Lindsey et al. 2020). 

Policy analysis stresses the importance of context as a key factor determining the use 

of specific policy instruments. As Freeman (1985, cited in Vedung, 1998, p.13) elaborates 

“policy sector approach implies that there should be cross national similarities in the way 

issues are treated, whatever the styles particular nations adopt”. By focusing on the sport 

policy sector, we accept that “the nature of the problem is fundamentally connected to the 

kind of politics that emerges as well as the policy outcomes and results” (p.14). 

Method 

The research design was guided by Hood and Margetts’ (2007) suggestion that the four 

NATO tools can be used both to assess policy change over time, and to compare the way the 

tools are used across different governments. The investigation was concerned with the role of 

the central government in China, Russia, Saudi Arabia, UK, and the USA in addressing the 

pandemic in the sport sector. We interpret the sport sector as made up of public, private and 

non-for-profit actors and three key domains including access (i.e., how recreational 

participants and athletes get access to sport in terms of information, mobility, cost, risk), 

consumption (i.e., attending live and mediated events, purchase of equipment), and 

governance (i.e., planning, advocacy and material support offered to sport governing bodies).  

The study covered the period from January 2020, when Covid-19 was declared as a 

global pandemic, to June 2021. This 18-month period allowed for examining changes in the 

use of the four main policy instruments across the five countries. Given the restrictions 

imposed on empirical research, this investigation employs document analysis as the principal 

method of inquiry. Document analysis provides a specialized form of qualitative research, 
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which in this study is defined as a systematic procedure for reviewing and evaluating 

documents that entails finding, selecting, appraising, and synthesizing data contained within 

them (Bowen, 2009, p.28). 

 More specifically, we followed Prior (2008) who criticised the available approaches 

to documentation as being concerned with documents as ‘things’ created and enacted by 

humans and proposed that documents are not static entities rather they possess vitality and 

interact with humans. Prior (2008) outlines two main approaches to the study of documents 

including (i) those focusing on the content and (ii) on their use and function as well as 

whether the document is used as a resource or as a topic. A focus on the functioning rather 

than the content of documents leads us to ask questions about what documents do rather than 

with what they say. As Prior (2008) puts it “the emphasis here is on how documents as 

‘things’ function in schemes of social activity, and with how such things can drive, rather 

than be driven by, human actors – i.e., the spotlight is on the vita activa of documentation (p. 

826). 

Data collection 

Data were collected independently by a member of the research team in each country who 

was fluent in English and Chinese, Russian, or Arabic, which allowed for identifying, 

classifying and analysing documents without translation. We followed the READ protocol 

(Ready your materials, Extract data, Analyse data and Distil your findings, Dalglish et al. 

2020), which specifies the type of documents to be examined in policy research and the main 

questions posed in the process. Documents were selected based on three main criteria 

including (i) issued by national governments; (ii) type (i.e., official, implementation, working 

and scholarly) and (iii) explicitly concerned with Covid-19 in any of the three domains of 

access, consumption and governance of physical activity and sport. Overall, 120 documents 
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were collected (excluding c50 scholarly work and government trackers) as follows, China -

25, Russia-23, Saudi Arabia-32, UK-26 and USA-14. Table 2 shows the types of documents 

consulted by the study. 

[Table 2 about here] 

Data analysis 

Multiple methods for document analysis exist and their application depends mainly on the 

objectives of the study. The current analysis was structured according to the theoretical 

approach adopted by the study focusing on the use of government policy instruments. We 

were explicitly interested in understanding what did the documents reveal about the four 

main types of policy instruments and the variations found within documents and across the 

five countries. For example, when analysing a document, noted were the authority issuing it, 

how it was communicated, what was subjected to exchange and how it was organised, and 

what was the capacity of the state actor to affect the sector. The ‘detecting’ and ‘effective’ 

function of the policy tool as well as whether they were ‘generic’ or ‘specific’ were also 

analysed. Attention to the above properties of the documents allowed for determining their 

use and function. Country data was systematically arranged in tables and their relevance and 

meaning was discussed by the researchers.  

Results and Discussion 

Table 3 depicts the five governments’ policy responses to the pandemic across four 

dimensions including stringency, access to public events, restrictions on people movement 

and public information campaigns. The relationship between Covid-19 cases and government 

response was fluid across all five countries. China’s response has been the toughest with an 

index of over 70%, while the rest of governments’ reaction has been rather mild and cautious. 

Both governments’ initial and subsequent responses to Covid-19 have been driven by a 
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combination of factors, and as Fukuyama (2020) noted, included state capacity, social trust, 

and leadership. For example, the first goal of the new White House’s (2021) National 

Strategy for the COVID-19 Response and Pandemic Preparedness is to “restore trust with the 

American people”. The UK has been struggling with the same issue around the ‘partygate’ 

scandal where government officials persistently violated their own rules by staging parties 

during lockdown (Maidment, 2022). Science was also a major contributing factor, as was the 

nature of national sport systems and governments’ involvement in its regulation. 

     [Table 3 about here] 

The chief approach to Covid-19 in sport has been the control of movement of people 

including indoor and outdoor exercise, attendance of live events, and type and duration of 

activities permitted. This approach has been determined not only by capacity, trust and 

leadership, but also by the prevailing national sport model. In China, Russia, Saudi Arabia 

and UK, sport is closely integrated with health and is considered as public good, and thus 

enjoys the support of governments. The economic value of sport across the five countries 

varies significantly, which also plays a critical role in determining governments’ response. In 

the two established market economies of the UK and USA, sport contributes some 2.1% to 

the GDP in the former (EC, 2018) and 3% in the latter (Burton, 2017). To put government’s 

response in perspective, a study by Ecorys (2021) estimated that in 2020 the UK experienced 

a fall in sport income of USD11.7 bn and job losses totalling 250,000. The next five sections 

analyse the use of the NATO tools in each country. 

China 

Each of the NATO tools have been used in China’s crisis management of sport including 

promoting and offering guidance on home fitness (‘nodality’); command-and-control 

regulation of access and consumption of sport (‘authority’); providing central subsidies and 
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tax incentive to help sport return to work and production (‘treasure’); and mobilising 

organisational resources and capabilities in the provision of sport (‘organisation’).  

Policy tools’ deployment has been determined by the development of the pandemic 

and different stages’ priorities. Authority tools were employed at the beginning of the 

pandemics; nodality and treasure tools were applied more during the ongoing prevention and 

control stage; the use of organisation tools remained stable during the whole epidemic.  

Authority tools were used to impose power through rules and legislation where due to 

the mass nature of consumption and access to sport, relevant plans for returning to work were 

carried out in an orderly manner. Compared to other aspects of people’s life, the resumption 

of sport was much slower, which seems to suggest its marginal role. Notably, elite sports and 

preparing for the Tokyo Olympics did not seem to be affected (GAS, 2020c), which suggests 

its long-standing prioritizing over mass sport. For example, elite sport benefited from both 

protecting the athletes and ensuring they could still actively participate in international 

sporting events. National Olympic teams were ordered to stay overseas for as long as possible 

to avoid travelling in and out of China whereas, international sporting events were put on 

hold, except for the Beijing Winter Olympic Games Test Events (GAS, 2020c).   

Effectors have been heavily employed to produce an impact by building upon a 

relatively developed robust system of government detectors that China has put in place over 

the last decades. For example, to access information about health and fitness levels of the 

population, the implementation of the Fifth National Physical Fitness Monitoring work in 

2020, enabled the government to systematically analyse the nation’s physical condition and 

change patterns during stage 5 of the pandemic. In addition, a new high technology tracking 

system (e.g., a smartphone app with health codes based on individual health status and travel 

history) and the street camera system, were also part of the control system that contributed 

indirectly to information intake.  
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Active detectors have also been employed for information gathering. For example, 

regional governmental sports bureaus have taken a leading role in examining residents’ 

fitness status to understand the challenges associated with home exercise during the pandemic 

(GAS, 2020a). Similarly, an investigation into the impact of the epidemic on China’s winter 

sports industry was carried out (Beijing Olympic City Development Association and China 

Winter Sports Industry Economic Research Centre, 2020).  

China used both passive and active nodality tools for promoting home exercise and its 

contribution to the health agenda. Slightly different though was the use of sport by 

government to build a sense of national unity in time of crisis. Most notably, a media 

promoted narrative showing coronavirus-recovery-patients practised square dancing and Qi 

Gong at an emergency treatment centre built specifically for Covid-19 in Wuhan dove the 

message that Chinese people shall never give up. 

Covid-19 policy documents at national and sub-national levels reveal two important 

points. First, policy plans for supporting sports-related businesses issued by regional and city 

sports administrators (Hubei Sports Bureau, 2020) in fact preceded the general guidance on 

‘Return to Work for Sport’ published by the GAS (GAS, 2020c). This, to some extent, 

reflects the current fluidity of central-local relations (He, et al. 2020), where, although 

China’s strategic decisions are made by political principles at the top, local agents are 

permitted to adapt policies, or even generate innovative solutions to policy problems 

(Heilmann, 2008). Whilst a central authority control remains, local governments have a high 

level of political autonomy in managing socio-economic affairs (Lin and Liu, 2000).  

Second, both the authority and nodality tools were employed frequently at national 

level by GAS with little evidence of the use of treasure where responsibilities were delegated 

to local level.  
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At a sub-national level, detailed supporting mechanisms and funding packages for 

sports businesses were offered. For example, Jiangsu province offered USD28 million for the 

development of provincial sports industry and fitness clubs (Jiangsu Sports Bureau, 2020); 

Foshan Sports Administration offered 20% subsidy (capped at USD30,000 per case) for 

sports events (Foshan Sanshui District Culture, Radio, Television, Tourism and Sports 

Bureau, 2020); Shanxi Provincial Sports Bureau (2020) together with China Construction 

Bank set up sports industry development fund, etc. Generic treasure tools (e.g., waiver, 

reduction, mitigation) were employed by the state to all sectors and small-medium-

enterprises. Particular tools for the consumption of sport were used by local governments. 

China responded to the Covid-19 crisis in sport by using central authority in agreement with 

decentralised local governments to steer behaviours.  

As noted by Weible et al. (2020), an effective command chain is critical when 

managing government responses to large-scale catastrophic crises. China exemplifies a clear 

command chain with the Central Steering Group for COVID Prevention and Control at the 

top for decision-making, and a Joint Mechanism for COVID Prevention and Control at local 

level to facilitate interdepartmental coordination. It is important to note that the Central 

Steering Group’s directives were non-negotiable political tasks (He et al. 2020, p.246).  

Both authority and treasure have been adopted extensively to steer sports cadres’ 

action and GAS (2020b) outlined the government’s attitude to ‘strictly reward the best and 

punish the worst’ performance. It included various disciplinary measures against poorly 

performing sports cadres such as public reprimand, suspension of service, and dismissal as 

well as reward packages, subsidies, and fast-track promotions.  

China’s sport policy competencies and capabilities are strong allowing for effective 

mobilisation of the bureaucracy and careful aligning of government personnel and agencies 
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towards crisis management. These are based on ‘who is in charge’ principle and 

accountability (GAS, 2020c).  

This is a crucial principle because senior party cadres are appointed based on various 

merits including political loyalty and a track record (Chan and Li, 2007). It is therefore, 

unsurprising to see blame-aversion behaviour where local cadres have been reluctant to 

approve the resumption of sports activities to avoid complications and incidents. 

Russia 

The broader context of government’s response to the pandemic in Russia suggests that 

communication (i.e., nodality) was predominantly decentralised. There was only one national 

address by the President dedicated entirely to the pandemic (President of Russia, 2020a). 

From the very beginning, the message from the top was that the economy could not be 

stalled, and local governments should respond according to their specific threat levels 

(President of Russia, 2020b). In contrast to most European countries, Russia only had one 

brief initial nationwide restriction, which was not even called “lockdown”, but obligatory 

“holidays” covered by employers and the government, after which action powers were 

delegated to the 83 regional governments.  

In terms of nodality, there is limited evidence of any significant detectors or effectors 

employed by the government in relation to sport and exercise. The only notable initiative was 

an online campaign “Train at home; sport is the norm of life” launched by the Russian 

Ministry of Sport (RMS, 2020a) shortly after the start of pandemic. It was an attempt to 

create a narrative that exercise is a necessity, but the campaign was not particularly popular, 

presumably due to the lack of credibility and experience in online campaigning. There was 

also little evidence for information gathering (i.e., detectors) related to Covid-19 and sport. In 

May 2020, the RMS (2020b) published recommendations for regional governments on staged 
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removal of restrictions in sport, but the only source of information that this 5-stage plan 

referred to was the general guidance of the Russian health and safety regulator, 

Rospotrebnadzor. In terms of communication, it was also very indicative that one of the first 

restriction easing announcement by Moscow’s mayor highlighted the return of elite sport, 

while recreational facilities would remain closed until further notice (Sobyanin, 2020a). 

The application of the authority tool (i.e., stick) to sport and fitness activities in 

Russia did not differ substantially from other sectors. Surprisingly, individual outdoor 

exercise, (e.g., jogging and walking), was not exempt from local movement restrictions and 

was effectively banned in the areas most affected by pandemic’s first wave. For example, in 

Moscow where the ‘hard’ lockdown was in place for the longest period, only essential work, 

shopping for necessities, and dog walking were deemed legitimate reasons for being outside 

(Sobyanin, 2020b). The most significant dispensation for sport found was with regards to 

elite sport consumption. Whilst in most European countries elite football returned to empty 

stadia for the entire 2020/21 season, the Russian Premier League restarted with 10% stadium 

capacity as early as June 2020, increasing to 25-70% capacity later. Arguably, the experience 

of quick return of fans to football served as a model and was used to help fans return to other 

sporting events in Russia. 

Since Russia had one of the softest lockdowns and, arguably, less disruptive to 

economy compared to other countries, the treasure tool employed by the government were 

rather limited and focussed on tax holidays and additional loans for small and medium 

businesses (Deloitte, 2021). However, the key ‘battle’ for the sport sector was to gain 

government’s recognition as one of the sectors heaviest affected by the pandemic, thus 

making non-profit sport organisations eligible for tax relief, loans and direct funding. 

Initially, sport was not on the pandemic support list, but after the leaders of several non-profit 

sport organisations petitioned the Prime Minister and the Minister of Sport (Orlov, 2020), 87 
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non-commercial sport organisations were made eligible for extra support from the federal 

budget (RMS, 2020c). In 2020, the RMS also provided subsidies worth RUB 232 million 

(USD 3.1 million) to 36 federal sport organisations (Russian Accounts Chamber, 2021). 

There was limited direct intervention from the Russian government and the RMS, and 

the overall response remained decentralised. The lack of government coordination transpired 

for example, when no outdoor exercise was allowed by local governments whilst the RMS 

continued to promote it. Furthermore, after the lockdown was eased, RMS (2020d) released 

new regulations on staging sport events, which required event organisers to seek approval 

from local authorities at least 35 days in advance. Whilst a cautious approach to return of 

sport events is understandable, this requirement created an extra level of bureaucracy, and 

uncertainty for sport organisers. To summarise, evidently, whilst the organisation tool was 

used by the Russian government in combination with the other three NATO tools, to 

influence access to and consumption of sport, local bureaucracies played a key role in 

responding to Covid-19 where elite sport was prioritised over mass sport. 

United Kingdom 

The UK government’s use of the nodality tool in sport needs to be seen in the context of its 

specific application, where there were some notable differences between England, Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland. The government spent more than $245m on communications 

relating to Covid-19 in 2020, which turned it into the leading advertiser in the UK with 

Public Health England advertising spend of $105m alone represents an almost 800% increase 

from previous year (Cabinet Office, 2021). 

Both active and passive detectors were employed for information gathering related to 

Covid-19 and sport. In addition to the bi-annual (i.e., passive) nation-wide Active Lives and 

Taking Part surveys, Macintosh et al. (2020) report six active surveys conducted mainly by 
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the Office of National Statistics and designed to collect information on various impacts of 

Covid-19 on sport. The UK government has also sought the views of the sport sector, and in 

consultation with Olympic and Paralympic organisations, in May 2020 produced a detailed 

guidance for athletes and coaches for a phased five-stages return of elite sport. 

The sport sector has shown unity and urged the government to act decisively to ensure 

the survival of community sport, facilities and jobs (i.e., access to sport). In September 2020, 

the leaders of more than 100 sport organisations signed a letter to the UK Prime Minister 

urging him to provide emergency funding to support the sector. This was followed by a 

petition to the Parliament entitled Save Community Sports Clubs and Leisure Facilities with a 

Sports Recovery Fund, which gathered over 47,000 signatures and was acted upon by the 

government. A notable outcome of the government’s use of the nodality tool has been the 

development of a narrative about exercise as a necessity rather than a matter of personal 

choice. 

The use of authority by the government concerns its legal and official power to shape 

personal and organisational behaviours. The UK government demanded people to stay home 

during different stages of the lockdown and that elite sport returns in five stages. It also 

forbade the practice and passive consumption (i.e., spectating) of sport and offered 

guarantees for sport organisations and facilities. Nonetheless, some commentators questioned 

the government adjudicating role regarding access to and consumption of grassroots and elite 

sport. Grix et al. (2020) argue the government clearly favoured elite sport and allowed it to 

continue during the second lockdown in November 2020 whilst halting altogether grassroots 

and community sport. The application of the authority tool can be seen as a general effector 

because it concerns whole sectors.  

Hood and Margetts (2007) suggest that the treasure tool is not only about cash and 

bank transactions but anything with money-like properties, which can be freely exchanged. 
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The UK government has made several funding decisions effecting the sport sector totalling 

over USD850m, but additional money-like properties such as tax relief or in-kind support 

were also provided. The application of the treasure tool has been both general and specific. 

Examples of general tools facilitating the access to, and consumption of sport include Sport 

England’s USD 260 million package for grassroot sport and government USD 130 million 

support for leisure and sport facilities as well as releasing businesses in the retail, hospitality 

and leisure including sport clubs, gyms and spas from paying business rates for the 2020-21 

tax year. The Department for Work and Pensions’ funded project was designed to bolster 

sport clubs’ workforce for a period of six months by essentially paying the salaries of some 

staff, as well as encouraging young people to enhance their CV by gaining employment in the 

sport sector. 

The government has also used several effectors aimed at particular sports and types of 

participants. The USD400m winter survival package announced in November 2020 was 

designed to help nine spectator sports in England including rugby (USD176 million), 

horseracing (USD52 million), football (USD 37 million), rugby league (USD16 million), 

motor sport (USD 8 million), tennis (USD5.3 million), netball (USD5.3 million), basketball 

(USD5.3 million), ice hockey (USD5.3 million), badminton (USD2.7 million) and greyhound 

racing (USD1.4 million). Women’s football super league and championship was targeted 

specifically and received $4m from the general allocation to the game. Women’s elite sport 

was also prioritised for receiving 250,000 free Covid-19 testing kits worth USD2 million. 

Sport England’s ‘Return to Play’ package was aimed at enhancing sport and activity 

groups’ ability to respond to the challenges of Covid-19. It offers grants ranging from £300 

(USD410) to £50,000 (USD68,000) to cover expenditures related to rent, facility and 

equipment hire, insurance and staff cost. Funds were allocated in an inclusive and transparent 
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manner and by early March 2021, 68% of 11,043 applications worth nearly £28m (USD38 

million) were approved (Sport England, 2021). 

The UK government also demonstrated its ability to act directly in the field, which 

reflects a long tradition of political regulation of sport (Houlihan and Lindsey, 2013). The UK 

political and administrative system provides the central government with the organisation 

needed to act directly and to affect sport. It includes not only the resources, but both the 

central and local bureaucracy, a wide network of public leisure and sport facilities, and the 

information-gathering capabilities in the form of various surveys and consultations. The 

government has used the organisation tool in combination with nodality, authority and 

treasure to affect access to and consumption of sport and specifically the governance of 

organisations in the sector. The two main quasi-governmental agencies, Sport England and 

UK Sport, have developed dedicated online portals providing advice and support for clubs 

and NGBs. Sport England also offered unprecedented flexibilities to organisations receiving 

funding including the ability to change key targets and performance indicators, timings, and 

to reallocate funds to new activities in response to the pandemic. This represents a significant 

departure from Sport England’s much rigid approach to public funding of sport organisations 

based on strategic plans, deliverable targets, evidenced results, and adherence to high 

governance standards. 

In sum, the nodality tool was evidenced in all 26 documents reviewed and its main 

function was three-fold. First, it served to frame exercise and sport as a necessity for the 

health and wellbeing of people. This represents a much stronger and committal interpretation 

of sport demanding urgent actions than just declaring it as a human right. Second, it 

reasserted the ‘evidence-based’ approach to sport policy that has dominated the sector for the 

past 20 years. Information about the impact of Covid has been gathered on a regular basis and 

used to inform decision making. Third, the nodality tool regulated the bahaviour of 
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recreational participants, athletes and sport organisations and reinforced existing prioritisation 

of certain sports and groups (i.e., women) over other sports. 

The use of the authority tool has allowed the government to impose its power in 

determining, in consultation with the sport sector, the rules and the legal basis for practicing 

sport and its consumption. The treasure tool’s main function was to ensure the survival of 

both community and elite sport as well as its entertainment value. Although furloughs and job 

cuts were common, the monetary and non-monetary exchanges ensured the employability of 

sport organisations’ core staff as well as the functioning of facilities and essential services at 

all levels. Finally, owing to the government’s capacity to intervene in sport, the application of 

the organisation instrument has made it possible to mobilize various material and non-

material resources and to provide them directly where it had determined the policy priorities 

lied.  

Saudi Arabia 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (SA) has never witnessed confinement, or suspension of work 

for political, social or health reasons. The government’s policy responses were built around 

the social responsibility paradigm (Garriga and Mele, 2004) where policy tools were 

gradually geared towards a social change to adjust to the COVID-19 pandemic. The country’s 

official response varied between using newly devised rules and regulations (i.e., stick) for all 

sectors including mitigating initiatives and support for the economy (i.e., carrot), while 

concurrently providing regular updates and information to the public (i.e., sermon). 

The NATO model was clearly applied in the Saudi’s policy response to the Covid-19 

pandemic within the sport sector. The nodality tool was extensively used by promoting the 

Islamic perspective on dealing with such events. This was conducted through the 

jurisprudential texts on dealing with a pandemic, the obligation to confine oneself at home, 
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limiting social contacts, the need to protect health, as well as to strengthen the body through 

physical activity at home. Authority was channelled mainly via sports federations to control 

access to and participation in sport. The Saudi government introduced an emergency budget 

(i.e., treasure) in the form of subsidies, funding and other financial packages for the benefit of 

all sectors including sport. Additionally, authorities greatly facilitated access to material and 

human resources to allow sports organizations a safe return to managing sports facilities and 

activities. 

The nodality of SA’s public policy in sport can be seen as part of the wider and 

longstanding youth welfare policy of “education and leisure in free time to protect youth from 

social ills and delinquency” (Alhakami, 2014, p. 163). This policy has been widely used as an 

effective tool to clarify Islamic perspective in dealing with health pandemics where entry into 

pandemic areas is (strongly) advised against and this has been supported through centuries-

old jurisprudence religious texts, fatwas, and scholarly opinions.  

One of the key initiatives was towards increasing sport participation in Saudi society, 

as well as the implementation of far-reaching social and lifestyle changes. This approach was 

further reinforced during the pandemic to promote physical activity at home. Various 

initiatives were launched in the early period of complete lockdown, starting with awareness 

campaigns encouraging physical activity, exercise, and fun sports for both individuals and 

families through indoor activities and with affordable equipment. The overall aim of these 

awareness campaigns was to limit the spread of Covid-19. They started with “Sports and 

Prevention” followed by the “Your Home Calls You” and “Stay at Home”, in which more 

than 170 sports clubs and federations took part. Additionally, several other initiatives were 

launched by sports federations including “Exercise at Home”, “Remote Exercise”, “Start 

Now”, “Together We Move”, “Home Race” Fit Link and EGym.  
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The sports sector, represented chiefly by the Ministry of Sports (MS), actively 

promoted physical activity as major national and international sporting events such as the 

Saudi Games had already been in the pipeline, pre-pandemic and this required timely 

delivery. Like China and Russia, the policy approach was to delegate authority directly to 

individual sports federations in terms of setting up the required rules for the safe return of 

sporting activity.  

The authority tool was largely and directly influenced by the principles of the national 

strategy "Saudi Vision 2030", where sport policy has become much more independent and 

part of the wider “Quality of Life programme” aimed at enhancing the well-being and quality 

of life of Saudi society. This tool has been deployed through mobilizing and empowering 

sports federations to control and organize access to and participation in sport, physical 

activity and fitness.  

The Saudi government launched an emergency budget ‘Corona impacts’ (i.e., 

treasure) to support various sectors. This budget totalled more than SAR 70 billion (USD18.7 

billion). It was in addition to SAR 50 billion (USD13.3 billion) of loans with favourable 

terms for small and medium-sized companies to protect them from bankruptcy and mitigate 

the significant economic impact of the pandemic. There was also a support package 

subsidizing between 40% and 70% of Saudi citizens’ salaries. Besides providing direct 

financial support and liquidity, all sectors benefited from the postponement of VAT as well 

as tax and interest payments holidays. As a result, 40% of government subsidies were 

transferred to the Ministries of Health and Labour to support participation in national and 

international sport, entertainment and tourism activities. 

This major challenge facing the government during the early periods of the pandemic 

was maintaining existing funding for sports events. The Minister of Finance cut the budgets 

of the Ministries of Sports, Entertainment and Tourism and relocated funding to support the 
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health sector (Al-Jadaan, 2020 ).  In contrast, the budgets for strategic and infrastructure 

projects were not affected. Interestingly, the contribution of the sports sector to the GDP 

between 2019 and 2021 grew from SAR 2.4 billion (USD640 million) to SAR 6.5 billion 

(USD1.73 billion), an increase of 170% in two years despite the adverse effects of the 

pandemic (Government Communication Conference, June 28, 2021).  

The MS throughout the pandemic implemented the central instructions through its 

local offices and led efforts to safely return to sports activity through three main documents 

including: “The stopping instructions,” “The return of sports competitions for sports 

federations and clubs” and “The return of private club activity” (Saudi Ministry of Sports, 

2020). The Olympic Committee also took over the construction of protocols ‘Commitment to 

the return of safe sports activity’ by issuing around 26 documents affecting sports federations. 

MS helped sport organizations to return safely by facilitating access to human resources by 

paying citizens’ wages in full at the beginning of the pandemic. The strategy of supporting 

sports clubs entitles them to obtain additional support of up to USD 534,000 a year in 

monthly instalments released by the Saudi Press Agency. The introduction of the new policy 

of attending gyms and fitness centers during Covid‑19 has resulted in behaviour and attitude 

changes in Saudi Arabia (Almasri et al. 2020).  

USA 

The analysis of the USA federal government’s response to the pandemic poses some 

analytical challenges for two main reasons. First, the U.S. system is federalist, so authority is 

assigned downward to states and/or municipalities and counties. Therefore, specific responses 

concerning sport were formulated at lower levels, which is like Russia. Second, the federal 

government has no sports agency, ministry, or authority. The only agency at this level is the 

President’s Council on Fitness, Sports, and Nutrition, which has neither regulatory authority 
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nor resources, because it was created by Executive Order, so does not exist in law. Thus, 

there was no coordinated US response regarding COVID and sport. 

Nonetheless, The US government endeavoured to intervene heavily and put in place a 

range of general measures to mitigate the negative effects of the pandemic, which by 

extension also covered sport organisations and businesses. The most significant interventions 

included passing six Covid-related federal laws between March 2020 and November 2021; 

introducing the American Rescue Plan providing USD350 billion in emergency funding for 

eligible state, local, territorial, and tribal governments to respond to the COVID-19 

emergency and bring back jobs; launching 59 public education campaigns in 11 languages, 

under the banner ‘We can do this’, aimed at eight different target audiences (HHS.gov, n.d.). 

At federal level, the ‘nodality’ instrument was used mainly for providing some 

general guidance on health and staying safe and fit. A rare example is the Centres for Disease 

Control and Prevention’s (CDC, 2020) ‘Considerations for Youth Sports Administrators’ 

guidelines and a ‘Toolkit for Youth Sport’ (https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-

ncov/communication/toolkits/youth-sports.html) covering the governance and operations of 

youth sport. National non-governmental bodies also used the nodality tool, as in the case of 

the US Olympic and Paralympic Committee ‘Covid guidelines’ for national sport federations 

and athletes (no financial assistance was offered), the American Association of Pediatricians 

(2021) ‘COVID-19 Interim Guidance: Return to Sports and Physical Activity’ guidelines for 

families or the National Federation of High Schools’ (2020) ‘Return to Sports and Exercise 

During COVID’ policy guidelines. 

Since professional sport in the US is a multibillion-dollar industry (Andrews, 2018) 

the government used the ‘authority’ tool to regulate the access to and consumption of sport. 

In addition to general instructions for access to sport facilities, the CDC was also involved in 

approving the anti-Covid plans of professional and collegiate leagues. The ‘treasure’ 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/youth-sports.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/toolkits/youth-sports.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/toolkits/youth-sports.html
https://www.nfhs.org/media/3812388/ksi-return-to-sports-and-exercise-during-the-covid_final-endorsed_622020-1.pdf
https://www.nfhs.org/media/3812388/ksi-return-to-sports-and-exercise-during-the-covid_final-endorsed_622020-1.pdf
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instrument was not used specifically to target sport, as in China or the UK, but as part of the 

Treasury Department’s overall recovery package. It included providing central grants and tax 

incentive to help sport businesses return to work.  There was virtually no evidence for the 

employment of the ‘organisation’ tool for mobilizing and deploying organisational resources 

and capabilities in the provision of sport. As the Office of Disease Prevention and Health 

Promotion (2021) notes, the pandemic has pushed youth sport to adapt through advocacy, but 

even this limited role was disjoined and inconsistent due to the decentralized approach to 

youth sport in the United States. There were some successful examples of coordination at 

local level such as the ‘Fields 4 NYC Youth’ coalition in New York City involving over 120 

organizations serving more than 60,000 youth. Like Russia and the UK, the coalition 

successfully advocated for access to outdoor spaces for youth during the pandemic. 

The evidence collected suggests that the federal government has been using the four 

NATO tools less for taking in information (i.e., detectors) and more as particular effectors to 

make an impact, for example, by modifying youth sport administrators and participants’ 

behaviour. There were also political tensions within different branches of the government, 

where the Trump administration wanted sport to continue for morale reasons, but health 

authorities often disagreed. Some federal agencies (especially the CDC) did suggest some 

actions to be taken in keeping with their specific mandate, but these were also 

recommendations not requirements. Federal actions were therefore exhortations, not 

regulations or requirements. As a result, there was substantial variation in requirements, 

restrictions, and recommendations across different states, counties, and municipalities 

throughout the country. 

Government Interventions in Regulating Access to and Consumption of Sport and 

its Governance 

As established in the previous section, governments’ ability to regulate sport is 
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contingent not only on their policy capacity but on their relationship with national sport 

policy systems. The governments of China, SA, Russia, and the UK possess high level of 

systemic capacity as well as significant analytical, operational and political skills. In 

combination, these attributes allow public authorities to exercise much greater regulation of 

sport as opposed to the USA, where the federal government has a very limited role. Systemic 

capacity concerns the level of support and trust the government enjoys from the sport sector 

as well as the security systems within which sport policy makers operate. Wu et al.’ (2015) 

framework suggests that policy capacity results “from the combination of skills and resources 

at each level” (p.167). Across the five governments, analytical-level capacity was relatively 

high, thus ensuring that policy actions are technically sound (Table 1). Except for the US, 

operational level capacity in the rest of the countries was also high, which allowed to align 

resources with policy actions and to facilitate their implementation across sport organisations. 

Similarly, the high political level capacity in China, SA, Russia and the UK ensured both 

obtaining and sustaining political support during the course of the pandemic. Nonetheless, 

political support in Russia and UK had to be earned through mobilization of the sport 

movement. This is an important point, because government’s Covid restrictions on sport 

clubs’ activities can exercise disruptive power as in Sweden (Armbrecht et al. 2021). 

It is noteworthy that the nature of sport policy response is not strictly an 

extension of the commonly ascribed government type. So, for example, we find 

surprising parallels among China (communist), Russia (autocratic), and the United 

States (federalist democracy) insomuch as each of these countries chose to delegate 

responsibility for sport-based pandemic policies through regional and local sport 

organizations. Conversely, we find interesting parallels in the use of central authority 

by Saudi Arabia (a monarchy) and the UK (a parliamentary democracy) despite the 

substantive differences in their government systems insomuch as both made more 
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substantive use of central authority when addressing sport policy during the pandemic 

than did the other three countries. Of course, the motivations for similarities among 

countries’ policy choices may be very different. Geography and governance structures 

matter. Nevertheless, the pattern of similarities and differences noted here demonstrates 

that sport systems and the implementation of policies through those systems must be 

understood in terms pertinent to the sport system. It is clearly not appropriate merely to 

presuppose that sport policy design and implementation mirror or are strictly 

determined by the system of government. 

This is not to say that there is no relationship between government structures 

and sport policy design or implementation. Rather, it recognizes that no public 

authority can possess all capacities all the time. Nonetheless, Howlett et al. (2015) 

identified critical policy capacity elements according to a country’s prevailing model of 

governance. These ‘Achilles’ heels’ or governance failures which need to be considered 

when evaluating policy formulation, implementation, and outcomes.  So, for example, 

the sport policy system in China, SA and Russia can be described as state-led (legal), as 

corporatist in the UK, and as market-driven in the USA. Following Howlett and 

Ramesh (2015), and the study findings, the critical policy capacity for the state-led 

sport systems then becomes accountability and responsibility system capacity, whereas 

for the corporatist system it is organisational and political resource capacity, and policy 

analytical capacity for the market-driven sport system. More work is needed to explore 

complexities and limitations in sport-government relationships. 

Table 4 shows the use of the four types of policy instruments (NATO) in each 

country. The detectors tool concerns whether governments are actively or passively seeking 

information on a policy issue. Except for nodality and authority, detectors were not used 

actively to collect information about Covid’s effects on sport. China and the UK employed 
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detectors more systematically and comprehensively. In contrast, general effectors concerning 

all sports were widely used across all five countries. The use of effectors targeting particular 

organisations and sports was more pronounced in the UK than in any other country. 

[Table 4 about here] 

The use of policy instruments variously affected the three main domains of sport 

governance and people’s access to and consumption of it. Despite promoting a public 

discourse about exercise as a necessity, all governments prioritized elite sport and its passive 

consumption as a spectacle. The media have played an active role in establishing the elite-

mass dichotomy and as argued by Giulianotti and Collison (2020) for the UK, the pandemic 

was framed as four binary opposite themes including sport as absence/presence, 

selfish/altruistic, crisis/escape, and threat/solution. Nonetheless, sport was not immediately 

recognised as a priority sector and it was afforded greater benefits after putting pressure on 

governments by mobilizing public support.  Regardless of the political regime, policy making 

was delegated to regional and local levels. This was not the case in the UK where nation-

wide consultations with the sport sector were conducted to determine the main course of 

action.  

Governments’ Covid policy tended to change over time in line with the perceived 

severity of the pandemic. However, China is the only country which demonstrated the 

greatest consistency and did not change its approach to public gatherings and information 

campaigns. The rest of the countries tended to reverse their policy responses. Like the health 

sector, with the exception of patient care and health-care spending, the rest of the 16 policy 

tools identified by Copolano et al. (2020) have been used by all governments. Some 

interesting national differences transpired including for example, China and Russia allocation 

of funding to provincial level whereas most of the UK sport-related funding was made 

explicitly and directly to NGB. 



Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

29 
 

Without exception, the five governments regulated the governance of sport in terms of 

controlling sport organisations and athletes’ behaviour. In contrast to Russia and USA, China, 

SA and UK have put in place measures to support the functioning of all sport structures by 

allowing greater flexibility in delivering planned targets, and by providing funding for staff 

salaries, facilities maintenance and service provision.  

Access to sport has been regulated both at national (i.e., UK, SA) and regional/local 

level (i.e., China, Russia, USA).  The main alternative to outdoor exercise and sport during 

lockdowns was the provision of online home exercises, guidelines and competitions, but this 

option was pursued differently across the five countries. For example, China was much more 

active in encouraging online engagement for keeping fit, whereas sport organisations 

elsewhere offered optional online activities.        

Governments’ use of policy tools affected the consumption of sport in its two main 

forms of recreational physical activity and spectator sport. The nodality and authority tools 

were critical here as demonstrated by Kiplianidu et al. (2021), where consumers’ optimism 

supported by regular supply of information was critical for their engagement with sport. 

Community sport was regulated mainly through general effector tools concerning all sport 

participants and organisations. In contrast, spectator sport had benefited from the deployment 

of particular effectors targeting specific organisations, sports and events according to their 

priority in national sport systems. As a result, the use of policy tools by governments 

contributed to deepening the inequalities between sport and participants (Grix et al. 2021; 

Sport England, 2021). 

Conclusions 

This paper set out to answer the question how the Chinese, Saudi Arabian, Russian, British 

and United States governments use policy instruments to affect the governance, access to, 
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and consumption of sport during the pandemic. The general response of the five governments 

over the 18 months covered by the study varied in terms of its stringency, timing and policy 

capacity. Naturally, the two main measures imposed by governments concerning community 

and spectators’ sport including restriction of people’s movement and public gatherings 

respectively, have also been contingent on the epidemiological situation in each country. 

Regardless of their ideological persuasions, the five governments have framed 

exercise and sport as critical for personal and social wellbeing and presented it as an antidot 

to the pandemic albeit with varying emphasis. This recognition of the role of sport was not 

matched with the same level of policy capacity to support the sector. Since the contribution of 

sport to people and community’s health and wellbeing is well-established in all national sport 

policies, the pandemic is unlikely to raise the profile of sport by any significant measure. 

What has transpired though, was that further neglecting inequality in sport by policy makers 

will only exacerbate the lack of access to sport. 

Governments spent some NATO policy resources more often than others. The most 

utilised resources were coin in the form of message, moneys and treatment corresponding to 

nodality, treasure and organisation respectively, as well as activity as communication (i.e., 

nodality). There were clear limits to the use of different tools both in terms of financial 

support for sport organisations and the number of beneficiaries. Generally, all policy tools 

were deployed mostly as effectors to affect organisations and individuals and to a limited 

extent as detectors for collecting and utilising information. Governments in all five countries 

have favoured elite over community sport by allowing professional leagues to operate, thus 

promoting passive consumption. Nonetheless, evidence from England suggests that there has 

been an increase in the number of physically active people between 2020 and 2021 from 43% 

to 61% (Sport England, 2022). This finding does not necessarily contradict the policy neglect 
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of community sport rather it is indicative of the resilience of sport participation strategy and 

structures.  

Taken together, findings here demonstrate that the directions and limits of central 

government interventions in sport depend on both the system of government and the ways 

that governments choose to engage with sport systems. It is not merely a matter of the overall 

degree of government centralization, as we see by the delegation of local sport authority in 

both an uncentralised system, such as the United States, and a comparatively centralized 

system, such as Russia. The ways that governments can and do respond in a sport emergency 

are consequently dependent on the systems in place prior to the emergency. Although each 

government acted, those actions varied, and new systems were not forthcoming. 

It is particularly useful to consider the ways that dependency on market forces played 

a role in government actions. As the USA has chosen to leave sport provision strictly to 

market forces, it was highly constrained, so resorted to expert recommendations and 

exhortations. On the other hand, central governments that had financial, regulatory, and/or 

administrative controls in place were able to engage more directly. 

This is not to say that the lack of federal controls made governments ineffectual. Each 

government acted, even the United States. The more federalist the system, the more the 

actions taken depended on pressures transmitted to lower levels of government to act. Given 

the number of lower government levels, those actions were not consistent, giving the 

impression that responses were chaotic. They were not. Rather, responses were simply 

dependent on policies and politics at lower levels of government. 

The differences and similarities found here have important implications for the 

comparative study of sport policy and politics. Typically, the approach has been to look 

directly at sport systems and/or sport organizations, and then compare them. This study 

demonstrates clearly that what may look similar or different across instances depends very 
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much on the underlying social and political context. Before comparisons are made, the 

contexts require deeper scrutiny than has typically been undertaken.  

References 

Alhakami, F., 2014. Strategy and strategising: an examination of sports clubs privatisation 

strategy in Saudi Arabia. London: Brunel University, 

http://bura.brunel.ac.uk/handle/2438/11341. 

Al-Jadaan, M., 2020. Sustainability of the Saudi public finances and managing the national 

economy during the Corona pandemic. Saudi Finance Minister Interview . MBC, 

Riyadh : Al-Arabiya, Saturday,02 May 2020 . 

Almasri, D., Noor, A., and Diri, R., 2020. Behavioral Changes in Gym Attending Due to 

COVID-19 Pandemic: A Descriptive Survey. Jeddah : Journal of Microscopy and 

Ultrastructure, 8, October-December, 167. 

Andrews, D., 2018. Making Sport Great Again. The Uber-Sport Assemblages, Neoliberalism, 

and the Trump Conjuncture. London: Palgrave. 

Armbrecht, J., Lundberg, E., Petterson, R., and Zillinger, M., 2021. Swedish sports clubs and 

events during the Covid-19 pandemic: Impacts and responses. In V. Ziakas, V. 

Antchak, and D. Getz (Eds.), Crisis Management and Recovery of events (pp. 193-

212). Goodfellow Publishers. https://doi.org/10.23912/9781911635901-4692 

Beijing Olympic Development Association, et al., 2020. Summary Report on the 

Investigation of the Impact of COVID 19 on China's Winter Sports Industry, Beijing: 

Authors. https://www.shangyexinzhi.com/article/1736602.html [Access on 1 May 

2021]. 

https://www.shangyexinzhi.com/article/1736602.html


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

33 
 

Bowen, G. A., 2009. Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative 

Research Journal, 9(2), 27–40. https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027 

Burton, R., 2017. The US Sport Industry, Zhang, J.J., Huang, R.H. and Nauright, 

J. (Ed.) Sport Business in Leading Economies, Emerald Publishing Limited, Bingley, 

(pp. 383-426). 

Byers, T., et al., 2021. COVID-19 impacts on sport governance and management: a global, 

critical realist perspective, Managing Sport and Leisure, DOI: 

10.1080/23750472.2020.1867002. 

Capano, G., et al., 2020. Mobilizing Policy (In)Capacity to Fight COVID-19: Understanding 

Variations in State Responses. Policy and Society, 39(3), 285-308. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14494035.2020.1787628  

Chan, H. S., and Li, E. S., 2007. Civil Service Law in the People’s Republic of China: A 

Return to Cadre Personnel Management. Public Administration Review 67 (3): 383–

398. doi:10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00722.x. 

Dalglish, S., Khalid 3, H., and McMahon, A., 2020. Document analysis in health policy 

research: the READ approach. Health Policy and Planning, 1–8. doi: 

10.1093/heapol/czaa064. 

Deloitte., 2021. Меры поддержки населения и экономики на фоне эпидемии COVID-2019 

(по состоянию на 24 марта 2021) Support measures for people and economy due to 

the Covid-19 pandemic (as of 24th March 2021). 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ru/Documents/tax/mery-podderzhki-

covid.pdf. [Accessed on 27.05.2021]. 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Rick%20Burton
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=James%20Jianhui%20Zhang
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Roger%20Haiyan%20Huang
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=John%20Nauright
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=John%20Nauright
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ru/Documents/tax/mery-podderzhki-covid.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ru/Documents/tax/mery-podderzhki-covid.pdf


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

34 
 

di Fronso, S., et al., 2020. The effects of COVID-19 pandemic on perceived stress and 

psychobiosocial states in Italian athletes, International Journal of Sport and Exercise 

Psychology, DOI: 10.1080/1612197X.2020.1802612 

Ecorys, 2021. Revealed: economic impact of COVID-19 on UK sport industry: four nations 

may shoulder second highest fall in sport-related GDP across Europe. Available at: 

https://www.ecorys.com/united-kingdom/latest-news/revealed-economic-impact-

covid-19-uk-sport-industry-four-nations-may. 

European Commission, 2018. Study on the Economic Impact of Sport through Sport Satellite 

Accounts. A report prepared by SpEA and SIRC. Available at: 

https://publications.europa.eu/en/ publication-detail/-/publication/865ef44c-5ca1-

11e8- ab41-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-pdf. 

Foshan Sanshui District Culture, Radio, Television, Tourism and Sports Bureau. (2020). 

Guidelines for the application of the Tri-Hydrological Tourism Support Fund. 

Foshan: Foshan Sports Bureau. 

https://czbt.czt.gd.gov.cn/#/notice/854758229981061120 [Access on 07 May 2021] 

Fukuyama, F., 2020. The pandemic and political order: It takes a state, Foreign Affairs, 99 

(4), July/August, 26-32. 

Garriga, E. and Mele´, D., 2004. Corporate Social Responsibility Theories: Mapping the 

Territory, Journal of Business Ethics, 53, 51–71. 

GAS, 2020a. Research report on the home fitness status of urban and rural residents in 

Zhejiang Province during the pandemic. News. [Access on 1 May 2021].   

GAS, 2020b. General Administration of Sports Party Group on motivating cadres to take 

charge in winning the epidemic prevention and control blockade. Beijing: GAS. 



Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

35 
 

http://www.sport.gov.cn//n4/n15204/n15205/c946725/content.html.  [Access on 08 

May 2021] 

GAS, 2020c. General Administration of Sports on the issuance of "scientific and orderly 

resumption of sports events and activities to promote the sports industry to resume 

work and resume production work program. Beijing: GAS. 

http://www.sport.gov.cn/n4/n15204/n15205/c954815/content.html. [Access on 07 

May 2021] 

Girginov, V., 2016. Russia. In E. Kristiansen, M. Parent, and B. Houlihan (Eds.), Elite Youth 

Sport Policy and Management, (pp. 64-80). London: Routledge. 

Giulianotti, R. and Collison, H., 2020. Sport and the Covid-19 Pandemic: A Structuralist 

Analysis of Key Themes in the UK Mass Media. Front. Sports Act. Living 2:578472. 

doi: 10.3389/fspor.2020.578472 

Grix, J., Brannagan, P. M., Grimes, H., and Neville, R., 2021. The impact of Covid-19 on 

sport. International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 13(1), 1-12. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2020.1851285  

Hale, T., Angrist, N., et al., 2021. A global panel database of pandemic policies (Oxford 

COVID-19 Government Response Tracker). Nat. Hum. Behav. 5, 529–538  

He, A., Shi, Y. and Liu, H., 2020. Crisis governance, Chinese style: distinctive features of 

China’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic, Policy Design and Practice, 3:3, 242-

258, DOI: 10.1080/25741292.2020.1799911 

Heilmann, S., 2008. From Local Experiments to National Policy: The Origins of China’s 

Distinctive Policy Process. The China Journal, 59: 1–30. 

doi:10.1086/tcj.59.20066378. 

http://www.sport.gov.cn/n4/n15204/n15205/c946725/content.html
http://www.sport.gov.cn/n4/n15204/n15205/c954815/content.html


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

36 
 

Hood, C., 1983. The tools of government. Basingstoke, UK: Macmillan. 

Hood, C. C., and Margetts, H. Z., 2007. The Tools of Government in the Digital Age. 

Houndmills, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Houlihan, B., and Lindsey, I. 2013. Sport Policy in Britain. London: Routledge.  

Howlett, M., Ramesh, M., and Wu, X., 2015. Understanding the persistence of policy 

failures: The role of politics, governance and uncertainty. Public Policy and 

Administration, 30, 209–220. 

Hubei Sports Bureau, 2020. Notice of Hubei Provincial Sports Bureau on supporting sports 

enterprises to resume work and production to accelerate development. Wuhan: Hubei 

Sports Bureau. 

https://www.hubei.gov.cn/zhuanti/2020/xgfyyqfkzszq/fwzq/zclxx/fgfc/202004/t20200

421_2236651.shtml [Access on 08 May 2021] 

Jiangsu Sports Bureau, 2020. Notice of Jiangsu Provincial Sports Bureau on several 

measures to cope with the impact of the COVID-19 and promote the healthy and 

steady development of the sports industry. Nanjing: Jiangsu Sports Bureau. 

http://jsstyj.jiangsu.gov.cn/art/2020/3/27/art_40721_9025605.html [Access on 08 

May 2021] 

Imtyaz, A., Haleem, A., and Javaid, M., 2020. Analysing governmental response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. J Oral Biol Craniof Res. 2020;10:504–13. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jobcr.2020.08.005. 

Kettl, D., 2020. States Divided: The Implications of American Federalism for COVID-19 

Public Administration Review, 80 (4), 595–602.  

Lin, J. Y., and Liu., L., 2000. Fiscal Decentralization and Economic Growth in China. 

Economic Development and Cultural Change, 49 (1): 1–21. doi:10.1086/452488. 

https://www.hubei.gov.cn/zhuanti/2020/xgfyyqfkzszq/fwzq/zclxx/fgfc/202004/t20200421_2236651.shtml
https://www.hubei.gov.cn/zhuanti/2020/xgfyyqfkzszq/fwzq/zclxx/fgfc/202004/t20200421_2236651.shtml


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

37 
 

Linder, S.H. and Peters, B.G., 1998. The study of policy instruments: four schools of thought. 

In: Peters, B.G., Van Nispen, F.K.M. (Eds.), Public Policy Instruments: Evaluating 

the Tools of Public Administration. Edward Elgar, Cheltenham. 

Lindsey, I., et al., 2020. Simplistic policy, skewed consequences: Taking stock of English 

physical education, school sport and physical activity policy since 2013. European 

Physical Education Review, 27(2): 278–296. 

Maidment, J., 2022. New image of Boris Johnson 'at Downing Street Christmas Zoom quiz' 

shows PM taking off his tie next to a bottle of champagne and crisps - amid calls for 

Met Police to reverse decision NOT to include bash in Partygate criminal probe. 

Dailymail News. https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-10493879/Boris-Johnson-

dragged-deeper-Partygate-scandal.html  

Margetts, H., and Hood C., 2016. Tools Approaches. In B. Guy Peters and P. Zittoun (Eds.), 

Contemporary Approaches on Public Policy (pp. 133-154). London: Palgrave-

McMillan. 

 McGuine, T., et al., 2021. Mental Health, Physical Activity, and Quality of Life of US 

Adolescent Athletes During COVID-19–Related School Closures and Sport 

Cancellations: A Study of 13 000 Athletes; J Athl Train (2021) 56 (1): 11–19. 

https://doi.org/10.4085/1062-6050-0478.20 

McIntosh, C., et al., 2021. COVID-19 Research Report: The impact of the Pandemic on 

Community Sport provision and participation. Manchester: Manchester Metropolitan 

University. 

Miles, L., and Shipway, R., 2020. Exploring the COVID-19 pandemic as a catalyst for 

stimulating future research agendas for managing crises and disasters at international 

sport events, Event Management, Vol. 24, pp. 537–552. 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-10493879/Boris-Johnson-dragged-deeper-Partygate-scandal.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-10493879/Boris-Johnson-dragged-deeper-Partygate-scandal.html
javascript:;
https://doi.org/10.4085/1062-6050-0478.20


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

38 
 

Mutz, M., and Gerke, M., 2021. Sport and exercise in times of self-quarantine: How Germans 

changed their behaviour at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, International 

Review for the Sociology of Sport, Vol. 56(3) 305–316.  

Orlov, A., 2020. Государственные меры поддержки спортивных организаций в 

условиях пандемии [State measures of support for sport organisations during 

pandemic]. Современный ученый (Modern Scientist) (4), 292-298. 

Pedersen, P., Ruihley, B., Li, B. (Eds), 2021. Sport and the Pandemic Perspectives on Covid-

19’s Impact on the Sport Industry. London: Routledge 

President of Russia, 2020a. Обращение к гражданам России [Address to the Russian 

nation]. 25th March 2020. http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/63061 [President of 

Russia website]. [Accessed on 27.05.2021]. 

President of Russia, 2020b. Совещание Президента России с главами регионов по борьбе 

с распространением коронавируса в России [Videoconference with the heads of 

regions on the Covid-19 spread-preventing measures in Russia]. 8th April 2020. 

http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/63176 [President of Russia website]. 

[Accessed on 27.05.2021]. 

Prior, L., 2008. Repositioning documents in social research. Sociology, 42(5), 821–836. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/ 0038038508094564 

Rayner, M., and Webb, T., 2021. Implications and Opportunities for Sport Management 

Education in the Covid-19 Era, Sport Management Education Journal, 15 (1), 49-53. 

Russian Accounts Chamber, 2021. Results of the external audit execution of the federal law 

"On the federal budget for 2020 year and for the planning period 2021 and 2022 and 

the budgetary performance reporting federal budget for 2020 year at the Ministry of 

http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/63061
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/63176


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

39 
 

Sport of Russian Federation. [Accessed on 09.02.2022]. 

https://ach.gov.ru/upload/pdf/budget/grbs-

2020/%D0%97%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%BB%D1%8E%D1%87%D0%B5%D0%B

D%D0%B8%D0%B5%20%D0%9C%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%BF%D0%B

E%D1%80%D1%82.pdf 

RMS, 2020a. Russian Ministry of Sport launches “Train at home; sport is the norm of life” 

campaign. 26th March 2020. https://minsport.gov.ru/press-centre/news/34807/ 

[Accessed on 27.05.2021]. 

RMS, 2020b. Recommendations for the regions of Russian Federation on staged removal of 

restrictive measure in sport and physical culture sector amidst the Covid-19 

pandemic. 14th May 2020. https://minsport.gov.ru/2019/doc/Predlojenie-

minsporta.pdf. [Accessed on 27.05.2021]. 

RMS, 2020c. Socially oriented non-commercial organisation, which realize projects in 

physical culture and sport sector, will receive an extra support. 8th June 2020. 

https://minsport.gov.ru/press-centre/news/35002/ [Accessed on 27.05.2021]. 

RMS, 2020d.  Regulations on organising and staging official sport events in Russian 

Federation’s territory under remaining risks of Covid-19 spread. August 2020. 

Accessed on 27.05.2021 https://minsport.gov.ru/2020/docs/Reglament-Covid-19.pdf 

Shanxi Sports Bureau, 2020. Some measures to support the development of sports industry 

under the impact of the COIVD-19 epidemic. Taiyuan: Shanxi Sports Bureau. 

https://www.chnzbx.com/index.php?a=nrinfo&id=10572 [Access on 07 May 2021] 

Smolianov, P., Zakus, D., and Gallo, J., 2014. Sport Development in the United States: High 

Performance and Mass Participation. London and New York: Routledge. 

https://ach.gov.ru/upload/pdf/budget/grbs-2020/%D0%97%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%BB%D1%8E%D1%87%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B5%20%D0%9C%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%80%D1%82.pdf
https://ach.gov.ru/upload/pdf/budget/grbs-2020/%D0%97%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%BB%D1%8E%D1%87%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B5%20%D0%9C%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%80%D1%82.pdf
https://ach.gov.ru/upload/pdf/budget/grbs-2020/%D0%97%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%BB%D1%8E%D1%87%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B5%20%D0%9C%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%80%D1%82.pdf
https://ach.gov.ru/upload/pdf/budget/grbs-2020/%D0%97%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%BB%D1%8E%D1%87%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B5%20%D0%9C%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%80%D1%82.pdf
https://minsport.gov.ru/press-centre/news/34807/
https://minsport.gov.ru/2019/doc/Predlojenie-minsporta.pdf
https://minsport.gov.ru/2019/doc/Predlojenie-minsporta.pdf
https://minsport.gov.ru/press-centre/news/35002/
https://minsport.gov.ru/2020/docs/Reglament-Covid-19.pdf


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

40 
 

Sobyanin, 2020a. Second stage of restriction easing. How we will live after 1st June. 27th May 

2020. https://www.sobyanin.ru/vtoroi-etap-smyagcheniya-ogranichenii-0106 [Mayor 

of Moscow website, Accessed on 27.05.2021]. 

Sobyanin, 2020b. Movement Restriction in [Moscow] city and social support. 29th March 

2020. https://www.sobyanin.ru/koronavirus-ogranichenie-peredvizheniya-i-

sospodderzhka-grazhdan [Mayor of Moscow website, Accessed on 27.05.2021]. 

Sparaveto, E., Chalip, L. and Green, C., 2008. United States. In B. Houlihan and M. Green 

(Eds). Comparative Elite Sport Development: systems, structures and public policy. 

(pp. 242-271), Oxford: Elsevier. 

Sport England, 2021. Coronavirus. Available at: https://www.sportengland.org/how-we-can-

help/coronavirus. 

Sulayem, M. B., O'Connor, S., and Hassan, D., 2013. Sport Management in the Middle East: 

A Case Study Analysis. Abingdon: Routledge.  

Toshkov, D., Yesilkagit, K., and Carroll, B., 2020. Government capacity, societal trust or 

party preferences? What accounts for the variety of national policy responses to the 

COVID-19 pandemic in Europe? Working Paper. The Netherlands: Institute of Public 

Administration, Faculty of Governance and Global Affairs, Leiden University. 

Retrieved from https://osf.io/ 7chpu/. 

Vedung, E., 1998. Public policy and program evaluation. Transaction Publishers.  

Wei, F., Hong, F., and Lu, Z., 2010. Chinese state sports policy: Pre- and post-Beijing 2008. 

The International Journal of the History of Sport, 27(14-15), 2380-2402. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09523367.2010.504583  

https://www.sobyanin.ru/vtoroi-etap-smyagcheniya-ogranichenii-0106
https://www.sobyanin.ru/koronavirus-ogranichenie-peredvizheniya-i-sospodderzhka-grazhdan
https://www.sobyanin.ru/koronavirus-ogranichenie-peredvizheniya-i-sospodderzhka-grazhdan


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

41 
 

Weible, C. M., et al., 2020. COVID-19 and the policy sciences: initial reactions and 

perspectives. Policy Sciences, 53(2), 225-241. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-020-

09381-4  

Wu, X., Ramesh, M., and Howlett, M., 2015. Policy capacity: A conceptual framework for 

understanding policy competences and capabilities. Policy and Society, 34(3-4), 165-

171. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polsoc.2015.09.001  

Ziakas, V., Antchak, V., and Getz, D., 2021. Theoretical Perspectives of Crisis Management 

and Recovery for Events. Oxford: Goodfellow. Available at 

https://derby.openrepository.com/handle/10545/625872 

Zheng, J., Chen, S., Tan, T.-C., and Lau, P. W. C., 2018. Sport policy in China (Mainland). 

International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 10(3), 469-491. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2017.1413585 

 
 

 
  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-020-09381-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-020-09381-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2017.1413585


Paper accepted by the International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2023. 

 

42 
 

Table 1. Sport Policy Capacity of Five Countries 

 

Country 

Levels of 
resources and 
capabilities 

Skills and competencies 

Analytical Operational Political 

China 

Individual Presence of 
qualified experts 

Presence of 
qualified experts. 

Presence of party 
cadres. 

Organisational Offering in-house 
senior sports club 
managers training; 
promotion 
campaign launched 
by GAS was 
designed by sports 
experts  

Strong 
interdepartmental 
coordination at 
central and local 
governments levels  

Learning 
relationships 
between 
government 
partners and the 
public (for 
COVID matters) 
barely exists  
Dominantly one-
way 
communication 

Systemic High: based on 
access to diverse 
information 
systems and big 
data technology 

Minimum of 
coordination of 
sports 
governmental and 
non-sports-
governmental 
efforts. 

High steering 
level capacity 
(through which 
all other aspects 
of policy capacity 
are shaped)  

Kingdom 
of Saudi 
Arabia 

Individual Finding 
professional 
practices sensitive 
to risk 
Sensing the 
importance of 
physical activity 

Qualified national 
cadres and experts. 

Presence of 
qualified experts 
Competencies 
and the fluidity of 
procedures for 
making and 
assessing policy 
decisions at all 
levels  

Organisational Use of research for 
studying issues 
related to sport and 
increasing 
productivity 
 

Recruiting and 
directing resources 
with governance 
actions in all 
aspect.  
 

Defining sports 
policies and 
building clubs 
and federations’ 
capacity for 
independent 
decisions  

Systemic Importance of 
information 
systems and data 
bases and it in 
artificial 
intelligence. 
High 

Importance of 
networks and 
linking system 
between MOS, 
local authorities, 
NSF, sport clubs 
and National 
Health System. 

The ability to 
promote 
initiatives and to 
obtain political 
support for sports 
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Russia 

Individual Presence of 
officials with 
analytical capacity 

Leadership and 
ability of 
individual 
managers to 
perform key 
functions  

Understanding of 
and loyalty to key 
state strategies 
and ideologies 

Organisational Limited existence 
of processes for 
collecting and 
analysing data 
Low organisational 
commitment to 
evidence-based 
policy 
 

Low operational 
coordination 
between 
actors and 
agencies.  

Minimum 
learning 
relationships 
between 
government, 
organisations and 
the public  
Predominantly 
one-way 
communication 

Systemic High: State of 
technology, data 
systems and 
scientific facilities 
do not always 
allow policy 
makers to access 
information to 
perform analytical 
and managerial 
functions 

Moderate degree of 
systemic 
coordination of 
governmental and 
non-governmental 
efforts. 

High level of 
public trust and 
high ‘steering’ 
capacity, through 
which 
legitimation 
capacity is 
shaped 

UK 

Individual Presence of 
qualified experts. 

Presence of 
qualified experts. 

Presence of 
qualified experts; 
Ability to make 
policy decisions. 

Organisational Commissioning of 
Covid-19- physical 
activity/impact on 
sport studies. 

Good alignment of 
resources with 
policy actions (e.g., 
provision of 
finances, guidance 
and support). 

Defining policy 
priorities in sport 
during Covid-19 
Ability to make 
policy decisions. 

Systemic High: based on 
access to diverse 
information 
systems and data 
bases (e.g., Active 
Lives Survey) 

High: using a wide 
network of local 
authorities, NGB, 
sport clubs and 
National Health 
System. 

Ability to obtain 
political support 
for sport in 
general and 
selected sports in 
particular. 
High level of 
trust from 
government. 

USA 
Individual 
Organisational 

Presence of 
qualified experts 

Presence of 
qualified experts 

No authority to 
make policy 
decisions 
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Commissioning of 
Covid-19 studies 
that may include or 
be relevant to 
physical activity. 

Minimal alignment 
of resources with 
policy actions (e.g., 
no provision of 
finances but some 
guidance and 
support). 

Suggesting policy 
priorities in sport 
during Covid-19, 
but no ability to 
make policy 
decisions.  

Systemic Moderates: based 
on access to 
diverse 
information 
systems and data 
bases, particularly 
through university 
studies and 
existing 
government data. 

Low. Null  

 
Notes:  
China – based on GAS (gov dep), 23 Sport Management Centres (gov dep), all sports 
governing bodies and national sports association (quasi-gov agencies) 
Russia - based on Russian legislation, Russian Ministry of Sport, regional 
ministries/department of sport, national and regional governing bodies of sports. 
KSA - based on MOS, SAOC, NSF 
UK - based on DCMS (gov dep), UK Sport and Sport England (quasi-government agencies) 
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Table 2. Types of Documents Consulted in the Study of Government Use of Policy Tools. 

Document type Documents selected Data analysed 

Official 

 

National governments Coronavirus 

timelines  

National/sectors surveys 

Policy/Business strategies  

Measures affecting 

people’s participation in 

and consumption of sport  

Implementation 

 

Safe return to sport guidelines 

Interactive online request for funding 

Governance manuals for NGB 

Financial analyses 

How use of four policy 

tools affects access, 

consumption and 

governance of sport 

Working 

 

Government and governing bodies of 

sport websites – Covid-19 sections 

Organisational reports 

Use of policy tools for 

regulating access, 

consumption and  

governance of sport 

Scholarly work 

 

Publications on Covid-19 and government 

responses in general and in the field of 

physical activity and sport; Interactive 

online platforms (Coronavirus government 

response tracker) 

Policy tools use 

justification, monitoring 

and evaluation 

 

 

Table 3. Relationship between Covid-19 cases and government policy response  

January 2020-December 2021. 

 

Country/ 
timeline 

Government 
stringency 
index 

Cancellation of 
public events 
and gathering 

Stay at home 
restrictions 

Public 
information 
campaigns 

C
hi

na
 

Jan  2020 44.91 No measures No measures Coordinated  
July 2020 78.24 Required Required  Coordinated  
Dec 2020 78.24 Required Required  Coordinated  
Jan  2021 78.24 Required Required  Coordinated  
July 2021 70.83 Required Required  Coordinated  
Dec 2021 70.83 Required Required  Coordinated  

R
us

si
a Jan  2020 0.00 No measures No measures None 

July 2020 62.50 Required No measures Coordinated 
Dec 2020 47.69 Required Recommended Coordinated 
Jan  2021 50.46 Required Recommended Coordinated 
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July 2021 30.09 Recommended Recommended Coordinated 
Dec 2021 54.17 Recommended Required (except 

essentials) 
Coordinated 

Sa
ud

i A
ra

bi
a Jan  2020 0.00 No measures No measures None 

July 2020 71.30 Required Recommended Coordinated 
Dec 2020 56.48 Required No measures Coordinated 
Jan  2021 53.70 Required No measures Coordinated 

July 2021 53.70 Required No measures Coordinated 
Dec 2021 51.85 Recommended No measures None 

U
K

 

Jan  2020 5.56 No measures No measures Public officials 
urging caution 

July 2020 64.35 Required Recommended Coordinated 
Dec 2020 76.85 Required Required (except 

essentials) 
Coordinated 

Jan  2021 87.96 Required Required (except 
essentials) 

Coordinated 

July 2021 43.98 Recommended No measures Coordinated 
Dec 2021 48.61 Required No measures Coordinated 

U
SA

 

Jan  2020 0.00 No measures No measures None 
July 2020 67.13 Required Recommended Coordinated 
Dec 2020 71.76 Required Required (except 

essentials) 
Coordinated 

Jan  2021 71.76 Required Required (except 
essentials) 

Coordinated 

July 2021 49.54 Recommended Recommended Coordinated 
Dec 2021 53.24 Recommended Recommended Coordinated 

Source: Dada compiled from the Oxford Covid-19 Government Response Tracker, 2022 
 
 

Table 4. Functional Use of Policy Instruments for Tackling Covid-19 in Sport in China, 

Russia, Saudi Arabia, UK and USA. 

Tool type China Russia Saudi 

Arabia 

UK USA 

Nodality 

 

detector      

effector      

Authority  detector      

effector      

Treasure 

 

detector      

effector      

Organisation detector      

effector      
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