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Sport is recognized as a tool for acquiring and 
improving physical and technical skills, contributing 
to the development of education, socializing and 
contentment. When properly used, sport is a 
training school for educational and social values 
that shape human behavior1. Sport is also a cultural 
factor2, an interactive and unique space that 
provides wide social activity3-4.

� e public interest refers to the common good 
that an activity can provide the social environment, 
although doubts can be raised regarding the limits of 
its action. At one extreme, an activity must bene� t 
all members of society to be truly in the public 
interest. On the other hand, any other activity can 
be in the public interest providing it bene� ts at least 

part of the population and does not harm anyone. 
Generally, the public interest is associated with the 
role of the state or the role of organizations that 
develop activities aimed at bene� ting society.

According to the Business dictionary5, public 
interest is de� ned as: “Welfare of the general public 
(in contrast to the sel� sh interest of a person, group, 
or � rm) in which the whole society has a stake 
and which warrants recognition, promotion, and 
protection by the government and its agencies.” 
An organization develops a public service when it 
contributes to the social good of people by making 
it accessible and possible to be generalized to the 
largest part of the population as possible. Sport 
as a public good should not be attractive for the 
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private sector as it should not represent a cost to 
the user6. However, private organizations and non-
pro� t can and should promote activities socially 
useful to common good7. � e physical, sporting and 
recreational activity should be accessible to people so 
that they can develop their physical abilities, improve 
their well-being and increase their satisfaction. For 
example, a promenade or a sea promenade can 
be seen as a public good accessible to all persons 
without the need to give anything back for using it. 
For these reasons, when sport and physical activity 
add positive e� ects on social, cultural and economic 
contexts, they deserve recognition and support by 
the State. More, the State can even pull indirect 
bene� ts (through reducing the budget for health and 
primary care) when society is less sedentary, more 
active in sports and aware of the positive e� ects of 
the healthy lifestyle and of a physical activity habit 
that promotes the welfare of people8-9.

� e importance given to sport relies heavily 
on education and sports culture shown by the 
people10-11, but it also relies on the way sport is 
organized and how it is oriented toward the pursuit 
of certain training and educational goals. For 
example, in the pedagogical context, it is not the 
sport itself which determines the positive or negative 
nature of their practice, but the nature of the 
experiences it a� ords12. Sport will naturally cause a 
positive impact on society if it is organized according 
to principles, socially accepted sporting and human 
values, following goals that are oriented towards 
active, conscious and autonomous citizenship, and 
towards improving the quality of life.  

� e fair play, social values related to cooperation, 
solidarity, respect, resilience and competitiveness, 
related to dedication and equal opportunities for 
participants of all gender in the phenomenon of 
sport, are real opportunities and challenges for a more 
just and humanized society13. According to the sports 
code of ethics of the Europe Council14 sport is 

a social and cultural activity that enriches society 

and friendship between nations, provided that it 

is practiced legally. Sport is also regarded as an 

activity which, if exercised in a fair way, allows 

the individuals to know themselves better, 

to express themselves, be accomplished and 

fully develop themselves, acquire an art and 

demonstrate their capabilities (p.3). 

Social policies that place the sport as a social 
development factor seek to spread awareness 
of their relevance and try to generalize it to the 
whole community. However, the central public 

administration, responsible for the development of 
these policies does not have, in isolation, the ability 
to respond to all the sports areas. � e Constitution 
of the Portuguese Republic15, while acclaiming sport 
as a right of all citizens, recognizes that the state 
needs the collaboration of various public and private 
nonpro� t organizations to “promote, encourage, 
guide, and support the practice and dissemination 
of physical culture and sport, as well as preventing 
violence in sport “(Article 79, n.2).

� e main organizations collaborating for the 
ful� llment of sport as a citizens’ right are schools, 
clubs and voluntary associations which, since they 
are close to the people, try to encourage the right to 
sport as cultural and formative environment16, as an 
education and local development tool17-18 and also 
as factor of a sane body culture development and 
individual and social well-being19. � e associative 
sports movement in Portugal, at a federated sector 
level, resembles a pyramid where we can find 
three major levels of association. At the base of 
the pyramid are the sports clubs whose mission 
is to promote the practice of competitive and 
recreational sports at the local level. � e grouping 
of clubs in a given region which practice a particular 
sport constitutes a sports association mode, which, 
within the sports system, represents an intermediate 
structure that is situated between the a�  liated clubs 
and their national federation. In turn, the national 
federation supports the speci� c sport at the country 
level, organizes national competitive frameworks 
and acts as regulator. All these organizations play 
di� erent roles but are coordinated amongst them 
in order to create synergies that promote more 
and better sports competition. Thus, the State 
may implement protocols, partnerships, program 
contracts and agreements with local authorities 
and the voluntary sports movement in order to 
facilitate the spreading of sport in their area and 
promote sport and physical activity as a factor 
for improving people’s quality of life. According 
to the Basic Law of Physical Activity and Sport 
(LBAFD)3 and the Decree-Law n. 273/200920, the 
concept of public interest may be associated with 
two factors of sports development: � rst, to support 
� nancially building and usage of sports facilities of 
clubs and other organizations, to make the goods 
available to practitioners and the public; secondly, 
as � nancial support for organization of events or 
sporting competitions that are included in the 
regular competitive frameworks of their national 
or international sports federations.
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TABLE 1 - Dimensions and criteria that defi ne the public interest of sport.

Dimensions Criteria

Country representation20 Athletes have the right and duty to participate in international sports competitions as the country’s 
o�  cial representation, and for that they should be properly supported and recognized by the State.

Construction, support and 
usage of  sports facilities20

Using and making sports spaces and equipments available to the population or to the organization 
of socially relevant sporting events, in order to make sport accessible, inclusive and widespread.

Sport, physical activity and 
individual and social welfare9

Physical and sporting activities should serve as a means of promoting the population’s quality 
of life, health and well being, matching the level of people’s motivations and needs.

Intentionality, intensity and 
regularity of physical activity9

Physical activity must be intentional (directed at a speci� c target group and pursue achievable 
sports goals) be regular (2-5 x per week) and have the intensity appropriate to the practitioners’  
level of physical ability.

Social and cultural values13 Sport can be a population’s culture development factor through social values: social 
responsibility, cooperation, solidarity, determination, warmth, friendship, tradition, cultural 
identity, respect, fairness and transparency.

Sport and local identity24 Sport and sporting events represent a place and a people’s integration and di� erentiation factor.

Organization of major 
sporting events21, 23

Sporting events such as tournaments, championships, and European or world level sports 
competitions are relevant factors of development with positive impacts on sports, economic 
and tourism plans.

Gender equal opportunity14, 25 Sport is a social activity that can minimize the e� ects of social gender inequality and contribute 
to the women emancipation in sports phenomenon.

Safety at sports events3, 26 � e State and the professional and amateur sports organizations should be responsible for the 
safety of spectators during sports competitions.

Violence prevention 
and education for 
sportsmanship13-14

Sport is a tool to prevent violence, to encourage fair play and to safeguarding sporting truth. 
“Fair play - the winning way”14 (p.6).

Education of children and 
young people through sport12 
or education through sport 
and sports club27

In the way sport is used and organized, it should serve as a factor of education and integral 
development of the young people. It is the sports club responsibility to take upon itself a major 
role in promoting a suitable environment for the young people education through the sport’s social 
qualities such as the development of autonomy, respect and solidarity among young people.

Adapted sports 
and social inclusion28

Sport should serve as a factor of social inclusion and adaptation to the skills of those with 
special needs.

Besides these two types of � nancing, the State 
may bear part of the costs relating to: the training 
of the various sports agents; the support programs 
to “sport for all”; sports activities that are of 
high performance and country representing; the 
promotion of traditional games; support the events 
organization and sports competition events of 
national or regional interest, in order to promote 
the development of the economy and local sport 
20; and even the movement of people to regional, 
national and international events.

If we analyze the e� ects of public investment 
or � nancing to sport, there is scienti� c evidence 
supporting a positive return for the economy 
and the state (taxes), provided that the in the 
process of developing a sports product there is a 
market to buy this same product21 or provide local 
indirect bene� ts by way of economic development. 

For example, between 1987 and 2002, the US 
government supported the professional teams 
in building their sporting facilities in order to 
enhance economic development and promote 
the sport entertainment. � e positive impact on 
the local economy development seems to have 
justi� ed the support of the State in this type of 
sports development factor. � e same applies to 
state support to national and international sports 
federations to organize global and international 
championships, as there are results that highlight 
the importance of direct revenues (ticket sales) with 
positive impact on the local economy development 
and also in tourism development22.

TABLE 1 lists the dimensions and criteria that 
justify the public interest of sport, according to the 
authors that were consulted and the main normative 
basis that justify State intervention to support sport.
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� e State may grant to sports associations the 
“declaration of public utility”29, in recognition of 
their social importance, and consequently as a way 
to encourage social and tax bene� ts. Associations 
or foundations pursuing a general interest and 
cooperating with the government are considered 
legal persons of public utility. The declaration 
of public utility is usually the Government’s 
responsibility, it can only be granted after � ve years 
of e� ective and relevant operation, unless there are 
exceptional circumstances justifying the reduction. 
The acquisition of this title is an asset to the 
associations, since they can bene� t from a number of 
tax exemptions anticipated in the law. On the other 
hand, it allows greater power to raise private social 
partners considering the contribution and support 
of the activities promoted by these organizations, 

Method

either through the rules of patronage normative 
regulations, or by way of social recognition.

For a legal person to be declared of public utility its 
activities should be framed within the principles laid 
down in the law and it must have an aim that is of public 
interest30. � e granting of this status meets certain 
requirements, such as interventional development in 
the community in areas of social and cultural emphasis 
cannot be directed to for pro� t activities.

� is study aims to analyze the concept of public 
interest and the criteria that must be taken into 
account in the relations between public administration 
and clubs, and sports associations. � e article also 
explores the relevance of the use of sport public utility 
status and its advantages. Finally, some measures to 
value the sport as public interest service that are within 
the reach of clubs and associations will be presented.

� e study was based on a qualitative approach to 
the concept and criteria of sport in the public interest. 
Semiestructured31 interviews were conducted to nine 
directors, two of them with responsibilities in the sports 
public administration and seven of them with directive 
responsibilities in clubs and sports associations. � ese 
are non-pro� t sports organizations that are bene� ting 
from the regional government support and that 
develop their activity in the Madeira Island, Portugal. 
Of the seven organizations that have participants in 
this study, four held public utility status.

We relied on interviews for data collection because 
it is one of the widely used research instruments 
when you want to understand and deeply study 
a phenomenon32. Consulting and analyzing the 
literature allowed for setting the � rst version of 
the interview script which was then submitted to 
two university professors with a vast experience 
in sport management area. � eir considerations 
and suggestions led to some adjustments in 
terms of content and organization of the issues. 
Subsequently, a pilot study was conducted, where 
we interviewed two individuals with similar roles 
to those of the participants in order to determine 
to what degree the questions were understood and 
the duration of the interviews.

� e � nal version of the interview script addressed: 
the identi� cation of the organization social mission; 
the sports public interest concept and de� nition 
criteria, and the role available to sports organizations 
to value the sport as an activity of public interest.

The research considered ethical procedures 
complied with the guidelines and rules enshrined in 
the Brazilian and Portuguese law. In this measure, 
there was an initial contact to prepare the interview 
with the directors and associations. � is has taken 
place in two ways: telephone contact and in person, 
in order to make the director participation easier. 
Later it was requested a statement of consent, which 
contained all the information about the study 
conditions and it also ensured the data would be 
con� dential and used for scienti� c purposes only. 
Finally a place and time for the interviews was 
set up, and they were held during the month of 
November 2012. � e anonymity of each of the 
directors and organizations to which they belonged 
was safeguarded and the interviews were conducted 
at comfortable spaces without distracting factors.

Once transcribed, the interviews were submitted 
to content analysis with a corroborative purpose33.

The NVivo 9 software for coding and data 
processing was used.
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TABLE 2 - Mission and social relevance.

Results

Mission and social relevance

Regarding the mission and social relevance we 
di� erentiate the results according to the type of 
organization. � us, sport associations represent the 
mission in the frame of developing and promoting 

the respective sport in the territory under their 
control (i.e.: as TABLE 2, Int. 2, 3 and 9), clubs have 
mostly an youth training and educational mission 
(TABLE 2, Int. 1, 5 and 7) and, � nally, public 
organizations advocate the concept of promoting 
physical activity and sport (TABLE 2, Int. 6 and 8).

Int. 1
(club)

Divide the social mission into two components: what the club does regarding social causes outside the 
institution; and projects developed internally for the athletes and their respective families.

Int. 2
(association)

Development and promotion of the sport throughout Madeira Island. Grant young people the 
opportunity to practice the sport so that they stay out of trouble.

Int. 3
(association)

Develop the sport to a leisure and competitive level. To promote the sport at the social level.

Int. 4
(club)

Represent their members and act according to their interests.

Int. 5
(club)

Education of children in a given sport. Teaching human values and human rules in addition to 
teaching the sport.

Int. 6
(public administration)

Collaborate with other institutions in promoting the sport in order to improve the community’s 
people welfare.

Int. 7
(clube)

Education of young people through sport and encouraging sports practice. 

Int. 8
(public administration)

Provide physical activity for people of advanced age, covering motor, social and cultural areas.

Int. 9
(association)

Teach the sport focusing more on the training steps. � is speci� c sport  instills good moral behavior 
and human values.

Sport as a public interest good

When asked what is in the public interest, 
most of the directors said that sport is of public 
interest when it is “for all”, contrary to what 
happens in elite sport (i.e.: as TABLE 3 Int. 7) 

and professional (Int.9). Four directors (TABLE 
3 Int. 1, 2, 5 and 7) refer to the public interest 
of sports as education and training of young 
people. Another view (Int. 8 and 9) highlighted 
the bene� ts of sports practice associated with 
people’s health.
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When asked about the criteria that de� ne a 
public interest activity, there is constancy among 

Criteria for defi ning a sporting activity 

as a public interest good

Criteria for a public interest sports activity.TABLE 4 -

TABLE 3 - Concept of sports public interest.

Int. 1
(club)

! e sport is in the public interest because it educates young people, keeping them out of trouble. 
! e public interest in sport is related to each institution; however, organizations must have a social 
mission more relevant than their sports mission.

Int. 2
(association)

Sport in general is very rich because it allows people to enter society helping them at various levels. 
Population must de� ne what they want, not the state. If there is a group of people willing to 
practice certain activity then there is already public interest.

Int. 3
(association)

Sport is a public good when it is for everyone. It is a key mean for the development of a person's 
personality.

Int. 4
(club)

Sport is of public interest, it is an activity for all people and all ages.

Int. 5
(club)

Public interest is to keep the youth out of the streets in order to practice sports. It is promoting the 
sports movement among children and training them to the level of knowing how to win and lose, 
because if we invest in young people, we are developing the men of tomorrow. ! ere is no public 
interest in a group of friends using a sports facility for leisure.

Int. 6
(public administration)

Activities of general interest. I would like to do more for recreational sport, which has not been done due to 
� nancial shortage. What has been done is supporting other organizations that are based in the community.

Int. 7
(club)

! e practice of sport is good for health since is well oriented. ! e high- level competition should 
not be in the public interest because, despite the economic impact, is harmful to health.
Train children and young people in the sport because it improves physical and social aspects, 
teamwork and discipline.

Int. 8
(public administration)

! e sport that is well guided by human kinetics professionals is of public interest,  is good for the 
health and for the social wellbeing. In the future the State will take advantage of it because it will 
spend less on the health care users.

Int. 9
(association)

Professional sport is not of public interest. ! e sport that bene� ts the population in the health and 
welfare aspects is of public interest.
To transmit values through the sport but also support charities.

most directors. ! ere are two standard replies. In 
the � rst one, the criterion is when the sport is “for 
all” (TABLE 4, Int. 2, 3, 5 and 6.); the second refers 
to the bene� ts that sport brings to the health and 
well-being of people (TABLE 4 Int. 3, 7 and 9).

Int. 1
(club)

Put a social mission above a sports mission. Institutions should train people for the future and not 
athletes obsessed with ephemeral goals.

Int. 2
(association)

When there is a group of people interested in a particular practice, it turns out to be of public 
interest. When sport is for everyone.

Int. 3
(association)

Sport is good for health, and is in the public interest when the sport is available for everyone.

Int. 4
(club)

Mobilize people towards the sport practice, leading them into the habit of participating in social 
and sports activities.

Int. 5
(club)

! e criterion should be related to when there are people willing to perform a particular practice. If 
a practice is restricted to a group of people, this practice ceases to have public interest.

Int. 6
(public administration)

Mobilize people for sport practice.

Int. 7
(club)

! e criteria should encourage and motivate the sports practice because physical activity is bene� cial 
to health.

Int. 8
(public administration)

It is important that the sports practice is well guided by competent professionals who have knowledge of 
the training principles and of exercise prescription. Pedagogical issues come after that.

Int. 9
(association)

Criteria that de� ne the sport as bene� cial to health.
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What drives organizations 

to acquire public utility status?

In this study, four of the volunteer sector 
organizations hold the public utility status. We 
sought to � nd out the reasons which led organizations 
to apply for such status. A standard answer is clear: 
three out of four interviewees justify the application 
with the resulting tax bene� ts. � e other interviewee 
refers to the development of the organization’s social 
work in terms of human development and its social 
relevance (TABLES 3 and 4).

The responses regarding reasons for the use 
of public utility status corroborate the previous 

responses, that is: various tax bene� ts and also 
that it is easier to create partnerships with other 
organizations, since there is a greater social 
recognition and state acknowledgement.

We sought to � nd out what sports directors 
expect from the state so that sports as public interest 
continue and so does the consequent state support. 
Most directors agree that the state should de� ne 
what the sport that should be supported is, and 
in which path we want sport to be (TABLE 5). 
Another opinion stresses the need for the state to be 
more discerning and demanding in the support it 
directs to the clubs and associations (i.e.: as TABLE 
5, Int. 3 and 5).

Int. 1
(club)

Support programs should value the work done at the social level. If the main criterion is winning 
titles, then clubs are not developing people.

Int. 2
(association)

It would be important that the state de� nes which sports must be supported. In terms of 
international results, it would be important to have fewer athletes and sports supported, so that 
those that are supported would be well supported.

Int. 3
(association)

In the past, the money given to clubs and associations was not controlled. Now we should be more 
discerning and demanding with the support.
� e issue of Sports Development Plans is an asset because it is more discerning.

Int. 4
(club)

It would be important to ful� ll what is on paper (that the government would ful� ll the support to 
sport as it is already regulated and under contract. � en it would also be essential that the State de� ne 
what to do with sport, there is a lot in writing, but little of that is executable.

Int. 5
(club)

One should not give money to clubs because they are dependent on subsides. Funding should be directed 
to facilities, forcing clubs to be aware of other forms of � nancing. � e support should be more distinct.

Int. 6
(public administration)

� e State should o! er support on the level of infrastructure construction. If you o! er good 
conditions there will be greater involvement of people.

Int. 7
(club)

� e Sports Institute (regional public entity which regulated and granted the � nancial support to sport) 
was an asset for the region, because it regulated, though I did not agree with all its decisions. � e state 
should say where it wants to go with sport. � ere should also be greater control, because previously 
things were regulated but not controlled. � e state should also look at the general population, 
because sport is good for health, and the more people practice, the healthier the population is.

Int. 8
(public administration)

A few years ago the activities were free in order to raise awareness of the physical activity bene� ts, but in the 
current context (public administration’s strong � nancial constraints) sport must be paid.

Int. 9
(association)

� e professional athlete receives the most support and that is not right. � e amateur is the one providing 
a public service to the population, if they received more support, more activities could be provided. 

What the State should do in order to continue public interest in sports.TABLE 5 -

The last question focused on what each 
organization intends to do to ensure that their 
activities are of public interest. � is was an equally 
open question, and the results were as follows: there 
isn’t a converging standard between the directors’ 
responses within the di! erent organizations. Some 
directors say that in order to positively use the 

concept of public good of sport, the participants’ 
personal and social education should be valued 
(i.e.: as TABLE 6 Int. 1, 7 and 9); other directors 
support partnerships with other organizations; 
there are also those who answer that the important 
thing is to reach a larger number of people (Int. 
2, 8 and 9).
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TABLE 6 - What organizations can do for sports public good.

Int. 1
(club)

We cannot do what we want because we are limited by the current status of regional sport (lack of money 
from the government). But we will continue to invest in the training of athletes and in supporting 
schools deprived of resources. We are a club of human persons, who happen to practice a sport.

Int. 2
(association)

Continue to have partnerships with schools in Madeira Island, maintain the relationships with poor 
people. Getting the sport to a larger number of people.

Int. 3
(association)

� e organization essentially seeks to organize the sport events. Since the sport and the facilities are 
unpleasant, we try to give conditions for participants and spectators so that the competition is the 
most enjoyable, within what’s possible to us.

Int. 4
(club)

Develop partnerships and activities for the general community. Meet the needs of our members. As 
our audience is interesting, we use this strength towards new partnerships with other organizations.

Int. 5
(club)

Working with children, with Physical Education licensed technicians. Parents pay for the activities, 
freeing the State of another expense

Int. 6
(public administration)

I would like to do more, but � nancial di�  culties do not help.
We work with sports clubs and schools. We give t-shirts, hats and medals.

Int. 7
(club)

� e developed activity bene� ts the public interest because it leads children to play sports. But 
although the club is not receiving money from the government (due to the � nancial crisis) and 
therefore could shut down, it remains active.

Int. 8
(public administration)

� e number of people attending this organization is huge, which represents a public interest. We must 
continue to foster the participation of people in sport, to be � exible and professional

Int. 9
(association)

Promote more activities. We intend to do a job that involved not only the training steps, but a 
better job of social inclusion

Discussion

� e � rst question asked to the sports directors 
was related to their organizations’ mission and social 
relevance. � e club’s social mission is consistent 
among interviewees; it is essentially about the young 
people training and education, both regarding the 
sport that is being taught, and regarding social and 
human aspects; associations have the mission to 
promote the sport in the area and to organize events 
and competitions. � e public sector organizations 
have the main role of promoting physical activity and 
sport, especially within the young and elderly. All 
respondents focused on the social objective, stressing 
that their mission is aimed at meeting the needs and 
interests of their target groups and that such action 
will in� uence the population quality of life.

� e second question was designed to assess the 
opinion of sports directors on what is the public 
interest of sports. For most interviewees, there is 
public interest status when the sport is directed 
to all people, that is, when it is oriented towards 
the inclusive and widespread participation of the 
population. Other interviewees claim that the public 
interest is in the health bene� ts that sport practice 
provides. For many directors, high-level competition 
should not be considered of public interest.

In the perspective of several authors, including 
Hoye et al.6, the sport is in the public interest 
when promoting people’s well-being or when it 
provides a common good to a given population. 
As such, it not only deserves to be recognized, but 
to also be supported by the state. � e majority of 
directors point to sports as an activity of public 
interest when it involves the general population. 
� e social integration and social value obtained 
through sport seem to have an emphasis on the 
interviewees club’s mission. If so, then the sport 
support policies should be less selective (that favor 
high performance sport and the � ttest athletes), 
and more general and promoting the social values34. 
Among the social values that can be developed are: 
fair play, competitiveness, cooperation, respect, social 
responsibility, combating gender inequality and 
race discrimination. � e statistics provided by the 
Portugal Sports Institute35 reveal indicators related 
to federated sports activity. � ose indicators re� ect 
sports growth and development, namely: medals 
won; � nancing the associative sports movement; 
sports participation rates (considering their 
distribution in the country), sports participation by 
practitioners’ gender and age groups; human factors 
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and their training - coaches, referees, o�  cials and 
programs to � ght doping. For example, in the issue 
of equal opportunities between men and women, 
although there has been an interesting evolution in 
women’s participation in the sports phenomenon25, 
the variation of female participation rate in the 
federated sports sector between 2003 and 2010 
was of only 2%, going from 70,051 practitioners, 
which corresponds to 23% of the total, to 133,471 
practitioners, which corresponds to 25%. Sport is 
still a social activity that needs to enhance the women 
participation and promote equal gender opportunity. 
Despite this social discrimination, most likely due 
to the women’s multidimensional role in the family 
and society areas, the associative sports movement 
plays an irreplaceable role in the overall social context 
promoting an “essential contribution directed to the 
general interest”36 through its di� erent structures 
(popular sports clubs, associations and other sports 
groups). Furthermore, sport is an excellent education 
tool1, 18 because when properly guided and organized, 
it can provide a higher level of autonomy and social 
responsibility in young people. It can also provide 
con� dence levels and considerable organization.

When analyzing support programs to sport at a 
national level, we fail to identify national impact 
programs that encourage widespread inclusiveness 
and social integration through sport. Although it is 
known that there are social phenomena involving 
violence that are dragged to the sports events.

The results show that some directors argue 
that high-level competitive sports should not be 
considered in the public interest, even if they 
generate revenue and sports entertainment. Indeed, 
it is known and it is proven that major sports events 
move people, companies and positive impacts on 
various levels37-39. � ese events are attractive to 
the people who follow the competitions through 
the media, also considering the hundreds, or even 
thousands of people that transport themselves to 
the places where these events take place, making 
them and an asset for the promotion of one or more 
locations and, consequently, of a country40.

� ere are many examples of what is mentioned 
in the previous paragraph. Here we revive the 2004 
European Football Championship � nal match, held 
in Lisbon among Portugal and Greece national 
teams. A � nal match that was followed by � ve 
million Portuguese people, more than three million 
Greek citizens and a worldwide audience of between 
130 and 150 million people. Each game in this 
tournament had an average of 80 million viewers 

around the world. � ese mega-events are attractive 
on a global scale, which makes the sport an attractive 
product. However, one must consider the economic 
and social return on public resources invested in 
supporting these events organization23, 37. On one 
hand, it can be pro� table for the international 
organization that has the authority over the event 
(for example, the UEFA - Union of European 
Football Associations - reaches signi� cant pro� ts 
with the European champions league organization). 
On the other hand, one must consider a number 
of factors that should be taken into account in 
public support. � e direct and indirect impact is 
crucial for a one-time event like the World Cup 
2014 (Brazil), but also the sustainability of sports 
facilities put together to these events and their use 
by the local teams41. More than organizing the event, 
the central issue is put into perspective the positive 
e� ects that the sports facilities and their accessibility 
can provide to local partners, to the population 
involvement and to economy development7.

We also add the organization of a sports event in 
a unique environment as a factor of a local identity 
integration and di� erentiation24 and that can serve 
as a source of interest in an experiential tourism 
destination associated to sports42.

Although the high-level competition may involve 
health risks to its practitioners, it is an excellent 
way to recruit young practitioners, who want to 
follow their idols’ footsteps. In this context, we 
consider that high-level competition sport, when 
properly calculated and contextualized to the 
local level according to a sportsmanship and fair 
play environment13, it can highly be of public 
interest. In this sense, and in a perspective of 
sports development, it is necessary to involve high 
performance athletes with international prestige as 
well as their coaches in promoting sports activities 
among young people and in the improvement 
of sports talents. � is connection is critical to a 
sustainable and coherent sports development43.

When the interviewees are asked about the public 
interest of their activities, we observe differences 
between public sector organizations (for example: local 
authority) and volunteering organizations (for example: 
sport clubs and sport associations). � e volunteering 
sector organizations focus on their activities interest 
to training young people in sports, social and human 
levels. As for the public organizations, most of them 
support sports through helping other organizations.

� e sports directors admit that keeping young 
people out of trouble is the most important. � e 
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activities’ interest is based on young people’s social 
and human development through sport. In fact, sport 
can be a tool for social and human development, 
recognized and valued by international sports 
organizations44. However we allow for a critical 
re� ection: that ideal is not always in place. � e 
competition should be a pleasant space for socializing 
where the athletes would show their sports skills, but 
that is not always the case. � ere are numerous studies 
that show coaches and directors mostly concerned 
about winning at all costs, putting results above 
of educational and training values12, 27. But if the 
club’s mission is to contribute to the young people 
training and improving the people’s quality of life 
and to contribute to sport development as a culture 
and welfare factor, then government support for 
sport in Madeira Island should be more directed to 
the youngest training sector and to making sports 
accessible for all, and less directed for the competitive 
sport and professional sport. � e results illustrate a 
contradiction between what the directors argue is 
the mission and the sport public interest, and what 
happens in the public policies to support the sports, 
since the latter is much more oriented to the national 
level sports competition and to achieving results in 
national and international levels45.

� e literature mentions that the requirements 
to consider a sports activity of public interest are 
related to the type of activity that an organization 
develops in the social environment in which it 
operates. In other words, if it acts in areas of social 
importance such as culture and education, sports 
can be recognized and valued as being of public 
interest6, 46. � e interviewed directors claim that the 
criterion de� ning the public interest depends on the 
existence of added bene� ts the population’s health.

Regarding the public sector, directors say they 
could do more, but are limited by the current 
economic situation. If it is a fact that Portugal 
and Madeira Island are not at their best at 
the economic level, it is also true that public 
organizations (community councils, city councils 
and organizations linked to them) develop activities 
mainly aimed at younger and older people. In this 
context, low cost activities with a symbolic price can 
be held. If sport and physical activity is accessible 
to all people, the population health indicators will 
be better and the State will bene� t in the medium 
to long term. � erefore, we will be able to reduce 
the health expenditures and, as the Int. 7 says, we 
must “prepare for an easier old age because we know 
that at some point we begin to lose qualities, but 

we can lessen the decrease in capability that comes 
with advancing in age.”

Out of the seven voluntary organizations, four 
hold the public utility status, and their interviewed 
directors recognized that this status can bring 
tax advantages. � e directors of the three other 
organizations that do not hold this status report 
that they could have bene� ts for tax purposes. 
Nevertheless, Int. 5 points out that the bene� ts tend 
to decrease more and more.

According to the Int. 1, his organization 
requested the status for the human and social work 
developed internally. Holding the status “is simply 
a reinforcement of our image as a training school, 
and it is a quality certi� cate that we have (...) we 
are a training school of excellence and here athletes 
will receive a comprehensive education that includes 
sports, human and social aspects. “

Having the present work’s goal in mind, one of 
the questions asked to the interviewees related to 
what they consider to be the sports support criteria 
and the future of sport development, taking into 
account the current � nancial context. For most 
directors it is important to be more discerning and 
demanding when granting support to the associative 
sports movement. For others, the state should 
rede� ne the sport strategy. � e Int. 2, for example, 
considers it “important that the state, once and for 
all, de� ne what sports are supported (...) against our 
goals in the European, international and Olympic 
levels; there should be a de� nition of priorities ... we 
support this or that sport.” � e Int. 7 also said that: 
“� e state must represent: we want to reach a certain 
goal, achieve a certain global participation in this or 
that sport ...” If on one hand the directors consider 
that the State should be more discerning and 
judicious in allocating � nancial support through 
its sports policies, in line with the sports and the 
performance level achieved; on the other hand, they 
argue that sport is in the public interest when it is 
accessible to everyone. Now, how can you reconcile 
a sports policy directed to the elite and professional 
sport (national and / or international) and even to 
professional with a sports policy of widespread sport 
inclusiveness? � is is a crucial issue, but it is beyond 
the scope of this study; it is not possible to foresee 
a plausible explanation.

Nevertheless, in terms of development and 
setting priorities strategy, there must be a perfectly 
traced path. � e “let’s see where it goes” mode may 
have short-term success, but in the medium to 
long term, it does not lead to promising results. As 
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Pires47 mentions, any road will do when one does 
not know where they are going.

Regardless of how well State support is organized, 
club directors do not admit their strategic responsibilities 
to generate other revenues as alternatives to public 
subsidies. Volunteer organizations should have a 
strategy for � nancial balance48 to allow them to cover 
the main charges and be able to develop their activities 
on behalf of its members and the general population. 
The results obtained indicate strong financial 
dependence on the regional public administration, 
which corroborates other studies that reinforce the 
regional government power in developing sports 
policies to support national sports competition and to 
the recognition of Madeira Island as an autonomous 
developing region49-50.

� e Int. 6 argues that the state should support the 
associative movement through infrastructure creation: 
one of the most important measures to promote 
access to sport. In our perspective, it is essential to 
carry out an economic feasibility study that precedes 
the construction of any sporting infrastructure. 
� is means a study to outline its purpose, as well 
as its target audience and its respective pro� tability. 
� e problem is often not the initial cost, but it is 
the maintenance and the opportunities that can 
be generated from the sports services development 
and other associated activities36. � e development 
of sports should involve a qualitative dimension to 
people’s participation in public policies51 and to the 
use that people make of sport and physical activity 
within the sports facilities, as if it was tool for personal 
development, subjectivity, socialization , promotion 
of the welfare and autonomy.

After knowing their opinions on the way forward 
by the State, we sought to know what organizations 
can and should do for the sport development as a 
public service. � e vast majority of interviewees did 
not provide solutions toward the future, or changes 
in their projects, showing themselves as resigned to 

the work done so far. Some allude to the fact that the 
current regional sport context (the lack of � nancing 
and lack of ful� llment of regulated public support) 
limit the organizations’ sports activities.  Interviewee 
1 states: “We are limited because regional sport is 
how it is (...); goodwill, commitment and dedication 
can only take us so far; from there on we need 
minimum conditions that are currently not met 
in regional sport.”  Int. 8 also says: “What you saw 
is what is in my power; it is to streamline, to be 
on the ground, always available, and to be � exible 
and very professional.” Although resigned, the 
directors con� rm that in order to put the sports 
public interest to good use, they will continue 
to invest in the young people social training, in 
getting the practice to more people. On their side, 
the public sector organizations interviewees say 
they will continue to build partnerships with other 
organizations so as to promote the sport.

Overall, we conclude that the results we obtained 
were very fragile, resulting from lack of knowledge 
about the various criteria and dimensions that can 
be exploited for developing sport of true public 
interest. Additionally, there is certain conformism 
and dependence on the government role of funding 
and supporting sport as if it was a mandatory and 
irrefutable duty. Perhaps the issue of which type of 
sport and which bene� ts are the most important for the 
return on the investment or on the � nancial support 
from the public resource should still be reviewed.

All sports activities that represent a social and 
public good for a group or a society can and should 
be supported and taken over by the state as a social 
cost with positive return; in other words, they must 
be understood as public investment in medium to 
long term. However, objective criteria for sport as 
public interest must be established, and means for 
evaluating the results of this “investment” must be 
set. Hence the state should assume a role that is of 
support, sponsor and, above all, regulate.

Resumo

O interesse público do desporto das organizações desportivas sem fi ns lucrativos que são apoiadas pela 
administração pública

O artigo analisa o conceito de interesse público do desporto e os critérios que devem ser tidos em conta na 
relação de apoio entre a administração pública, os clubes e as associações desportivas. Metodologicamente, 
foram realizadas entrevistas semiestruturadas a nove dirigentes desportivos com responsabilidades diretivas: 
sete de clubes e associações desportivas e dois da administração pública. Os dirigentes consideraram que 
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