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As societies, and individually, we typically express and appeal to specific values e.g.  

“justice”, “fair play”, “individualism” or “co-operation” at times of reflection. We 

become reflective especially when there is some anxiety about social events, and the 

relationship dynamics in evidence in daily life. Values are certainly on the agenda in 

contemporary societies – and in cities, like London, Beijing and Rio de Janeiro, where 

rapid changes in social, technological, economic and cultural life invite almost 

continual reflexivity – individually, institutionally and across ongoing media 

conversations. 

 

In our increasingly multi-cultural and global societies “values” are often understood 

as “relative values”, with the respect for difference, and for different value-systems 

becoming a crucial value in itself. So, necessarily, the question of values in sport (as 

elsewhere) is a complex one.  

 
Fig 1: The logo enshrines values: Action delivers transformation moderated by the values of the 

“brand” 

 

But sport has a distinctive virtue. Like play of all kinds it is non-serious, and highly 

serious; central and peripheral. As such it provides a ready made space for reflection 

upon and enactment of values – extraordinary but also part of our daily concerns – an 

“idea” but also embodied. Values do not, or should not, exist (just) in the abstract.  

 

Sporting arenas – the stadium or the impromptu football field - are truly arenas for the 

concrete affirmation of values – since sports typically require a performance where 

anxieties and values are imagined, staged and played out: winning and losing, 

extension of self and adherence to limits, triumph and humiliation. All of these 

intense experiences (for player and observer) must be managed and modulated by and 

through values – as embodied in a feel for the game, and as codified in official 

regulations.  

 

Values are intimately linked to anxieties. A successful sportsman, a successful 

sporting institution, a team, even a nation, performs relatively well or badly in so far 

as anxiety is adequately contained and transformed - energetically according to the 

specific values of the sports culture. 

 



Picture an athlete, anxious that he or she is not going to win particular event – facing 

anxiety - devastation in losing. This athlete might overcome this anxiety by an appeal 

to the values of participation over victory, respect for athletes as peers as well as 

rivals, acknowledgement of his or her dependence upon – and hence gratitude towards 

– the networks of officials and trainers, fans, journalists, fellow competitors and so 

on, that constitute a particular sport – and indeed the values centred ideation “sport in 

general”.  

 

 

In this values-based acknowledgement the anxiety about losing (which can inhibit 

performance, participation, and even lead to cheating) is also overcome. This is a key 

to proper engagement, to development and to success. Anxieties, and the energies 

they mobilise are important in sport – but it is the essence of sport to mobilise and 

contain such anxiety through adherence to, and observance of, formal and informal 

regulatory values – the watchwords of living networks of engagement.  

 

Now picture a city, its leaders and inhabitants anxious that civic society is in decline, 

anxious that indifference, hyper-individualism, withdrawal and non-engagement (in 

sport but also in a full range of sociability) are predominating – a symptom of  

fragmentary “splintering urbanisms” (Graham and Marvin, 2001). Here too the 

affirmation of the range of values enacted and displayed in sporting arenas can have a 

positive role. London certainly is mobilising values – “transformation, participation 

and togetherness” through the branding of the 2012 Games – this as an address to 

anxieties about some of the dynamics characteristic of the city. The preparations and 

ceremonies of the games will partly be a characterised by a concerted attempt at 

affirming these values in the face of ongoing anxieties about the integrative 

development of civic life. 

 

 

Values energise social relations and modulate reciprocities, providing means (and 

meanings) in the management of human relations. Values provide points of reference 

in the face of the dynamisms and complexities of personal and social life. Socio-

economic, but also emotional challenges are engaged and contained by appeals to and 

public affirmations of values – and to the proper acknowledgement of human 

relationships that specific values entail. Values sustain the network and the network 

sustains the values. Sport offers a powerful repository of instances through which 

social values can be publicly and concretely articulated. 

 

Appeals to “values”, are often deemed to be conservative or restrictive – so that 

tradition can continue to hold sway over innovation and progressive change – 

inhibiting the transformative revaluations of values. This characterisation of values 

can certainly be a fair one. However, I would suggest that an adherence to values, 

understood as a matrix of meanings and forms through which relations and 

reciprocities are managed and articulated, such values become the platform upon 

which sustainable change can be properly negotiated – in dialogue and over time.  

 

The Olympics, and other such grand scale events – thinking and working them 

through - serve as a crucible for a momentous reaffirmation of the values of sport. It is 

for this reason that contemporary cities, like London, Beijing and Rio, are taking the 

games seriously – and aiming to build up and towards building a transformative 



legacy of values along with the stadia, facilities and networks required to ensure 

sports’ developmental and therapeutic impacts. It is through such developmental 

transformation – of individuals and of the city that a brand message – reconnection 

and transformation through sport - becomes a successful legacy. In London we hope 

the such positive values, as expressed through strategic investment and practical 

change will in turn shape a positive and concrete legacy to pass on. 
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