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A FOUNDATIONAL STUDY 
INTO THE ROLE OF SPORT 
TO DRIVE SOCIAL CHANGE 
IN AUSTRALIA 



IN AUSTRALIA, SPORT HAS LONG BEEN A PART OF OUR NATIONAL IDENTITY, 
OUR GLOBAL BRAND & OUR WAY OF LIFE. BUT WHERE IS THE START (& END) 
LINE FOR THE ROLE THAT SPORT PLAYS IN DRIVING SOCIETAL CHANGE?
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Debate reigns amongst media, athletes, sports bodies and
brands about the role, and impact, of sport to be an effective
catalyst for social change. Despite this, little evidence existed of
the views of Australians on the matter. In a study of more than
2000 Australians from all walks of life, No2ndPlace set out to
better understand the perspective of the community at large
and to better inform those with the intent to use sport to its full
potential.

WE INVESTIGATED:

§ What are the key societal issues that are important to
Australians and how does sports fandom impact this?

§ What are Australian’s perceptions on the role of sport
(including sports bodies, teams, athletes and sponsors) in
driving change?

§ What are the roles and responsibilities of the different
stakeholders in the sports ecosystem in driving change?

§ How effective is sport in addressing significant societal
issues?

§ What is the benefit or consequence of sport engaging in
social change?

The Starting Line presents the results of this study, available publicly
for all who wish to share these insights. It delivered an undeniable
underpinning of the working hypothesis –

Australians welcome the role sport plays in addressing social 
issues with open arms. 

The opportunity for sport to be involved in social issues is 
based on its unique level of trust as a social institution. 

When sport does get involved, it has an impact on all 
Australians, not just fans. 

It’s more than just an opportunity, Australians expect sport 
and believe sponsors have an obligation to address social issues.

For those that find their voice and have a position, 
they will be rewarded with loyalty and purchase.

SPORT IS THE SLEEPING 
GIANT OF SOCIAL CHANGE 
IN AUSTRALIA



WHO DID WE For The Starting Line, it was important that we spoke
to as broad a representation of Australia as possible.
Not just sports fans, but all Australians whether they
were passionate about sport or not. All respondents
were Australians aged 18-64 and identified as Male,
Female or Non-Binary.

Of the 2166 Australians that took part in our study:

of respondents were 
First Nations. 

of respondents identified as 
having a disability that impacts 
on their daily life or prevents 
their participation in society on 
an equal basis.

LGBTQIA+ DIVERSITY

FIRST NATIONS 

4% 

16% of respondents 
identified as gay, 
lesbian, pansexual 
or queer.

ALL ABILITIES

12% 

different birth nations from First 
Generation Australians are 
represented. 47

SPEAK TO?
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AUSTRALIA IS A NATION 
THAT IS INHERENTLY 
PASSIONATE ABOUT 
SPORT
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75%
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AUSTRALIA IS A NATION THAT IS INHERENTLY PASSIONATE ABOUT SPORT

Whilst Australians are 
united in their passion 
for sport, they are 
diverse in their choice 
of sport, with a broad 
range of sports 
nominated as the sport 
that Australians are 
most passionate about.

From cheering on in the stadiums, kicking a ball 
on the weekends or watching in front of the TV,

of Australians consider themselves passionate 
about at least one sport.



EVEN MORE THAN SPORT, WE 
ARE A SOCIETY THAT CARES 
ABOUT THE WORLD AROUND US
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We care about social issues that not only impact our 
immediate communities, but also the issues that affect our 
neighbours and beyond. 

The overwhelming majority of Australians consider certain 
social issues to be of importance in their daily lives.

EVEN MORE THAN SPORT, AUSTRALIA IS A SOCIETY 
THAT CARES ABOUT THE WORLD AROUND US

75% of Australians say these issues 
are important to them. 
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We are Octagon

Women, Younger Australians (18-34 
years old) and Australians that identify 
as having a disability are more likely 
than men to believe that societal 
issues are important.

OUR LEVEL OF CARE FOR SOCIAL ISSUES IS 
IMPACTED BY OUR AGE, GENDER, OUR 
DISABILITIES AND WHERE WE WERE BORN
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First Generation Australians are more 
concerned with issues related to 
immigration and refugees – which might 
not be surprising, but they are also more 
likely to believe Indigenous Rights are 
an important social issue too.

Younger Australians are twice as concerned about 
Indigenous Rights, LGBTQIA+ issues and Sexual 
Discrimination than older generations (35+ years old). 



These fans also care more about 
Climate Change and Diversity & 
Inclusion issues, than fans of men’s sports. 

Fans of Women’s sport care more about 
societal issues than your everyday 
Australian. 

Fans of Women’s sport are also more likely than 
fans of Men’s sports to believe that societal 
issues are important, very important, or critically 
important. 

BEYOND DEMOGRAPHICS, OUR CARE 
FOR SOCIAL ISSUES IS ALSO IMPACTED 
BY OUR FANDOM FOR SPORT, 
PARTICULARLY WOMEN’S SPORT
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SO, CAN SPORT PLAY A ROLE IN DRIVING 
POSITIVE CHANGE IN THE ISSUES 
AUSTRALIAN CARE DEEPLY ABOUT?
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SO, CAN SPORT PLAY A ROLE IN DRIVING POSITIVE CHANGE 
IN THE ISSUES AUSTRALIAN CARE DEEPLY ABOUT?

Rather than just being guided by medal 
tallies, most Australians recognise the 
positive impact of sport at a personal, 
community and global level. It comes in 
the shape of teaching valuable life 
lessons to our kids (76% of Australians), 
uniting our local communities (76%) and 
escaping the pressures of everyday life 
(68%).
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THE OVERWHELMING MAJORITY OF AUSTRALIANS BELIEVE 
THAT SPORT PLAYS A ROLE IN DRIVING POSITIVE CHANGE 
IN OUR COMMUNITIES AND OUR NATION 

In a sometimes-divided political culture, it’s a common trope to hear that “sport and politics” 
shouldn’t mix. The reality is that Australians are telling sport that it does have a key role to play in 
these social issues that are sometimes politicised.

of Australians believe that sport has 
the power to raise awareness about 
societal issues and help make a 
difference in society.

82%
of avid sports fans can recall a time 
when sport made them think 
differently about societal issues.

66%

of people that identify as having a 
disability believe that sport has had a 
positive impact on how people with 
disabilities are perceived in society.

63%
of Australians believe that sport 
should have an important role in 
addressing issues that we face 
as a society.

93%
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SO WHY DOES SPORT HAVE AN 
UNIQUE OPPORTUNITY TO 
ADDRESS SOCIETAL ISSUES?
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SO WHY DOES SPORT HAVE A UNIQUE 
OPPORTUNITY TO ADDRESS SOCIETAL ISSUES?

Australians are telling us, it’s because of the unique regard in which they hold sport as 
compared to other societal institutions. 

Sport, whether it be the organisations that run the codes we love and adore, the teams we 
passionately follow or the athletes and legends we revere, is held in a different esteem to 
other pillars of society that we may have once lent on.

It comes down to trust

65%72%
of Australians trust 
sport teams

of Australians trust 
sport governing bodies
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TODAY, THE TRUST AUSTRALIANS HAVE IN SPORT SIGNIFICANTLY 
OUTWEIGHS SOME OF THE SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS THAT WE HAVE 
TRADITIONALLY HELD IN HIGH REGARD

Sport, whether it be the national sporting bodies or the teams, 
have considerably higher levels of trust from Australians in 
comparison to other social institutions such as Government 
(Local, State and Federal), Media Outlets, Social Media 
Platforms, Religion and Brands.
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THIS TRUST DOESN’T JUST EXIST FOR SPORTING INSTITUTIONS, 
IT FLOWS THROUGH TO THE LEGENDS AND ATHLETES

After Family & Friends & Health Experts, Sporting Legends are the most trusted Individuals 
(significantly more trusted than Not-For-Profit CEO’s, Politicians, or Sports Administrators).

12%

As a nation that is passionate 
about social issues, it is clear 
why Australians are saying 
that sport has a role to play 
in positive change, with only 

of Australians believing that 
politicians alone can fix these 
social issues. 



CONSIDERING THE PLATFORM 
AND PERMISSION, HAS SPORT 
BEEN EFFECTIVE IN ADDRESSING 
THESE SOCIAL ISSUES?
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of Australians believe sport has been 
extremely effective in generating 
awareness for social issues that matter.

11%

Despite the permission that Australia is giving sport to be a catalyst of change, it’s also clear that sport is 
yet to reach a high bar in being effective in some of the key drivers of social change in society. 

Most Australians feel that up until now, sport hasn’t been as effective as it could be as a cultural change 
agent. There is potential to do more and do better. 

CONSIDERING THE PLATFORM AND PERMISSION, HAS SPORT 
BEEN EFFECTIVE IN ADDRESSING THESE SOCIAL ISSUES?

9%

10% 8%

of Australians believe sport has been 
extremely effective educating individuals 
about social issues that matter.

of Australians believe sport has been 
extremely effective in creating action 
that addresses meaningful social 
change.

of Australians believe sport has been 
extremely effective in initiating 
diplomacy and dialogue that address 
social issues.
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Even fans of specific sports do not believe that their favoured codes have 
been extremely effective at generating awareness, driving education, 
initiating diplomacy or creating action that address social issues. 

WHILST WE PUT ON OUR BLINKERS WHENEVER OUR FAVOURITE TEAMS PLAY, 
AUSTRALIANS AREN’T BLINDED BY THEIR FANDOM AND FEEL THAT THEIR 
FAVOURITE SPORTS CAN BE A MORE EFFECTIVE CATALYST OF SOCIETAL CHANGE

O
N

LY 13% of Australian cricket fans 
believe that Cricket Australia 
has been extremely effective 
at using its platform to drive 
social change. 
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SO, HOW CAN SPORT REACH 
ITS POTENTIAL IN DRIVING 
SOCIETAL CHANGE?



Awareness

Australians believe sport should 
use its platform to drive 
awareness of societal issues 
through the lens of sport.

Australians are not only welcoming sport to have a voice and position on social issues, 
the majority of Australians EXPECT sport to be active in driving change.

SO, HOW CAN SPORT REACH ITS POTENTIAL IN DRIVING SOCIETAL CHANGE?

This expectation is even greater from some of the most vulnerable members of our communities.

67%

Younger Australians (18-34) have even greater 
belief that sport should use its popularity and 
audience to build awareness (71%), educate 
(73%), drive action (66%), and initiate 
diplomacy (58%) for societal issues.

Education

Australians believe sport 
should be used as a tool to 
educate and implement 
social change.

66%
Action

Australians believe sport 
should use its platform to 
drive actionable societal 
change.

61%
Diplomacy

Australians believe sport should 
use its platform to facilitate 
diplomacy and drive dialogue.

55%

Australians who identify as having a 
disability also believe that sport should 
be used to address societal issues –
especially creating action that has 
meaningful change (66%)
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THE POWER OF SPORT IS NOT JUST IN 
ITS ABILITY TO ENGAGE WITH FANS

Sport creates cultural moments that transcends sport and drives 
awareness across Australian society, even with those who are not fans 
of sport.
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THE AMAZING THING ABOUT THESE CULTURAL MOMENTS IS 
THAT THEY HAVE A UNIQUE ABILITY TO MOVE BEYOND 
AWARENESS AND TO INITIATE ACTION 

Our water coolers, breakfast tables 
and media headlines are often filled 
with these cultural moments that 
have been driven by sport. The 
moments are having an impact…

And they are causing Australians to 
shift their behaviours in different 
ways. 
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of Australians who were familiar 
with taking a knee for the Black 
Lives Matter cause sought out 
further information to educate 
themselves on the issue.

WITHIN THESE CULTURAL MOMENTS, SPECIFIC INSTANCES DEMONSTRATE 
SPORTS’ ABILITY TO SHIFT AUSTRALIAN ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOURS, EVEN 
IF YOU ARE NOT A SPORT FAN 

19%
of Australians who were aware of 
Cricket Australia’s public support 
to change the Australia Day Date, 
directly attributed the event to 
allowing them to start 
conversations about the issue with 
Family, Friends or Colleagues.

21%
of Australians aware of 
the McGrath Foundation Pink Day 
at the SCG Cricket Test, donated 
to a cause.

24%
of Tennis Fans familiar with the 
debate around the renaming of 
Margaret Court Arena 
experienced a behaviour shift as a 
result of the public discourse.

53%
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Sport has been an even more valuable platform for Women to be able to 
call out the behaviour of family (22% v 19% for Men)

Initiate conversations with family on social issues (38% v 32% for Men)

And initiate conversations with friends or colleagues on social issues 
(36% v 26% for Men)

BUT EXACTLY HOW SPORT DOES THIS, 
VARIES ACROSS THE NATION  

Younger Australians are more likely to educate themselves and take 
meaningful action as a result of these cultural moments –

Sought out further information to educate themselves on social issues 
(42% v 32% for Older Australians)

And changed their own behaviour (40% v 29% for Older Australians)

Older Australians are more likely to talk about issues as a result of 
these cultural moments –

Initiate conversations with family on social issues 
(36% v 33% for Younger Australians)

And initiate conversations with friends or colleagues on social issues 
(33% v 26% for Younger Australians)
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WHAT IS THE ROLE OF THE 
DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDERS 
IN SPORT? 

THE SOCIAL LICENCE OF 
SPORT AND SPONSORSHIP 
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WHERE DOES THE RESPONSIBILITY AND OPPORTUNITY 
FOR DRIVING SOCIAL IMPACT THROUGH SPORT LIE?

In recent years (and weeks), we have seen athletes at the forefront of aligning sport’s platform 
with social issues. Australians, however, feel the onus of this change lies beyond just the athletes. 
They can’t be alone in doing the heavy lifting.

Australians believe that Sports 
Governing Bodies are the 
organisations that are best 
positioned to use sports to 
address societal issues.
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69% of Australians believe Athletes 
should be able to talk about issues in 
society and not just sport 

57% of Australians believe Sports 
Organisations have an obligation to use 
sports to address societal issues

51% of Australians believe Sponsors have an 
obligation to use sports to address societal issues.

WITH GREAT POWER ALSO COMES 
GREAT RESPONSIBILITY, AND THIS IS NO 
DIFFERENT IN THE WORLD OF SPORT

N
O
V

20
22

 



WHAT IS THE POSITIVE 
IMPACT OF SPORT FINDING 
A VOICE ON SOCIAL ISSUES? 
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IN MANY CIRCUMSTANCES, SPORT HAS TRADITIONALLY BEEN 
RELUCTANT TO TAKE STRONG POSITIONS ON SOCIAL ISSUES

For a variety of reasons, there remain fears about how this would be received by fans, sponsors and athletes. 
The good news is, there is a commercial benefit (rather than risk) for sport in taking a stand on social issues. It isn’t just a moral 
imperative, but a commercial opportunity.

of Australians feel this would 
make them more proud and 
loyal to their team.

For the sports that use their 
platform to take a stand on 
social issues,

AN
D45%

of Australians more likely to 
consider brands that use their 
sponsorships for creating social 
change.

Brands using sport as a change 
platform will be rewarded at the 
point of purchase with

47% PL
US

of Australians suggest they 
would switch brands based on 
how brands use their 
sponsorships to drive change.

42%

N
O
V

20
22

 



They are also more likely to consider purchasing 
from a brand that actively used their sports 
sponsorship to drive meaningful social change, 
than their men’s sporting counterparts. 

With the continued growth of women’s sport, the 
commercial opportunity will not just be driven by 
media metrics such as viewership and 
attendance, but the potential to align with a fan 
base that is inherently interested in social issues.

FANS OF WOMEN’S SPORTS OVER-INDEX IN 
THE BELIEF THAT BRANDS HAVE AN 
OBLIGATION TO USE THEIR SPONSORSHIPS 
TO DRIVE SOCIAL CHANGE
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SPORT IS THE SLEEPING 
GIANT OF SOCIAL CHANGE
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SPORT IS THE SLEEPING GIANT OF 
SOCIAL CHANGE IN AUSTRALIA, 
AND IS UNIQUELY PLACED TO PLAY AN INCREASINGLY SIGNIFICANT 
ROLE IN SHAPING THE FUTURE SOCIAL FABRIC OF THE NATION.

The Starting Line research represents not only today’s positioning of sport in the social landscape, but the 
vast potential of the institution of sport as a catalyst for transformation in Australia’s shifting society.

Sport has proven its ability to drive social impact in this country; it creates awareness, it educates, it initiates 
action, and it enables diplomacy across the social issues Australians care most about. It holds the power to 
drive significant behavioural and attitudinal shifts at a personal, community and national level.

The overwhelming majority of Australians believe that sport is a trusted medium to initiate social change, 
however, they also believe that sport can still yet be more effective at driving that change.

Australians also have clear expectations of Sport; the teams, the governing bodies, the athletes and 
personalities, and the sponsors.

For these stakeholders who seek to use their platform to amplify the voice that Sport holds, the benefit is 
clear, both commercially and from a social responsibility standpoint.



An agency that uses the power of sport to 
create enduring social change which is 
measured by the impact we have on society

We acknowledge the traditional owners of the land and water upon which we live and play and pay our respects to their
Elders, past, present and emerging. We also wish to celebrate the contribution that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people make to sport in Australia and the power of sport to promote reconciliation. Always Was. Always Will Be.

We ensure sports bodies deliver on their societal ambitions.

Help brands make a difference.  

Assist governments to drive diplomacy. 

Educate communities. 

Elevate role models.

ALL THROUGH THE 
PLATFORM OF SPORT.

If you want to know more about the insights in this research, or 
the data driving the story,please get in touch at 
www.no2nd.place or hello@no2nd.place

Our thanks to Chris Gurney & Zak Noyle for 
supplying the incredible imagery in this report.
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mailto:hello@no2nd.place

