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Elite athletes and university education in Europe: a review of policy and
practice in higher education in the European Union Member States

Dawn Aquilina* and Ian Henry

Institute of Sport and Leisure Policy, Centre for Olympic Studies and Research, Loughborough
University, Loughborough, UK

This article provides an analysis of the ways in which EuropeanUnionMember States have
sought to address the educational needs of elite young sportspersons. Drawing on fieldwork
by 25 research teams led by the authors and undertaken on behalf of the European
Commission, it reflects the European Union’s increasing concern with protection of the
rights of young athletes. Our focus in this paper is on higher education and its adaptation to
accommodate the delivery of education to elite athletes. The review of policy descriptions
undertaken highlighted three principal categories of policy initiative within the university
sector namely the development of academic services, elite sporting provision, and post-
athletic career preparation. The findings of the study underlined the variability of response
in national systems to the demands placed on elite young sportspersons. This has beenmore
broadly linked to the relationship between general welfare ideologies in nation states, and
the positions adopted in relation to education of their young athletes. We characterise these
positions in a four-fold typology: (i) a state-centric provision backed by legislation, (ii) the
state as a facilitator fostering formal agreements between educational and sporting bodies,
(iii) National Federations / Sports Institutes as facilitator / mediator engaging directly in
negotiation with educational bodies on behalf of the individual athlete, and (iv) a ‘laisser
faire’ approach where there are no formal structures in place. Crucial to an evaluation of the
systems summarised in the typology is an understanding of what these policy systems are
seeking to achieve. This may be expressed in terms of a balance between the roles, rights
and responsibilities of the main stakeholders including the athlete, the university, the
Member State and the European Union.

Keywords: elite sport; academic and sporting services; educational rights; government
intervention

Este artículo analiza los diferentes modos en que los estados miembros de la Unión
Europea han intentado solucionar las necesidades educativas de los atletas de élite.
Basándose en trabajo de campo realizado por 25 equipos diferentes dirigidos por los
autores del artículo y financiado por la Comisión Europea, este artículo refleja la
creciente preocupación por la protección de los derechos de los atletas jóvenes en e
marco de la Unión Europea. El principal punto de atención del artículo es la enseñanza
universitaria y su adaptación a las necesidades de los atletas de élite. El análisis de las
distintas políticas de los estados miembros ha subrayado la existencia de tres iniciativas
diferentes en el sector universitario: el desarrollo de servicios académicos, la provisión de
instalaciones y servicios deportivos de élite y preparación para la vida laboral después de
la carrera deportiva. Los resultados del estudio muestran la existencia de una alta
heterogeneidad en las respuestas de los distintos sistemas nacionales a las necesidades
de sus atletas. En un contexto más amplio, esta amplia gama de políticas puede conectarse
a la diversidad en las relaciones existentes entre las distintas ideologías sobre el estado del
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bienestar en los estados miembros y las políticas adoptadas en relación a la educación de
los deportistas de élite. El artículo clasifica las respuestas de los estados de acuerdo a una
tipología de cuatro elementos: (i) una visión estado-centrista normalmente llevada a la
práctica a través de legislación, (ii) el estado actúa como facilitador de acuerdos formales
entre universidades y federaciones deportivas, (iii) federaciones deportivas o institutos
del deporte actúan como mediadores y negocian directamente con las universidades en
nombre de los deportistas, (iv) un ‘laissez faire’ en el que no hay estructuras formales.
Para entender los distintos sistemas nacionales caracterizados por esta tipología es crucial
identificar cuáles son sus principales prioridades. Dichas prioridades se pueden analizar
atendiendo a los derechos y responsabilidades que se atribuyan a los diferentes actores
afectados: el deportista, la universidad, el estado miembro y la Unión Europea.

Palabras clave: deporte de élite; servicios deportivos y académicos; derecho a la
educación; intervención gubernamental

本文針對歐盟會員國尋求滿足競技運動青少年教育需求的作法進行分析。由於歐
盟對青少年運動員權利保護的日益重視，本研究案是接受歐盟執委會委託，且由
本文作者率領25個國家的研究團隊同步進行田野調查工作。本文主要聚焦於高等
教育中針對競技運動員所採行的彈性教育方式。回顧由大學針對競技運動員教育
權益所採行的政策，發現這些措施可以歸類為三個主要政策計畫的重點，也就是
學術服務的發展、競技運動訓練的支援以及選手退役後的就業準備。本研究的發
現各個國家對青少年競技選手的需求所作的回應有所差異。這種差異性主要是受
到各國的一般福利意識形態及其對青少年運動員教育所抱持的立場的影響。我們
將這些立場劃分為四類，其分別為:(i)以國家為中心並立法支持；(ii)國家扮演推手
的角色，促成教育機構及運動組織之間達成協議；(iii)單項協會及運動組織扮演仲
介的角色，代表個別的運動選手與教育機構直接進行磋商；以及(iv)無為而治，採
行「自由放任」的途徑，沒有正式的運作體系。在評鑑上述的四種政策系統時，
瞭解其政策欲達成的目標為何是很重要的。這個目標很可能是取得主要利害關係
人在角色、權利及責任上的平衡，而主要利害關係人包括運動員、大學、歐盟會
員國及歐盟本身。

關鍵詞： 競技運動; 學術及運動服務; 教育權; 政府介入

本稿は、欧州連合加盟国による若いエリートアスリートの教育的ニーズへの対
処方法について分析する。筆者らが中心となって行った25名から構成されるEU
コミッションの委託研究事業を基盤とし、本研究は若いアスリートの権利の保
護に対するEUの関心の高まりを反映していると言える。ここでは、高等教育と
エリートアスリートの事情に合わせて教育を施すことについて検証をする。大
学における方針について調査したところ、学問的サービス、競技スポーツに関
する事業、そして選手生活以降のキャリアに備えるためのサービスの提供、と
いった主要なイニシアティブがあるということが明らかとなった。そこから、
各国の制度において若いエリートアスリートへの要求にさまざまな形で対応し
ていることが分かる。これは、各国の福祉政策的イデオロギーと若いアスリー
トの教育に対してとられる方針との広範な関連性があり、それらを四類型化す
ることができる。それらは、(i)法的根拠のある中央集権的方針、(ii)教育機関と
スポーツ組織の正式な合意形成をするためのファシリテーターの役割を国家が
担う、(iii) ファシリテーター、もしくは仲介役として個々のアスリートに代わ
りスポーツ競技団体やスポーツ機関が教育機関と交渉する、 (iv) 正式な構造が
あるわけではなく、「レッセフェール的」アプローチをとる、というものであ
る。この類型化においてみられるシステムの評価で重要となるのは、これらの
方策を取ることによって何を到達しようとしているかを理解することである。
この点については、アスリート、大学、EU加盟国、EUを含む主要なステーク
ホールダー間の役割、権利、責任との均衡を保つという文脈において理解する
ことができると言えるかもしれない。

キーワード： エリート .スポーツ; 学問的そしてスポーツのサービス; 教育の
権利; 政府の介入
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Introduction

This paper reports an analysis of the ways in which European Union Members States have
sought to address the educational needs of elite young sportspersons. The paper draws on
fieldwork by 25 research teams led by the authors1 and undertaken on behalf of the European
Commission (Amara et al. 2004), which reflects the European Union’s increasing concern
with protection of the rights of young athletes. This policy concern has developed in the
context of on-going proposals for policy change in relation to sport at EU level which are
reflected for example in the proposals of the Lisbon Treaty to provide a ‘soft’ competence in
sport, and in the publication of the European Commission’sWhite Paper on Sport (European
Commission 2007c).

This paper has four aims. First it seeks to identify, illustrate and explain approaches
adopted by nation states to meet the higher education needs of elite young sportspersons;
second it will illustrate ways in which such approaches imply roles and responsibilities not
only for the state in providing educational opportunities to allow student-athletes to meet the
demands of their joint role, but also for other stakeholders including the athletes themselves;
third the paper will highlight the relationship between general welfare ideologies in nation
states, and the positions adopted in relation to education of young sportspersons. Finally,
given the variance in relation to both general welfare and to policy in this particular area, the
paper will go on to consider the implications for the role of the European Union in respect of
the education of young elite athletes.

The literature on education and elite athletes in Europe

The role of the EU in sport has grown considerably in importance in the last two decades.
Although sport per se is still not an area in which the EU has a direct competence to act,
nevertheless in so far as sport is a professional trading activity, or impinges on aspects of
regional development, or social policy (such as combating social exclusion), the EU does
have powers to act (Henry and Matthews 2001). Competition policy, regional development,
or social cohesion policies may not be sports policies as such but they do impinge sig-
nificantly on the level and visibility of action of the EU and the Commission on citizens’
everyday experience of sport (Henry 2007).

There has been debate for some considerable time about whether the EU should have a
competence, a legal basis for intervention in the field of sport (Parrish 2003). Concrete
proposals were first debated in the discussions surrounding the passage of the Maastricht
Treaty. Although there was some resistancewithin both the sporting and political worlds, a deal
was brokeredwhich appended a statement on sport to theMaastricht treaty following protracted
negotiations (Henry and Matthews 1998). The statement, though fairly anodyne, signalled a
will on the part of themajority to consider sport as a policy area for further action.A report to the
Council of Ministers inHelsinki in 1999 resulted in the adoption of aDeclaration onSport as an
appendix to the Nice Treaty on European Union. Though this declaration did not extend the
powers of the EU it did signal the growing determination of the EU to act in the sports field in
respect of the concerns of both amateur and professional sport, andmore specifically in relation
to the education and vocational needs of elite athletes. The Council of Ministers explicitly
recognised the importance of addressing such issues in Annex IV to the Presidency
Conclusions to the Nice European Council Meeting (7–9 December 2000) which urged:

the need for special heed to be paid, in particular by sporting organisations, to the education and
vocational training of top young sportsmen and -women, in order that their vocational integra-
tion is not jeopardised because of their sporting careers. (European Council of Ministers 2000)
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In the early part of the 21st century the EU was absorbed in the consequences of rapid
expansion and the perceived need for a more formalised framework to accommodate the
increasingly complex policy context of a European Union which had grown from 15 to 25 and
then 27Member States. The inclusion of an article in the EU Treaty establishing a Constitution
for Europe signed by the Council of Ministers in 2004 (but dropped following rejection in
referenda in France and the Netherlands in 2005) represented a further step in the process of
formalising the EU’s role in sport policy as a competence. In the Lisbon Reform Treaty, drawn
up to replace the failed Constitution, an element of Article 165 provides authority for a ‘soft’
competence declaring that in respect of sport the ‘Union shall have competence to carry out
actions to support, coordinate or supplement the actions of theMember States’ and that the EU
would ‘develop the European dimension in sport, by promoting fairness and openness in
sporting competitions and cooperation between bodies responsible for sports, and by protect-
ing the physical and moral integrity of sportsmen and sportswomen, especially the youngest
sportsmen and sportswomen’ (European Commission 2007b, p. 110). While at the time of
writing this Treaty was due to be ratified by June 2009, its passage in someMember States still
appeared to be potentially problematic, and indeed it may have been dealt a fatal blow by the
failure of the Irish referendum of June 2008 to secure a yes vote. Nevertheless its inclusion of
sport as a competence reflects a continuing determination to address certain sporting issues.

The European Commission’s White Paper on Sport (European Commission 2007c)
incorporated a series of policy actions, (summarised within the ‘Coubertin Plan’,
European Commission 2007). While the White Paper was clearly intended to pave the
way for work on a programme following acceptance of a competence in the Lisbon Treaty,
nevertheless in most respects its proposed lines of action relied on existing competences
covering other areas of policy. One of these areas is the protection of the interests of young
athletes in respect of (among other matters) their educational rights and interests.

The issue of the rights of young elite sportsmen and women is one which reflects two sets
of concerns. The first is the need to protect them from commercial and other pressures which
may erode their access to vocational or educational development, thus placing them in
potentially difficult situations following retirement from sport. The second, perhaps less
obvious issue, is that of unfair competition between nation states when some nations permit
the exploitation of young talent without reference to the educational requirements of the
individual while others do not. In the same way as the introduction of a ‘Social Chapter’ in
the Maastricht Treaty was designed to reduce unfair competition for jobs between Member
States on the basis of different levels of workers’ rights, an effect of the legislation here may
be to minimise the impact on nation states of differential rights accorded to athletes in terms
of access to education and training.

As Donnelly and Petherick (2004) argue there are currently few protections afforded to
elite athletes by the state in the form of: limits on training time; limits on competitions;
enforcement of the time that athletes devote to compulsory education; security and
investing their income; and access to health and safety regulations. They further emphasise
that both governments and sport organisations should ensure ‘the education and healthy
development of children and adolescents in the sport development systems’ (Donnelly and
Petherick 2004, p. 319) since statistics clearly illustrate that only a small percentage of
these young people go on to become Olympic or professional athletes, and even where
they do, post-athletic careers should be considered. Similarly, David (2005), in his book
Human Rights in Youth Sport argues that the right to education of these sportspersons
should not be neglected:
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Too often the best interests of the child are not taken into consideration when a decision has to be
made as to whether a child opts for intensive sport training or continues studying. Adults – parents,
coaches, sponsors – tend to impose their choice on the young athlete. (David 2005, p. 185)

Commenting on David’s work, Brackenridge argues that current elite sporting systems have
tended to ‘de-humanise’ the athletes in their pursuit of success and they ‘effectively exclude
any concern for individual moral reasoning or political autonomy in the developing athlete
as a performance machine’ (Brackenridge 2004, p. 324).

The literature reflects therefore a need to foster ethical and sustainable practices by
developing an elite sporting systemwhich will be effective in the identification and nurturing
of sporting talent, while still respecting the educational / vocational needs of young athletes.
Adopting a rights perspective in sport as Brackenridge suggests could go some way to
changing the current ‘survivalist’ methods to training that are characteristic of some sports
and ‘could lead to the empowerment of the individual athletes, better representation,
reduction in their hours of training, increases in financial rewards and insurance protection,
and better provision for long-term educational and career planning’ (Brackenridge 2004, p.
334). However, perhaps the greatest challenge to such an approach, as Andrews (Andrews
1999) highlights, is that although sport forms part of the wider society and its legal system, it
has often managed to operate in a legal lacuna. He explains:

This is possible simply because local, national, regional and international sport federations have
their own rules, administrative bodies and courts. There is nothing wrong with this, on the
condition that those rules are defined and implemented in accordance with domestic and
international law. But this is not always the case. (Andrews 1999, p. 61)

Giulianotti (2004) also points out that although there is a universal right to education as
Article 26 in the Human Rights declaration stipulates, nevertheless there is evidence that
among young elite athletes some have had to seriously compromise their educational
development in favour of a potential elite sporting career. The reality for the majority of
elite athletes is that even though theymay be very successful on the world sporting stage they
will never make a living out of their sport and will have to think of some alternative means to
support themselves during and after their sporting career (David 1999).

Within the context of this developing concern for the education of elite young sportsmen
and women, this paper seeks to outline the nature of policy practice relating to higher
education in the Member States of the EU.

As De Knop et al. point out ‘It is only. . .[since the early 1990s]. . .that initiatives have
been developed in Europe favouring the combination of academic and high level athletic
activities’ (De Knop et al. 1999, p. 51). The main driving force behind these initiatives was
the acknowledgement by various entities of the rising pressures with which student-athletes
have to cope in order to balance their academic and sporting commitments. Being an elite
athlete has become increasingly demanding at a time when training volume and frequency of
competition have clearly intensified (Conzelmann and Nagel 2003, p. 262). This has
immediate implications for the lifestyle of the athlete in terms of time management, required
effort and commitment to fulfil his or her role both as a student and athlete.

Since the beginning of the decade, the European Commission has also shown a growing
concern with the multifaceted life of young sportspeople and has concentrated its efforts in
particular on the protection of their access to educational opportunities (European
Parliament 2003). The year 2004 was designated as the European Year of Education through
Sport by the European Union Commission, and as part of this initiative it commissioned a
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number of studies and projects on a local, regional, national, transnational and community
wide level, which aimed at investigating or promoting the links between sport and education
in the 25 Member States of the EU. The budget for these projects was fairly substantial –
approximately €12.1 million (European Commission 2004).

In addition to the European study on which this paper draws, a number of other major
European studies concerning aspects of the education of elite sportspersons have also been
recently commissioned notably, Education in Elite Sport in Europe (German Sport
Confederation 2004) co-ordinated by the German Sport Confederation and including national
partners on the project team from Sweden, Czech Republic, the UK and The Netherlands; and
the European Athlete as Student (Oulu Region Academy of Sport 2004) co-ordinated by the
City of Oulu Department of Education together with the Oulu RegionAcademy of Sports. The
main aim for this project was to create a cooperative network between the participating
partners (the project began with seven formal partners but eventually encompassed 20 partners
in total) in order to improve athletes’ opportunities of combining athletic activities and
academic demands and to define a European approach to dealing with the education of athletes
(Oulu Region Academy of Sport 2004). More recently the European Commission funded a
study on The Training of Young Sportsmen and Sportswomen in Europe (INEUM Consulting
and TAJ 2007). This was a response to the concerns of the sports movement and Member
States in relation to the quality of the training of sportspeople in Europe. The main purpose of
the study was to identify ways of improving the legal and political framework for preserving
and developing high-quality training for elite sportspersons, and in particular young sports-
persons, without compromising other aspects of their lives such as education.

It is against this background that the research project, parts of the findings of which are
reported here, was commissioned by the Sports Unit of the European Commission. Its
principal aim was to map out policy approaches to education for elite sports persons in the
(at that time 25) Member States of the EU.

Methodology: comparing policy systems

The data subject to analysis in this study were the detailed qualitative descriptions of the
policy approaches adopted in each of the 25 Member States provided by research groups
recruited for this purpose. These were provided by research teams recruited for the study
with expertise in the field of education and/or ‘performance lifestyle’ support services in
each of the 25 Member States. Such qualitative accounts were critical to capturing detail in
respect of how the system operated and was evaluated. Each qualitative account was the
summary of material reported in either two or three stages of data collection.

The first data collection stage involved the completion by each Member State team of a
‘template’, identifying the nature of educational provision for elite athletes in the particular
state for each of five areas of education.2 This template required a detailed description of
measures and practices concerning educational provision for elite athletes. The second stage
required each team to identify and summarise evaluations of examples of these forms of
provision where such evaluations existed. The third data collection stage involved four core
teams (France, Germany, Poland and UK) in identifying and evaluating case studies of
particular interventions in this domain. These three elements – description of provision of
services to athletes in higher education; evaluations of the effectiveness of such provision;
and analysis of cases of particular interest – provided a framework against which compar-
ison of the accounts of national systems could take place.3 It is important to note that what
was to be subject to analysis here was not the data provided by the experts as such, but the
experts’ accounts themselves. The analysis was thus conducted on the basis of an
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identification and evaluation of the themes evident in the detailed policy descriptions
provided by each team.

Comparative analysis, and in particular comparative policy analysis, offers particular
challenges. We have characterised elsewhere methodological approaches adopted in com-
parative analysis as falling into four types or categories, each with differing ontological and
epistemological characteristics (Henry and Institute of Sport and Leisure Policy 2007,
chapter 2). These are: a positivist approach (focusing through statistical analysis on the
identification of shared statistical associations between the dependent policy variable and
independent variables relating to local social, economic or political conditions); an ideo-
graphic approach (seeking to compare descriptions of policy systems and processes which
allow us to define differences in the ways in which policy systems operate); a transnational
approach (seeking to theorise transnational as well as local/ national influences on policy);
and discourse based approaches (which seek through discourse analysis to explain how the
policy universe and the possible options are prescribed and proscribed through their
discursive construction, largely in political and policy statements).

In the context of this study the lack of comparable statistical data, and the variability in
meanings ascribed to statistical data precluded the use of a positivist approach. A discourse
analysis based approach was also not appropriate given that the raw data was not the policy
statements themselves, but the experts’ accounts of the development of policy in this area in
each country (provided in English). The approach which was adopted in this study drew on
aspects of the two remaining approaches. It was ideographic, dealing with expert descrip-
tions / accounts of national systems, and grouping themes evident in these accounts together
in ideal typical frameworks. The approach was also transnational in the sense that it sought to
identify and explain phenomena such as policy learning and policy transfer across borders as
well as the activities of bodies operating in transnational space, most notably the European
Union.

Research findings: policy approaches to the provision of higher education for elite
athletes

Our focus in this paper is on higher education and its adaptation to accommodate the delivery
of education to elite athletes. The review of policy descriptions undertaken highlighted three
principal categories of policy initiative within the university and higher education sector in
respect of elite sportspersons namely the development of academic services, elite sporting
provision, and post-athletic career preparation or support (see Figure 1). In so far as our
concerns are with academic delivery the discussion below relates principally to the first and,
to a lesser degree, the third of these categories.

The differing approaches to academic policy in relation to elite athletes derived from the
process outlined above allow us to define in ideal typical terms the nature of the different policy
positions taken upwithin theMember States.What follows below is therefore an account of the
nature of these ideal types and a discussion of the extent to which the policy systems of
individual Member States conform to, or differ from, these ideal typical frameworks.

The findings of the study underline the variability of response in national systems to the
demands placed on elite young sportspersons. The situation across theMember States ranges
from negligible provision to established structures backed by legislation. We characterise
these responses in a four-fold typology. The first type is state centric provision where action
on the part of educational providers is required by legislation or by state regulation. The
second relates to those systems in which the state acts as a facilitator fostering formal
agreements between educational and sporting bodies or individuals. The third system is
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one in which the National Federations or Sports Institutes engage directly in negotiation with
educational bodies on behalf of the individual athlete. The fourth type is one of ‘laisser faire’
where there are no formal channels or structures in place and where accommodation of the
student-athlete’s needs is either not admitted, or is largely a matter of individually and
informally negotiated arrangements.

Table 1 summarises these positions, and the typology is outlined more fully below. It is
important to acknowledge that the typology is based on an ideal typical account and thus
individual nation states may exhibit traits of more than one ideal type, not falling neatly into
a single category. This may be particularly true in states in which education policy and / or
sports policy are not direct responsibilities of the central state, and thus where there may be
greater variation within the system. Nevertheless we argue that the typology serves a useful
heuristic role.

State-centric regulation

This type of policy response is characterised by a requirement, typically via legislation or
state regulations, placed on academic institutions to provide adapted opportunities for
student-athletes in terms of entry-requirements, time-tabling flexibility, exam dates and
type of course delivery. Such arrangements are evident in France, Hungary, Spain and
Portugal.

Entry requirements

There is a range of provisions which fall under this heading from at one end of the spectrum,
waiving or reduction of entry requirements for any course, through waiving or reduction of
sport related courses, to provision of tailor made courses. Perhaps the most radical of cases is
that of Hungary where legislation provides Olympic medallists with the right to be admitted to
any college/university without an entrance examination (Ministerial Decree on the General
Regulations of Admission Procedure at Colleges/Universities 246/2003. [XII.18.]).

Types of University Support

Academic
e.g. 

•

•
•

•

•

flexibility in entry-
requirements;
extended term-time; 
individualised study 
schedules; 
alternative access to 
delivery of courses; 
Individual or small group 
tutoring. 

Sporting
e.g. 

Scholarships;
professional support 
services; 
elite sport infrastructure; 
elite sport development 
programmes. 

Post-Athletic Career

e.g. 
study grants; • •

•

•

•

•
•

introduction of new 
programmes tailored to 
retiring athletes;
lifestyle management 
services. 

Figure 1. The adaptation by universities of services for elite young sports persons.
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In accordance with the same ministerial degree, admission procedures (for higher education),
advanced standing is provided for elite athletes in the form of bonus points in a points-based
competition for admission to courses. Thus five bonus points are given to athletes placed in the
top three in world or European championships held in any Olympic sport (but only in Olympic
sports) and three bonus points to those in the top three in national championships (again
exclusively in Olympic sports).

In Poland elite athletes are not accorded direct entry to higher education by right but
candidates who have achieved ‘outstanding results’ for Polish sport can be granted access to
university by the Minister of Education and Sport at the request of the relevant Polish sport
association, without the requirement of having to take the matura exam. There is also a
system to offer advanced standing at the six Physical Education academies in Poland (plus
two external branches) where for example a student-athlete has certain qualifications in the
area of physical culture, such as a sports instructor qualification (for each such qualification
candidates accrue a bonus point). Although these are requirements for the physical education
institutions, some other universities also reward sportspersons with bonus points during the
admissions process.

In Spain universities are compelled by law (Royal Decree 1467/1997, 19 September) to
reserve 3% of the total places provided by universities for elite / high performance sportsmen
and women accredited as such and who meet general university entry requirements. The
centres that teach the Degree in Physical Activity and Sport Studies as well as the National
Institutes of Physical Education are compelled by law to reserve an additional number
(equivalent to 5%) of the places provided for high performance sportsmen and women.

Table 1. Typology of approaches to educational services for elite athletes in higher education.

Type Key Features Examples

1. State-centric
Regulation

Responsibility is placed on HE
institutions to provide adapted
opportunities for student-athletes
through legislation, statutory
requirement or government
regulation.

France, Hungary, Luxembourg,
Spain, Poland, Portugal

2. State as Sponsor/
Facilitator

An approach where by the state
promotes formal agreements to
ensure that student-athletes’ needs
are being met at University level,
for example through ‘permissive
legislation’.

Belgium (Flanders), Denmark,
Estonia, Finland, Germany,
Latvia, Lithuania, Sweden.

3. National Sporting
Federations/
Institutes as
Intermediary

There is an established system of
recognised channels for sporting
advocates (usually national
governing bodies or national
institutes of sport) to act on behalf
of the student to negotiate flexible
educational provision with HE
institutions.

Greece, United Kingdom

4. Laisser Faire: no
formal structures

There are no structured measures in
place and arrangements rely on
individually negotiated agreements
where these prove possible.

Austria, Cyprus, Czech Republic,
The Netherlands Ireland, Italy,
Malta, Slovakia, Slovenia
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The same Royal Decree also established permissive legislation to allow the Sports Council
to sign agreements with the Autonomous Communities, and with non-state universities and
private educational institutions so that high performance athletes can enjoy special condi-
tions relative to their access to, and programmes in, these institutions on condition that they
meet the general academic requirements which are necessary for entry.

However, although legislation providing a statutory requirement to support access to
higher education may be in place, implementation may be weak as in the case of Portugal
(Lei de Bases do Desporto 1995), (Amara et al. 2004: Appendix C).

In France, the situation with regard to entry requirements is somewhat more complex.
Provisions concerning the admission of high-level athletes to institutions of HE are outlined
in Circular No. 1455 of October 1987. However, since the management of universities is
decentralised, the circular invites university deans, school directors and regional directors of
education to undertake the necessary measures to accommodate high-level athletes who
wish to combine sport activities and studies. Each year the Ministry of Health awards
exemption to 20 elite athletes from entrance exams to the first year of courses at Institutes
for Physiotherapy and Chiropody.

Type and location of education provision

However, the French state also operates five state-run national sports institutes to accom-
modate elite athletes, namely: the National Institute of Sport and Physical Education
(INSEP); the National School of Ski and Mountaineering (ENSA); the National School of
Sailing (ENV); the National Equestrian School (ENE); and the National School of Cross-
Country Skiing and Ski Jumping (ENSF). At the largest of these, INSEP, there are oppor-
tunities to combine high level sport with a whole range of academic programmes, from
compulsory schooling to higher education diplomas and university degrees. It is estimated
that about 50% of former pupil athletes stay at INSEP to pursue post-secondary education.
INSEP offers different options to pursue college-level or university-level sports-related
studies (e.g. diploma in coaching, sports and PE studies, sports administration, sports
management). Rather than necessarily providing access to existing university courses, in
the INSEP system, teaching staff come to the sports establishment to teach the student-
athletes depending on their level and subjects of choice, though a number of student-athletes
living in INSEP also attend universities in the Paris region (Coalter and Radtke 2007).

Examination and time-tabling flexibility

Each of the above countries also has legislation or state regulation in place to permit flexible
arrangements for examination and timetabling or course length to be offered to elite sports-
men and women. These include, in the case of France for example, the postponing of
examinations which impinge on competition or training schedules or the staging of exam-
inations or other forms of assessment in venues such as training camps.

State as sponsor/facilitator

The second category of policy response within this typology is characterised by a formal
system for acknowledging student-athletes’ needs, but which stops short of a legal require-
ment. Thus in this second category of policy response government plays a significant but less
directly interventionist role, enabling rather than regulating university responses to the
specific needs of the student-athlete, often on the basis of permissive legislation rather
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than statutory requirement. Seven national systems fall within this category, namely
Belgium (Flanders), Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania and Sweden.

Facilitating entry requirements

Within this type of approach there have been a number of initiatives that were developed by
some universities (rather than states per se) to facilitate the entry requirements for student-
athletes. For example at the University of Copenhagen in Denmark, the Institut for Idræt
(Institute of Exercise and Sport Sciences) decided in 2000 that experience gained from
involvement in elite sport would be accepted as a relevant qualification in applications for
admission through kvote 2. In kvote 2 a small number of study places (usually about 10% of
the total number) are given to students achieving entry grades from final high school level
examinations (the studentereksamen)with an average grade that is not high enough for direct
admission to the faculty. In kvote2 students can add to their qualifications by proving that
they have been involved in activities relevant to the content of the field of study which they
want to enter, and in the case of applicants to the Institute of Exercise and Sports Sciences,
elite sport is considered a relevant activity.

On a larger scale similar initiatives were developed in Germany through a co-operation
agreement that was established initially with 45 Universities (encompassing over 800
national squad athletes) between the major governing education and sporting bodies respon-
sible for elite athletes. These universities offer reduced entry criteria for athletes and special
efforts are made to promote athletes within the university system (German Sport
Confederation 2004).

Concessions for elite athletes who want to further their academic career in Latvia are
decided by the particular HE institution they wish to attend, and some institutions have
moderated entry requirements. The Latvian Academy of Sport Education admits without the
need to sit entrance exams members of the national Olympic and Paralympic teams, athletes
placed in the top twelve for the World and European championships, or the World and
European junior championships, in Olympic sports, and graduates of Murjani Sport
Gymnasium and Riga Secondary School Nr.90.

The Lithuanian Academy of Physical Education offers advanced standing (in the form of
extra points in the admissions process) to talented sportspersons if they are placed in the top
three in the Olympic, World or European, Senior, Youth or Junior Championships, or if they
achieve a top three placing in the Lithuanian Senior Championships, they are junior
champions, or they possess a Lithuanian Physical Education qualification.

Delivery of courses

As a result of the significant amount of time that student-athletes have to spend away from
their university on training camps or competitions abroad, some universities are providing
alternative access to the delivery of courses through initiatives such as e-learning or distance
learning in an attempt to compensate for missed lectures. There are a number of academic
institutions which offer this service in European countries such as Denmark, Sweden and
Estonia.

Since 2000, in Denmark the Ministry of Education has, according to Team Danmark and
the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation, established some measures necessary
for elite sports people at HE institutions. Student-athletes in Denmark can benefit from
distance learning initiatives developed by their institutions while Team Danmark further
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supports its athletes by providing laptops for student-athletes so they can access materials
while they are away.

In the case of Estonia two universities offer specialist education to elite athletes – the
University of Tartu and Tallinn Pedagogical University. Student-athletes are allowed exten-
sions of time to complete their courses and follow an individual curriculum. Some uni-
versities also support top athletes by allowing them to extend their period and timing of
study, and in addition, many offer courses by distance-learning.

The Swedish Olympic Committee manages a support programme for elite athletes who
wish to combine a sporting and an academic career in higher education. University degrees /
courses are partly organised as distance learning education where the student-athlete has the
responsibility to manage their own programme of study. Specially designed programmes
across a number of universities are also available in order to fit the athletes’ schedule.

Scholarship awards/contracts

In Belgium the opportunity to combine elite sport and studies professionally has been
facilitated since 2003 through an agreement, the ‘Topsportconvenant HO’, between the
Ministry of Sport, Flemish Sport Governing body (Bloso), Belgian Olympic Interfederal
Committee and Sport federations, where two universities and three polytechnics took on a
range of responsibilities with regard to elite athletes. Through this formal agreement,
Belgian Olympic student-athletes are eligible for a contract to the value of 70% of a full
time professional Olympic athlete. Awards are made to student-athletes on Olympic lists
specifically to allow them to combine elite sport and studies in higher education. This
contract is an inclusive package comprising professional coaching, training at top facilities,
professional support services and enhanced academic opportunities. Incorporated in this
arrangement is a scholarship of €20,000 enabling student-athletes to pay for specific
elements related to the combination of elite sport and study (e.g. registration fees) as well
as specific support for sport (e.g. a sport psychologist). A second initiative established as part
of the law began during 2004/2005 academic year. This included young Olympic athletes (i.
e. those selected for the Belgian Youth Olympic team) who register at a university or at an
academic institution of HE outside of university. While they will not receive a contract, they
will receive financial support allowing them to combine HE and elite sport.

In Denmark a two-year strategy ‘Contract of Results’ (2006–2008) was agreed between
the Ministry of Culture and Team Danmark which reinforced once more the holistic
development of the athletes through the creation of educational and job opportunities.
Elite athletes affiliated to Team Danmark must comply with their job and education policy
which requires them to either have a job or be enrolled in an education programme alongside
their sporting career. Athletes that do not meet this requirement are contacted by a study
director to make a career plan and if they are not willing to adhere to this policy run the risk of
being taken off the National team programme (Falkentoft 2007).

The FinnishMinistry of Education Awards grants for athletes proposed by the Olympic
Committee and the Paralympic Committee who on the basis of their international perfor-
mance have potential for winning a medal in the Olympic or Paralympic Games, or in the
World Championships. The level of the tax-free sport grant is either €6000 or €12,000 per
year. Grants are allocated in both summer and winter Olympic sports as well as in non-
Olympic and Paralympic sports. The total amount of sports grants for the year 2004 was
€558,000 (Merikoski-Silius 2006). The criterion for allocation of a full (€12,000)
Athlete’s Grant is that the athlete has reached 6–8th place in the individual competition
of the season’s main event (Olympic Games, World Championships or World Cup overall
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competition). The criterion for the grant of €6000 is that the athlete has finished 8–12th

place in individual competition for these same events. The criterion for the award of a
young athlete’s grant is that the athlete attain 12–15th place in the corresponding competi-
tions. An athlete who is awarded a grant must sign a training contract with the given Sports
Federation and the Finnish Olympic Committee, in which the athlete agrees to follow the
existing anti-doping rules as well as other requirements such as having a personal study
programme (Kanerva 2004).

Other types of individual support and financial assistance are also available in other
member states, for example in Denmark educational institutions can apply to Team
Danmark for financing supplementary teaching for sportspersons and to finance additional
study benefits, while in Estonia support is available in the form of government scholarships
and awards.

National Sporting Federations/Institutes as intermediaries

The third type of policy approach is one in which the athletic development needs of the
individual are catered for by the sporting institutions (national governing bodies of the
particular sport or national sports institutes) and where staff of these sporting entities may
advise and act on behalf of the student-athlete to secure ‘appropriate’ educational arrange-
ments. The UK and Greece provide contrasting examples of this approach.

Formal lifestyle performance support services

The UK, through its various National Institutes of Sport, has established regional hubs where
athletes can access a variety of services from medical help to lifestyle counselling. Lifestyle
performance advisers are available to help student-athletes plan their time-tables months in
advance to avoid any clash of commitments between sporting and educational obligations.
Performance Lifestyle Advisors will also negotiate directly on behalf of student-athletes if
unforeseen problems arise, an approach which is often facilitated by the fact many such
advisors are based on university campuses. While the state substantially funds the elite
sporting and higher education systems management of the relationship between the two is
left to these third parties. The UK system results in local variations in terms of practice on
admissions, rescheduling of examination and assignment dates, extensions to the length of
time students may be registered and the availability of dedicated academic tutoring support.
Thus, although the system for elite athletes at least is widespread (though not universal) the
outcomes achieved do depend on the effectiveness of the relationship established between
Performance Lifestyle Advisors and the athlete-student on the one hand and with the
university staff on the other.

Informal lifestyle/career support services

While in the UK, there is a relatively structured approach, by contrast in Greece there is an
on-going struggle to ensure such services for student-athletes. Sport federations are fully
aware of student-athletes’ needs and are prepared to support the members of their national
teams by for example providing the necessary documentary evidence to Academic
Institutions when athletes ask for special arrangements to be made because of sporting
commitments. However, since there are no equivalents to the role of the Performance
Lifestyle Advisor, in many instances the athlete is simply dependent on the public relations
skills of the staff of their sporting federation, and on the good will of academic staff. In such a
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situation athletes are subject to inequitable treatment, by universities and/or by their sport
organisations. Indeed, gaining flexibility in study arrangements with ‘special treatment’,
especially outside of sports science departments, is a matter of personal negotiation can
prove to be very difficult.

Laisser faire: no formal structures

While the third category of response outlined above is one in which sporting authorities
provide designated individuals to support athletes in negotiating with educational bodies, the
fourth approach relates to cases in which there are no formal structures and any arrangements
(where these prove possible) largely rely on individually negotiated agreements.

Thus, what are evident in the national systems grouped in this category is not shared
policy themes, and the countries are therefore identified here in terms of the rationale for
their failure to provide student-athlete services in a formal manner. This category includes
four sub-groups: small states (e.g. Malta and Cyprus); conservative national education
systems (e.g. Italy and Ireland); a state with open access to higher education (Austria); and
a state with some permissive measures but which legitimates only ad hoc individual
responses (Netherlands).

Small states

There are two small states in this category (Malta and Cyprus) in which the national higher
education systems are relatively small such that adaptation to athletes’ needs may be seen as
unduly disruptive. The case of Cyprus is somewhat unusual in that while provision for
student athletes is not made within the country, for those who wish to study in Greece special
arrangements are made. The Ministry of Education and Culture within the framework of its
policy for the development of sports, has developed an incentive scheme for young sports-
persons by granting them ‘bonus points’ if they wish to continue their studies in the
Universities of Greece, in the Department of PE and Sports Science. Hence, this opportunity
is restricted to a specific educational category and if the athlete chooses to follow subjects
outside the sports domain, s/he will gain no benefit from this scheme. However, it is
important to note that 80% of Cypriot athletes following a post-school education, study
and train abroad with foreign coaches, most of them in Greece.

Conservative education systems

The cases of Italy and Ireland reflect the conservative educational outlook of traditional
universities in each of the countries. In Italy, where state centrality in sporting governance
has been the norm, the situation is still problematic in terms of securing flexibility for
athletes. This has been exacerbated by relatively recent changes in the institutional location
of, and responsibility for, sport related degrees such as those in Physical Education and Sport
Science. In the Italian university system prior to 1999, there were 15 Institutes of Physical
Education, but currently there are about 30 universities offering sport related courses.
However many courses are provided within faculties of Medicine. Some of the universities
have ad hoc links with sport federations but these tend not to be strong or consistent, and it is
not uncommon, for example when examinations and international sporting commitments
clash, for faculties to refuse to make exceptions. There is, however, some financial support
from a number of sport federations which provide bursaries to student-athletes to further
their education at universities.

38 D. Aquilina and I. Henry



In Ireland, elite student-athletes who are combining formal education and a sporting
career generally find that the higher education system is rather restrictive. There is little
flexibility afforded to elite sports participants with respect to the completion of courses or
programme elements. However, some concessions do exist, for example in the Waterford
Institute of Technology there are places reserved for individuals who are competent in
particular sports and are guaranteed places on a third level Recreation and Leisure Course.
These places are usually offered on the basis of one per sport such as cycling, equestrian,
swimming, athletics etc. These students may not meet the points (CAO) requirements for
this course, but they must meet the minimum entry requirements of the college – and they are
guaranteed a place on the course, but receive no financial assistance. At University College
Dublin (UCD) talented athletes are advised to register for the Diploma in Sports
Management should they fail to meet academic entry requirements for other programmes.
The diploma in sports management is a two-year part time programme that aims to provide a
foundation in the necessary skills for a sports related career.

A state with open access to education

The Austrian university system does not provide quotas for the admission of athletes or
propose any official provisions for the flexibility of athletes studying at university. The main
reason for this being that there is open access to third level education in Austria, however
some university professors have been prepared to discuss special arrangements with athletes
on an individual basis.

A state with permissive measures allowing ad hoc responses

In the Netherlands, despite the existence of study grants for students generally, special
provisions or arrangements for elite athletes are not institutionalised. There is a study
guarantee fund from the National Olympic Committee / National Sports Federations
(NOC*NSF) for ‘A-status’ and ‘B-status’ elite athletes who do not have a stipend. In the
Netherlands, each student is entitled to receive a study grant for four years. However,
because of sporting commitments, elite athletes often require more time to complete their
studies. A-status elite athletes may receive a maximum grant of €3267 for four extra years
and B-status elite athletes a maximum of €1633 for two extra years. This assistance is thus
sourced outside of the education system, and negotiation with educational institutions is still
largely a matter of ad hoc ‘bargaining’ at the individual level.

What we have sought to provide so far is a rich description and categorisation of policy
systems, whereas in this concluding section we seek to explain why such policy patterns
emerge in particular nation-states.

Conclusions

Explaining the emergent policy pattern

What then can be concluded from the pattern of provision evident in the above survey of
practices? There are perhaps three critical features which are important to stress here. The
first is the variability in state intervention from a strong ‘hands on’ approach to virtual
‘laisser faire’. Four discernable factors underlie this pattern. The first is local political culture
and history. If we take the example of France, the tradition of the dirigiste state is one which
has seen state intervention in a broad range of social and cultural fields which would be
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anathema to more liberal states. In addition Hungary’s radical approach to, for example,
allowing open access or advanced standing of athletes to higher education represents a
residual element of the political culture of the communist era. The second factor explaining
this variability is that of local academic culture. In the Italian case, for example, the location
of sports science in medical faculties has meant that the sports domain has been subject to the
relatively unyielding standards of professional education in medicine, which allows for
relatively little variation in the application of access, progress and examination regulations.
The third factor which is evident is that of size and the availability of economies of scale.
Small states such as Cyprus and Malta have relatively small higher education systems and
resourcing special provision for athletes or any other special group may place an undue
burden on the small resource base. The fourth factor is the importance of individual agency
and advocacy in certain systems where policy entrepreneurs (Laffan 1997, Mackenzie 2004)
were significant influences in the adoption of special measures for athletes. (Professor Ian
Thompson at the University of Stirling in Scotland and Professor Paul De Knop in the Vrije
Universiteit Brussel in Belgium provide good examples of the influence of such
individuals.)

The second point to highlight is the apparent and growing willingness for greater
intervention in this area. This may be motivated as much by concerns with enhancing
athletic performance by removing ‘worries’ about dealing with the demands of education,
as with a concern for the rights of athletes, but nevertheless it is evident as part of a growing
concern in elite sports policy (Green and Houlihan 2005).

The third point to emphasise is that the variability in policy response in this area
effectively means variation in citizens’ rights and athletes’ rights, and this has implications
for the European Union in terms of interventions that can address such inequalities. The
European Commission has shown increasing interest in the protection of athletes’ rights in
recent years and, for example, in publishing the findings of its most recently commissioned
study in this area (INEUM Consulting and TAJ 2007) it has declared that:

Although they do not constitute the Commission’s official position, the Commission considers
these results as useful input for the cooperation it intends to pursue with governmental and non-
governmental stakeholders to promote the quality of sports training in the EU and to protect the
moral and physical integrity of young sportspeople in the European Union. (European
Commission 2008a)

Roles, rights and responsibilities of key stakeholders

Clearly an element in the quality of the system of education of elite athletes is the extent to
which athletes’ rights (particularly, but not exclusively, those of minors) are recognised and
protected. If the State is fostering participation in elite sport development while making no
attempt to modify the educational provision, then the athletes’ rights to education will de
facto be affected.

Crucial to an evaluation of the systems summarised in the typology outlined in this paper
is an understanding of what these policy systems are seeking to achieve. This may be
expressed in terms of a balance between the obligations and the rights of the various
stakeholders: the athlete; the university; the nation-state; and the European Union. Where
rights are acknowledged to exist, for example, the State can ‘expect’ of the athlete a
sustained attempt to fulfil athletic potential on the basis of support from the public purse,
while the athlete can ‘expect’ from the State equity/comparable treatment in terms of the

40 D. Aquilina and I. Henry



educational experience delivered. Equity in this context is probably best conceptualised as
equity of throughput (rather than resource input or output/performance). Equity of through-
put implies access to equivalent amounts of tutor support, time for preparation of assign-
ments and examinations and the freedom to undertake examinations without undue pressure
of international sporting performance.

Table 2 summarises the roles, rights and responsibilities of the primary stakeholders in
the system. In an ideal world these three ‘Rs’would perhaps constitute the basis of the design
and implementation of an elite sports policy system which flows from the discussion of the
typology above.

Nation-states, welfare regimes, and education for elite young sportspersons

What this paper has outlined so far might be said to constitute meso-level analysis, insofar as
the categories and description of policy actions, and their implications for identifying rights
and responsibilities have been delineated. However, analysis at the macro-level of the role of
the state, and inter-governmental levels are discussed in the following sections of the paper.

Bergsgard et al. (2007, p. 4) and Houlihan and Green (2008) have debated to some
degree the extent to which sport policy is said to be shaped in a way that ‘reflects the broader
welfare regime’ of a particular nation. These observations were based on the analysis of
welfare states put forward by Esping-Andersen (1990) who identified three types of welfare
regimes: liberal, conservative and social democratic. The hypothesis driving this analysis

Table 2. A summary of roles, rights and responsibilities of the main stakeholders in higher education
and Professional Academies for elite athletes.

1. The athlete
Roles: Citizen; Athletic representative of the state
Rights: access to education; support from state and from the university (where there is an implicit or
explicit ‘contract’) in meeting demands of sport / education

Responsibilities: to the university and the state.

2. The university
Roles: provision of educational, sporting and lifestyle management services
Rights: responsible representation by athlete
Responsibilities: to maintain the quality of provision while enhancing athlete well being.

3. The Professional Academy
Roles: Developer of sporting skills on behalf of (a) club, (b) the National Sports Federation;
Rights: Return on investment in terms of access to player services.
Responsibilities: to commercial stakeholders to provide return on investment; to ensure that
commercial exploitation does not impinge on players’ rights

4. The Member State
Roles: Guarantor of social rights; allocator/regulator of educational and sporting resources
Rights: to be represented responsibly by athletes supported
Responsibilities: equality of treatment of citizens; where additional demands placed on citizens,
additional resources provided.

5. The European Union
Roles: Enhancing the knowledge base of Member States and highlighting inequities; protection of the
individual’s rights against the Member State (ECJ);

Rights: for Member states to conform to appropriate legislation; to negotiate with Member States
where shared competence exists

Responsibilities: subsidiarity principle applies, responsible (either alone or jointly with Member
States) for resource allocation or regulation
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indicates that the socio-economic and cultural foundations of a country collectively referred
to as ‘welfare regime’ influence the way policy is shaped.

In his typology of welfare states ‘types’ as illustrated in Table 3 below, the first classifica-
tion by Esping-Andersen included liberal states. Suchwelfare regimes which include countries
such as the UK, the USA, Canada and Australia are characterised by the central role that the
market plays with as little intervention from the state as possible. Some of the basic principles
underpinning liberal states are freedom of thought, the rule of law, individual’s rights and a
transparent system of government. The general premise is that economic systems based on free
markets are more efficient and generate more wealth for the country. Rose (1992, p. 142) has
argued that under advanced liberalism the state has a limited role to ‘provide for and answer
society’s needs, and individuals, organisations, companies, sport organisations must take
increasing responsibility for their own well-being and welfare’ (cited in Green 2004, p.
378). As Green further argues under such conditions the notion of the ‘active responsible
self’ is reinforced and therefore individuals are increasingly being expected to take responsi-
bility to fulfil their needs. In the context of this research this argument can be extended to the
student-athletes living in such countries who may be expected to assume full responsibility in
relation to their educational and sporting career development.

The second type of classification by Esping-Andersen was a conservative corporatist
regime, an approach typical of much of continental Europe, including countries such as
Belgium, Germany and Italy. This type of regime is driven by the central role of the family
(familialism) and the subsidiary role of the state. The emphasis is strongly on ‘compulsory
social insurance’ which suggests that private market provision of welfare remains marginal.

Houlihan and Green (2008, p. 18) point out that social security systems in this type of
approach are based on occupational schemes and corporatist status divisionswhich privileges the
treatment of public civil service. In relation to elite athletes there are a number of ways in which
the French government as an example continues to demonstrate its commitment towards
providing social insurance cover. Bayle, Durand and Nikonoff (2008, p. 153, cited in
Houlihan and Green 2008) have noted how the French state has created a number of contracts
to ensure that elite athletes gain access to the labour market. Such contracts which are signed by
the athlete, his/her sport federation and the employer are intended to facilitate the demands of a
dual career while the athlete is still actively engaged in elite sport and to then provide an
opportunity for a post-athletic career following retirement from sport. ‘In 2007, 643 elite athletes
took advantage of this type of contract which benefited their employer to the tune of €1,389 of
state aid. In 70% of the cases, the employer is a state (national level) or local authority’
(Bayle et al. 2008) . In addition the government is also in a process of discussion over plans
to offer salaried athletes access to various public pension saving schemes and benefits.

The third regime type – social democratic corporatist, encompasses mostly the Nordic
countries. This type is characterised by the central role that the state plays in financing and
organising the welfare benefits available to the public such as free education, healthcare, and
childcare. Such welfare benefits are compensated for by a high taxation system resulting in
income distribution. Due to the high state intervention in all public matters in such societies
there is only a limited role for the individual.

Esping-Andersen’s account, while referring to the welfare states and welfare rights in the
1980s, nevertheless provides a description of the role of the state in social policy which is
complementary to the description of the approaches to the promotion of athletes’ rights to
education in the 2000s. The relationship between general welfare regime and policy in this
specific domain is clearly evident for countries, such as the UK, France and Finland.
However, not all are consistent. In Italy for example where state-centric regulation of the
order which characterises conservative corporatist welfare states has been traditionally
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evident in sports policy. CONI (the Italian Olympic Committee) has established a strong
corporatist control over sport since the war, though this has recently been undermined by
the introduction of a commercialised approach to the marketing of CONI services. In
relation to education and the rights of young sportspersons, the laisser faire approach
evident in Italy is the product of a clash between a strongly conservative approach to
education (which implies the freedom from state ‘interference’ for universities) and a
corporatist tendency which has heightened the propensity of the state to intervene in and
through sport. In this instance it would seem that a weak sports lobby has lost out to a
strong conservative university lobby.

The discussion above has highlighted the various policies adopted by the individual
nation states in Europe to facilitate the dual career path of their student-athletes.
Furthermore, some insight into how elite sport and higher education policies are affected
by the characteristics of the national political system, the welfare regime type and to an
extent the impact of the European Union has also been provided.

However, one needs to take into consideration that there may also be potential wider
global forces such as the International Olympic Committee (IOC), the World Anti-Doping
Agency (WADA) and international sporting federations such as FIFA (Fédération
Internationale de Football Association) which are all influencing the way that policies in
this particular research area are shaped.

Implications for the role of the European Union

As we have noted the European Union has demonstrated a significant concern for the
protection of athletes in relation to education and training and their integration into the
workforce in a post athletic career. This is explicit for example in a number of statements in
documents such as the sporting annex to the Nice Treaty, and to the conclusions of the
French Presidency delivered in Nice in 2000, and in the recent White Paper on Sport.
Promotion of equity or at least good practice thus remains a key concern.

However the potential role for the EU in addressing this policy problem in sport might
seem at first sight to be limited. Even if a competence in sport were to be attained, the Lisbon
Treaty provisions allow only for a supporting competence. Radical action such as harmoni-
sation of policy in areas governed by supporting competences is explicitly precluded.
Nevertheless despite the limitations on practical action one of the responsibilities of the
EU is to highlight unequal treatment of individuals (in this case young elite sportspersons) in
different national contexts, particularly where such practices will, for example, promote
social exclusion. The commissioning of the research reported here, and other related
projects, and the dissemination of their findings reflects this concern. The EU can thus be
an important vehicle for keeping this issue on the policy agenda.

However, this problem is as much a problem of education policy as it is of sports policy.
If we consider the area of education, which is itself a matter of a supporting competence, the
EU has demonstrated that it can foster good practice. The Education and Culture DG
describes its role in the following terms:

While each Member State is in charge of its own education and training system, co-ordinated
action can help achieve common aims. The European Commission focuses on two
aspects: firstly, co-operation with national authorities and European stakeholders on improving
policies and exchanging good practice, and secondly the development and administration of
funding programmes. (European Commission 2008a, p. 1)
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Funding in favour of educational provision for elite athletes might well be fostered under
existing education programmes, such as the Lifelong Learning Programme, in particular the
elements on ‘policy cooperation and innovation in lifelong learning’which is a core element
of this programme. There are some direct actions such as the funding of the development of
materials for distance learning / e-learning / distributed learning across national boundaries
which for example, might allow smaller states which do not enjoy economies of scale, to
develop tailored programmes for athletes.

The development and diversity of the policy activity of the EU in education is an
indication of the room for manoeuvre for policy action even in an area of complementary
competence. Given the size of budgets spent on developing elite sports performance in the
Olympic Games and other global competitions by Member States, the phenomenon is likely
to continue to be of significance, and thus one can anticipate policy action even if a sporting
competence fails to add to the EU’s formal powers.

Notes
1. The research team study commissioned by the Sports Unit of the European Commission was

directed by the second named author and with the first named author as co-investigator. The
research team incorporated 25 sub-teams in each of the then 25 Member States recruited by the
authors representing national experts. The authors gratefully acknowledge the contribution of
colleagues in each of the Member States and in particular Denis Musso and Claude Legrand of
INSEP (l’Institut national du Sport et de l’Education Physique), Paris; Karen Petry and Michael
Gross of the German Sport University, Cologne; and Jolanta Zysko of the Josef Pilsudski
Academy of Physical Education, Warsaw in the three other core counties (France, Germany,
Poland together with the UK) in this study.

2. Data were sought for five areas as follows: compulsory education; post-compulsory further
education; the educational activities of professional and semi-professional academies; university
and higher education provision; post-athletic career training and vocational support and lifestyle
management. The focus of this paper is however restricted to that on higher education provision
for elite athletes.

3. For information on the data collection template employed and a summary of data produced by this
process see Appendix C in Amara et al.
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