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Preface

On any Sunday, in any major city, parks and roadways are taken over by people taking part in any number of charity challenges and charity sport events. From fun runs raising money for chronic illnesses through to bicycle rides seeking to raise awareness of social problems such as poverty or homelessness, these events offers an ever-widening opportunity for people to take on the challenge of raising money for a designated charity thereby combining a personal physical challenge with an altruistic purpose (Goodwin, McCombes, & Eckardt, 2009). This, I've termed ‘fitness philanthropy’; a socio-sporting movement that mobilises charity endeavours through mass participation sporting events. The term describes those
…consumer-oriented philanthropic solutions to health or social problems that draw on physical activity-based events such as fun runs, bike rides, long swims, epic hikes and multi-sport challenges in which participants seek to raise money for and awareness of a variety of health and social causes.

 (Palmer, 2016, p. 238)




Be it the Mother's Day Classic raising money for breast cancer research and education, the Buddy Run raising awareness of anti-bullying campaigns among school children or individual competitors seeking sponsorship for the London or New York marathons, an ever-increasing number of people are training for, competing in, donating to or sponsoring a broad range of sports-based charity events.

Alongside individual participation in these charity challenges, corporate sponsorship of events such as the Flora London Marathon, the BUPA Great North Run or the Medibank Melbourne Marathon has seen these events leveraged as part of a corporate social responsibility agenda, whereby sponsors, corporations and organisations look to sporting events (and teams) as opportunities to present themselves as socially responsible, authentic and ethical. The events are also important fundraising mechanisms for charity and not-for-profit organisations, where they contribute significantly to the charity sector. In a typical year there are around 21,000 mass participation sporting events across Australia, in which 3.4 million participants take part, and which raise money for over 2,500 charities. In the United Kingdom, Macmillan Cancer Support raised £3.5 million through running events alone (Macmillan Cancer Support, 2015), while in Australia, in 2016, sport events affiliated with charity were reported to raise AUD$1.3 billion (McGregor-Lowndes et al., 2017), which represents around 10% of all donations to charity in Australia for that year (Powell, Cortis, Ramia, & Marjolin, 2017). This nexus of participants, donors and sponsors has seen sports charity events become unparallelled philanthropic endeavours, bringing together marketing strategies, corporate social responsibility and the agendas of health and medical research and social care to advance research, education and advocacy.

As an avid but average runner who regularly takes part in a range of fun runs, I was intrigued by the growing association of these events with fundraising and sponsorship. As a sociologist, I was interested in what individual, social or structural factors might explain the rise and continued popularity of the charity ‘thon’ (Palmer, 2016) and what I saw to be an emerging social phenomenon.

Over the last few years, I have embarked on a wide-ranging research program into fitness philanthropy. My previous work on fitness philanthropy has explored the phenomenon as a site and source of kindness and generosity, particularly how fitness philanthropy intersects with notions of charity, civic engagement and social capital (Palmer & Dwyer, 2019; Palmer, 2020a, 2020b; Palmer, Filo, & Hookway, 2021). My work has explored the mobilisation of charity foundations for ‘soft activism’ in sport (Palmer, 2019) and the particular characteristics of fitness philanthropy including: the role of social media in peer-to-peer giving; the suffering body and a wider agenda of wanting to make a difference (Palmer, Filo, & Hookway, 2021). This broad range of interests in fitness philanthropy points to the changing nature of sport, leisure and physical activity, whereby fundraising is a key motivation for participation. It also addresses key concerns with moral identity, and civic engagement, and the sorts of ‘empathy paths’ created by fitness philanthropy. And, finally, it spotlights the civic engagement potential of fitness philanthropy while asking critical questions about shifting responsibilities for health in the context of neoliberalism and ‘caring capitalism’.

What became apparent from this research was the importance of gender and gendered labour in shaping the nature of fitness philanthropy across the broad range of interests within the phenomenon. In interviews with research participants for my previous studies (see Palmer, 2017, 2020a), people – usually women – described the domestic and emotional efforts required to enable a family member – usually their male spouse – to participate in a fitness philanthropy event. Parents detailed the emotional labour that accompanied participation and fundraising to raise money for a charity and supporting causes close to the family, usually a not-for-profit organisation raising money for medical research, education and advocacy for an illness that had taken the life of a spouse, child or another family member. Mothers, in particular, described the effort that went into managing the fundraising efforts and the training schedules of the rest of their family, while often holding themselves and their family together through their grief and loss.

While the domestic enablers of sport more broadly is very often the thing that makes sport possible – witness the sheer amount of time that mothers, in particular, spend ferrying kids to sport on the weekend, to the point that ‘Mum's taxi’ is a bumper sticker on many cars in the car park of sporting grounds around Australia – and certainly women have less time and opportunity for leisure due to the burden of housework and childcare, I suggest that it is a more complex and contradictory set of relations that are embedded in fitness philanthropy than simply domestic labour. As I argue in the following pages, fitness philanthropy is made possible by the intersections of four different, overlapping, forms of labour: embodied labour, emotional labour, invisible labour and philanthropic labour that are gendered in both their production and consumption in the form of training for, sponsoring of and participating in sports charity events. It is the ways in which gender and gendered labour intersect with fitness philanthropy that is the focus of the next six chapters.

The book conceives sports charity or fitness philanthropy as a unique and a uniquely social phenomenon. Embedded within this proposition are a series of questions, empirical examples and theoretical insights about the meaning and politics of gender, labour and responsibility. There is a body of research that has explored the role of families and support partners in facilitating and inhibiting participation in sport, and endurance sports events more particularly, and I examine this more fully elsewhere in the book. Labour, however, extends to the management of emotions, the body, people, responsibilities and fundraising endeavours that are experienced differently by gender and social identities. As noted, these different kinds of labour can be loosely conceived as embodied labour, emotional labour, domestic labour and philanthropic labour. Each of these is explored in the next six chapters.

Structure and Organisation


Given the kinds of issues the book engages with, I haven't written a book that fits neatly into categories such as leisure studies, gender studies, sports studies or even broader disciplines such as sociology. Rather, the text examines the dominant themes in social science (and related) treatments of sport, gender and philanthropic labour. My interest, fundamentally, is in taking the debates about the dynamics of gender, sport, embodiment, families, and labour that are prevalent in the social sciences more broadly and applying these to analyses of sports charity events. That is, I am concerned with the everyday socio-cultural enactments of labour and the place of fitness philanthropy within this larger social, political and cultural landscape.

With this as background, the book is organised as follows. The first chapter traces the key literature, themes, concepts and debates in sociological, leisure studies, management and related approaches to the sport, gender and charity. Here, I examine the changing charity landscape in Australia and elsewhere and the place of sports charity more specifically within that landscape. The key concerns with gender and the ways in which this intersects with a range of social and domestic structures and arrangements across a range of activities within sports charity are introduced, leading into the substantive empirical content of the chapters in Chapters 2–5.

The empirical chapters variously examine the labour or the work associated with training for and competing in sports-based charity challenges, many of which are significant physical undertakings. Each of the empirical chapters begins with an outline of the methods used, but a couple of points are needed here. Data collection for the project began in 2017 and continued off and on over the next three years. Much of the data were collected through face-to-face interviews and participant observation in and at various sports charity events.

Then COVID-19 struck. Like many other aspects of our social and economic lives, COVID-19 has changed the nature of fitness philanthropy. The requirements of physical distancing mean mass gathering events are not possible (many have moved online), and the social and economic costs of the pandemic are yet to be fully realised. While we are yet to fully imagine the future of the charity sector and its capacity to mobilise fitness philanthropy for the public good, it is fair to say that the need for fundraising and charitable giving in response to crises has never been more compelling, yet our capacity to donate and participate in fitness philanthropy events has never been more challenged.

For this book, I had to ‘pivot’ and interview participants via Zoom, and to take part in sports charity events via their virtual platforms, where I would run my 5 or 10 kilometres and upload my results to a website. The embodied experiences of virtual fitness philanthropy were, thus, very different to that of an event held in person, where hundreds, if not thousands, of participants rub shoulders with one another and friends, families and spectators lined the route. I address these changes and challenges in the relevant chapters but offer a brief summary of the chapters here.

The Empirical Work


This is the first empirically based monograph specifically addressing gender and gendered labour in sports charity. I have tried to take into account the different ways in which gender and labour intersect with sports charity or fitness philanthropy (and I use those terms interchangeably throughout the manuscript). Across the empirical chapters, I have tried to consider the ways in which age, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, social class (and their intersections) impacts up on how fitness philanthropy is experienced and articulated in and through different contexts.

To outline these approaches, I use an auto-ethnographic case study of training for and competing in the fitness philanthropy event of the Southern Most Marathon in the Florida Keys in Chapter 2. Here, I document the experience of negotiating ‘the work of working out’ that opens up possibilities for new knowledge and understandings of gendered embodiment and subjectivity in sport, fitness and physical culture studies. Chapter 3 draws on empirical research with cancer survivors and families affected by death and illness and who now donate their time, money and resources to participation and fundraising. This, I term their emotional labour. From this perspective, the chapter begins to analyse the ways in which gender dynamics intersect with the management of tragedy within family structures and the ways in which sports charity (either through participation or fundraising or both) can offer an important outlet for dealing with family tragedies.

From here, Chapter 4 details the ways in which domestic labour – more often than not done by women – provides the space for others – more often than not men and children – to take part in sports charity challenges and sport more broadly. This is a theme addressed across the book which explores the ways in which domestic labour, choice, sacrifice and shifting relationships within a household inhibit and facilitate sporting careers and identities. Tying together some of the ideas presented on emotional labour, the book examines the domestic labour of caring for someone with a chronic condition or illness (e.g. remembering medical appointments, juggling childcare, dealing with questions and realities of death and mortality). The last of the empirical chapters, Chapter 5, examines the construction and representation of gender in philanthropic labour. Drawing on interviews with the Susan G. Komen Foundation (a pioneering charity for breast cancer awareness in the United States), the chapter documents the kind of social intimacy and personal investments required to interact with potential and current donors in order to foster, frame and facilitate donations. In the context of the line of argument developed in the manuscript, the focus of the analysis is on representations (and exclusions) of care and responsibility in facilitating fundraising efforts by and for women.

Chapter 6, the conclusion, revisits the aim and objectives, summarises my findings and offers some suggestions for future research. It brings together the key themes, issues and debates, and offers some reflections on and recommendations for the growth of fitness philanthropy in relation to sport, gender, leisure and consumption. Theoretical and methodological possibilities for future studies and the implications for not-for-profit and charity organisations, marketing and sponsorship and health and social policy are discussed, reflected on and refined.

Thus, the material covered is a deliberately diverse and eclectic selection that reflects my previous, current or emerging research interests in relation to sport, charity and gender. Although a book on sport, gender and philanthropic labour that engages with marketing, sponsorship and corporate social responsibility, as well as the social sciences most broadly, it is informed by my background as a social anthropologist and I hope something of this comes through in what I've written. Because of this, I adopt a critical interpretivist approach to the analysis of fitness philanthropy and gendered labour. Following Sugden and Tomlinson, my approach is characterised by ‘a healthy disrespect for disciplinary boundaries, an adventurous cross-cultural curiosity and a commitment to critical social scientific scholarship not beholden to patrons, agencies or sponsors’ (2011, p. xiii). I have long and unashamedly admired the work and writing of Clifford Geertz and Ulf Hannerz, and I hope this influence is apparent in what follows.
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