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A BS TRA C T  
This  sy stematic r eview c onsiders  the nexus o f social innovation and ge nder e q uity in  spo rt, with specific at tention to me ans of 

mo ving towards gender parity in I ranian sport.  In accordance with the PRISMA guidelines, the analy sis  r eviewed 25 peer -reviewed 

jo urnal ar ticles  b etween the y ears 2 010 and 2 025 fr o m Sc opus, Go o gle Sc holar, and We b  o f Sc ience databases. The  research 

findings indicate that social  innovation at  an institutional level is  the overarching solution fo r dealing with  gender e quali ty  in sport 

wo r ldwide, as  21 o ut o f 2 5 reviewed studies highlighted structural, o rganizational , and institutional t ransformat ion. The research 

de monstrates that r e al c hange to wards ge nder parity in sport  must b e  de rived b y  r e forming e xisting sy stems at  a l l  levels of 

fr amework, policy, and o r ganizat ional  st ructure as  o pposed to  r ealizing isolated  pr ograms. I n the I ranian c ontext in particular, 

the  present analysis indicates that successful  gender e quity programs ne ed to involve influential stakeholders such as govern ments, 

e ducation institutions, and sport fe derations and address e ntrenched social an d c ultural  norms as  well  as o ppressive social barriers  

te nding to l imit women's participation.  
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Introduction 

In the world of sports, the historical dominance of men remains evident. Gender equality barriers in this 

domain are predominantly rooted in social structures that associate sports with "masculine" characteristics 

such as strength, endurance, and speed. This perspective becomes particularly  pronounced in competitive 

and confrontational environments (1). Gender classifications in contemporary sports reflect social and 

cultural conventions rather than inherent differences. Sports involving strength, endurance, and physical 

contact have become associated with masculinity, whereas those emphasizing grace, concentration, and 

flexibility are culturally linked to femininity (2). 

The gendering of sports varies across cultures. While physical characteristics of activities play a role in 

their classification, regional participation patterns—whether sports are dominated by men or women in 

specific areas—also influence these gendered perceptions (3). Sports have traditionally socialized 

participants around male-centered ideals of winning and dominance. As a result, young people in athletic 

and school settings learn gender stereotypes early and carry them forward, sustaining these pa tterns over 
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time (4). Research indicates that male athletes demonstrate a stronger inclination toward rigid 

categorization of sports into masculine and non-masculine categories, while women are less likely to accept 

such limitations (5). Media coverage reinforces the masculine coding of sports by centering male athletes 

and highlighting physical prowess. This focus sustains existing gender stereotypes and strengthens the 

cultural association between sports and masculinity (6). 

Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the modern Olympic movement, held a negative attitude toward 

women's sports, considering them "impractical , uninteresting, unaesthetic, and incorrect" (7). Despite initial 

efforts to restrict women's participation in the Olympic Games, during the interwar period, women's sports 

gained importance and women's sports organizations expanded, leading to the addition of women-specific 

events to the Olympics. In fact, men sought to maintain control over women's sports to prevent its popularity 

from surpassing men's sports (8). After World War II, social, economic, and legal changes enabled more 

women to enter professional sports. The international women's sports movement expanded significantly 

from the 1970s through the 1990s, culminating in the landmark 1994 Brighton Conference on Women and 

Sport (9). 

The conference's achievement was the development of an international treaty supporting the 

establishment of a gender-equitable sports system, which became known as the "Brighton Declaration" and 

received support from the International Olympic Committee. By the late nineteenth century, women had 

gained access to all Olympic disciplines. The 2018 PyeongChang Winter Olympics marked the first instance 

where the number of women's medal events surpassed men's (9,  10). However, it is noteworthy that despite 

women's access to all Olympic sports, certain competitions still maintain restrictions. For instance, in 

athletics until 2017, women were limited to participating in the 20-kilometer race walk, being excluded from 

the 50-kilometer event. 

In societies where gender classification is based on binary structure and historical -cultural power 

dynamics, "men are considered the primary human standard and foundation of social structure" (11). This 

masculine framework becomes normalized across society, shaping organizational structures, po licies, and 

practices around male-centered values. In this gender hierarchy that places men and masculinity at the top, 

women must navigate and adapt to a "masculine world." Sports institutions perpetuate this patriarchal 

system by marginalizing women and devaluing anyone outside the heterosexual white male norm (12). 

In professional sports, women have consistently faced multiple forms of discrimination, including gender 

segregation, wage inequality, and limited representation in management positions (only 40 percent in sports 

federation boards). These structural limitations have led to consequences such as limited media coverage, 

restricted access to financial resources, scarcity of professional women's leagues, and constraints in 

attracting sponsors (13). Other significant challenges in this domain include the absence of professional 

women's leagues in certain sports disciplines and the issue of sexual harassment, which severely undermines 

female athletes' position compared to their male counterparts (14). 

One of the significant historical challenges for female athletes has been the difficulty o f balancing athletic 

careers with motherhood. This issue is significant not only from a work-family balance perspective but also 

concerning the physiological changes associated with pregnancy. This matter becomes particularly crucial 

in professional sports, where physical capabilities play a vital role (15). Mothers in professional sports 

encounter widespread discrimination, including exclusion from train ing and competition during pregnancy 
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or parenthood and contracts with anti-pregnancy clauses. Some organizations take a purely economic stance, 

terminating pregnant athletes without compensation based on the flawed assumption that pregnancy 

inevitably diminishes performance and disrupts careers (16). 

Gender inequality, as one of the principal challenges in contemporary societies, has consistently impacted 

women globally, particularly in Iran. This issue has become more pronounced in sports, producing adverse 

effects on women's athletic participation and achievement. In many societies today, women are deprived of 

equal opportunities for sports participation and face numerous obstacles. These barriers can be categorized 

into three main classifications: structural and managerial limitations, financial and resource constraints, 

and cultural and social restrictions. In Iran, due to the distinctive cultural and social conditions prevalent in 

society, these limitations manifest more prominently (17). 

The word "innovation" comes f rom the Latin "innorate," meaning to renew, revive, or create something 

new (18). Innovation as an academic domain primarily emerges from the research of Joseph Schumpeter 

(1883-1950), an economist widely considered the progenitor of innovation studies (19). Schumpeter defined 

innovation broadly to include new products, improved quality, novel production met hods, untapped 

markets, fresh materials, and original organizational structures (20, 21). 

In Schumpeter's view, innovation was intrinsically linked to commerce, market mechanisms, and 

competitive positioning, collectively yielding economic profit. Essential to his theory was the necessity of 

commercializing and market-testing every new idea, process, or product (22). Nevertheless, the concept of 

innovation has undergone substantial transformation and expansion since Schumpeter's era, currently 

representing a more comprehensive analytical construct (23). Sports, by virtue of its capacity for adaptation, 

evolution, and transformation in alignment with sociopolitical and technological developments, inherently 

embodies an innovative nature (24). This adaptive capability is reinforced through global proliferation, 

commercialization, and the emergence of novel sporting disciplines originating from athletes' innovative 

conceptualizations (25). Sports innovation encompasses strategic approaches to addressing specific 

challenges and requirements, primarily aimed at enhancing individual and organizational performance 

outcomes. Innovation therefore constitutes an integral component of sports development processes (26). 

Nicholls and Murdock have identified three typologies of social innovation: incremental, institutional, 

and disruptive social innovations (27). Incremental social innovation pertains to marginal and gradual 

improvements in services or conventional methodologies at the micro-level, targeting social problem 

resolution for smaller demographic groups, such as enhancing public services to address specific individual 

needs. Institutional social innovation focuses on organizational and structural modifications aimed at 

refining existing processes and frameworks. Ultimately, disruptive social innovation ref ers to fundamental, 

radical transformations that reconfigure social systems and power dynamics in favor of marginalized 

populations. However, discerning the precise moment when a change is sufficiently "radical" to qualify as 

disruptive innovation remains consistently challenging. 

Social innovation is a newly emergent field of research, particularly in its application to issues of gender 

equity in the context of sport. The integration of social innovation concepts with gendered thinking is in its 

infancy, yet it holds significant potential to tackle structural inequalities (28). This novelty is particularly 

pronounced in the Iranian landscape of sport, where conventional responses have failed to redress 

entrenched gender inequalities. Key facilitators and barriers to gender equity in sport are entwined within 
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four themes—personal characteristics, interpersonal support, organisational support, and discrimination—

underscoring the complexity of addressing such issues (29). Although the increasing significance of social 

innovation for sustainable development and gender equity has been emphasized at the European level, 

equivalent models have not been systematically implemented in non-Western settings such as Iran (30). 

Gender equality has also been identified as a key transformational factor for Iranian sport in the future, 

while socio-cultural hindrances for Iranian women in sport remain significant (31, 32). However, there is 

notably limited scholarship connecting these findings through social innovation thinking. Current research 

lacks an integrated model for linking social innovation methods with the specific issues of the Irani an 

context, including religious sensitivities and gender power dynamics influencing women’s participation and 

presence in sport. Furthermore, although Sport for Development has been analyzed in relation to women’s 

empowerment programs, insufficient research has explored how social innovation thinking can be 

systematically embedded in Sport for Development programs to address gender inequities in Iranian sport 

(33). This research fills the aforementioned gap by generating an integrated theoretical framework for 

analyzing social innovation categories relevant to the Iranian context, offering evidence-based policies for 

promoting gender equality in Iranian sport in harmony with cultural sensitivities.  

Methods and Materials 

The study in this case uses the systematic review research approach to investigate th e social innovation 

and gender equity in sport in terms of the drive towards gender equality in the Iranian sport context. Using 

the PRISMA approach—established as the international standard in social and management research—the 

authors ensured an inclusive and objective synthesis of the literature. A wide and thorough search was 

conducted across some of the most credible scientific databases, such as Scopus, Web of Science, and Google 

Scholar databases, providing universal access to global scientific research. The PRISMA approach defines a 

four-step process for systematic literature review: preliminary selection and de -duplication of duplicates; 

screening using review of article titles and abstracts; eligibility appraisal using review of full -text articles; 

and selection stage for final choice and analysis of articles.  

Identifying the Research Question 

The review was guided by the following research questions:  

What social innovation strategies promote gender equity in sports?  

What are the key barriers to gender equity in sport? 

These questions were developed to address gaps in the literature on social innovation as a mechanism for 

advancing gender equity in sports, focusing on practical interventions and contextual influences.  

Search Strategy 

An extensive search was undertaken to find relevant studies in several scientific databases, such as 

PubMed, Google Scholar, and Scopus. The search was narrowed to peer -reviewed journal publications and 

conferences between the years 2010 and 2025 to capture the most updated developments in the area. The 

keywords for the search encompassed: "Social Innovation and Gender Equity," "Gender Equity and Sports," 

and "Social Innovation and Sports." Boolean terms "AND" and "OR" were also utilized to target the search. 
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For instance, "Social Innovation AND Sports AND Gender Equity." Articles were also cross -referenced 

against key reviews and research article bibliographies to ensure full coverage of the subject matter.  

Inclusion and Exclusion 

To guarantee the review highlighted high-quality, relevant studies, certain inclusion and exclusion criteria 

were used in the selection process. The inclusion criteria were as follows:  

- Peer-reviewed research published in English 

- Articles published between the years 2010 and 2025 

- Studies explicitly dealing with social innovation and gender equity programs in sport environments 

- Studies analyzing gender parity issues and opportunities in sport  

- Empirical studies, review publications, or case studies investigating social innovation in relation  to 

gender equity in sport participation, leadership positions, or fund distribution  

- Studies reporting outcomes of gender equity interventions or impacts of social innovation in sport 

environments 

The exclusion criteria were: 

- Articles discussing strictly theoretical models with no practical applicability to sports or gender equity  

- Non-peer-reviewed publications such as op-ed columns or publications lacking rigorous scientific 

research methodologies 

- Studies discussing universal applications of social innovation in unrelated industries without direct 

relationships to sport or gender equity 

Data Extraction and Synthesis 

Once the relevant articles were identified, we applied a standard data extraction procedure to extract key 

details from each article. The extracted information included: study details (author(s), year of publication, 

journal name); nature of social innovation initiative; and specific dimensions of gender equity addressed. 

This was categorized under thematic themes in terms of the main foc us of each study: social innovation 

mechanisms, gender equity initiatives, cultural and institutional barriers, and policy solutions. The data 

extraction tool had the following fields in Persian and English: "Article code," "Authors," "Year," "Title," 

"Type of innovation," and "Description of innovation." The findings were synthesized and presented to 

identify general themes, innovative strategies, and new directions in using social innovation to address 

gender equity issues in sport settings. 

Quality Rating 

A quality appraisal was conducted against established standards for ensuring the validity and reliability 

of included studies in the review. The rigor of each study, sample size, suitability of conceptual frameworks 

utilized, and the strength of the find ings were examined. A review of how studies handled complex 

relationships between social innovation, gender equity, and sport was considered. Those with serious 

methodological flaws, such as small sample sizes and low generalizability, were documented.  
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Limitations of the Review 

The limitations of the review include the risk of publication bias because peer -reviewed publications were 

the focus, potentially omitting related work published in gray literature or non-academic sources. The review 

was also constrained to studies in the English language only, which possibly excluded relevant research 

published in other languages. Additionally, due to the complexity and dynamic nature of social innovation 

and gender equity concepts, definitions, and strategies differed across studies, making direct comparison 

difficult. 

Findings and Results 

The initial search identified 171 articles, which were then whittled down to 86 after a title and abstract 

review. Further text examination whittled down these 86 articles to 25 el igible for the study. This rigorous 

and systematic process ensures the scientific status of the research and that only articles of best quality and 

relevance have been considered. 

 

Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram for Systematic Review Selection Process 

 

Records identified through 

database searching (n = 171) 

Titles and Abstracts Screened (Stage One) 

 (n = 171) 

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility (Stage Two) 

(n = 86) 

Papers excluded after 
title/abstract review  

(n = 85) 

Full-text papers excluded 
with reasons:  

(n = 61)  
 

 Strictly theoretical models only  

 Not directly related to sport or 

gender equity 

 Lack of rigorous methodology 

Studies included in systematic review (n = 25) 

Quality Assessment Conducted Rigor, sample size, conceptual 
frameworks, and strength of findings evaluated All 25 studies met 

quality criteria 

Data was extracted from each study, including the article code, authors, 
publication year, and title. For each study, the type of innovation was identified 

and categorized, along with a detailed description of the innovation being 

examined. 
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To provide a comprehensive overview of the selected literature, the key characteristics and findings of 

each study are summarized in Table 1. This table presents the essential details extracted from each study, 

including author information, publication year, innovation type, and detailed descriptions of the social 

innovations examined. 

Table 1. Summary of Reviewed Literature on Social Innovation in  Gender Equality and 

Sports 

A r t icle 
Co de  

A uthors Y e ar Tit le  Ty pe of 
I nnovat ion 

De sc ription o f Innovation 

A -1  Zipp , 

Sutherland & 
de  So y sa 

2 022 I nnovat ive approaches to 

me nstrual  health and sport 
fo r  development: 
Me nstrual matters . 

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

innovative approaches a imed at 

t r ansformation at o rganizational  
and  inst itutional levels. 

A -2  Cukie r, 

Chav oushi & 
Mo  

2 023 So c ial innovation to 

advance diversity and 
inc lusion  

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

The se approaches e mphasize 

"e q uity , d iversity, and inclusion 
c o ncerns at broad structural levels , 
se e king to e nhance representation 
o f historically  marginalized groups 
and e liminate b arriers to their ful l 
par ticipation in social, political, 
c u ltural , and e conomic spheres. 

A -3  Kr aft , Culver  

 &Din 

2 022 I nc reasing gender e quity in 

spo rt organizations: 
asse ssing the impacts of a  
so cial learning initiative 

I nstitutional 

So c ial 
I nnovat ion/  

I nc remental  
So c ial I nnovation 

The  phenomenon may incorporate 

mult iple dimensions 
s imultaneously . Specific initiatives  
tar geting girls  could r epresent  
inc remental innovation, while 

e stablishing long-term 
o r ganizational  change e mbodies 
aspects o f inst itutional innovation. 
This  c lassification is appropriate 
b e cause it addresses.  

A -4  A dami & 

Fitc h 

2 0 21  The  innovative r ole of 

Oly mpic sports and 
e x ercise in the promotion 
o f he alth, gender equality 
and sustainability: past 
ac hievements and future 
c hallenges.  

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

This  addresses  "modifications and 

improvements at o rganizational  and 
inst itutional levels  intended to 
r e form existing structures  and 
pr ocesses." The  emphasis o n the 
r o le of influential large-scale 
o r ganizations, such as  international  
spo rts fe derations, in facil itating 

wide spread social  transformation 
de monstrates the institutional 
o r ientation o f this innovation 
par adigm. 

A -5 Sar kki et  a l 2 024 Wo me n-led  social  

innovation initiatives 
c o ntribute to gender 
e q uality in rural areas: 
gr o unded theory o n five 
init iatives  from three 
c o ntinents. 

I nc remental  

So c ial I nnovation 

Re fe rences  to "wo man -to-woman 

ne tworks and self-organization" 
indicate a  micro-level , localized  
pr o blem-solving methodology. The 
fo c us o n "tangible, quotidian 
r e alities  of women" r e flects  
at tention to gradual enhancements 
in daily  l ived experiences. 

A -6  Bur ne tt 2 0 18 Po litics o f gender (in) 

e q uality r elating to sport 
and  development within a  
sub -Saharan context of 
po verty. 

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

A r t icle concentrates o n "ideology,  

c u lture, s ignificant o thers, r esource 
ac cessibility,  and democrat ic 
sy stems" that shape women's  and 
gir ls' experiences, i llustrating 

at tention to structural and 
inst itutional determinants. 

A -7  Lo nga 2 025 Ge nde r Equality within the 
Spo r ts Legal Framework: A 
Co mprehensive Analysis 
and  Future Pe rspectives. 

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

The  scholarship identifies 
awar eness c ampaigns and policy 
init iatives  designed to r eform 
e x isting fr ameworks and address 

c u ltural-institutional impediments 
to  progress. 

A -8 Sv e nsson 2 023 I nnovat ion studies-Social  
t r ansformation in sport for 
de velopment. 

I nstitutional 
So c ial 
I nnovat ion/ 

The  ar ticle explicitly e mphasizes 
"me aningful fr ameworks and intra-
o r ganizational  conditions fo r 

fac ilitating innovation," which 
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I nc remental  
So c ial I nnovation 

de monstrates an effort to create 
str uctural  changes at the 

o r ganizational  level. Furthermore, 
the  text r eferences "c ommunity-
b ased  non-profit o rganizations," 
indicating work at the micro and 
lo c al levels . 

A -9  V aq uero-

Cr istóbal et 
a l  

2 024 Ge nde r equity in sport 

fr o m the perspective of 
Eur o pean women athletes 
and sport  managers, 
phy sical e ducation teachers 
and sport  coaches. 

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

The  study seeks macro-level  

so lut ions that include "e stablishing 
supportive policies and regulations" 
and "str engthening fe male 
le adership ." These elements 
indicate e fforts toward  change at 
the  institutional and structural 

le vels. 

A -10 Næss  & 
Tjø nndal 

2 0 21  Managing social innovation 
in spo rt. In I nnovation, 
Sustainability and 
Management  in 

Mo torsports: The Case o f 
Fo r mula E 

I nc remental  
So c ial I nnovation 

This  approach d iffers  from focusing 
o n e xtensive structural  changes in 
automotive racing, as the latter only 
o ffe rs  incremental  and l imited 

im provements fo r a  specific group 
(fe male drivers). 

A -11 Sar kki et  a l 2 0 21  Re c onstruct ive social 
innovation cycles in 
wo men-led initiatives in 
r ur al  areas. 

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

The  ar ticle explicitly mentions 
"c hange at the levels o f daily 
o pe rations, institutions, and 
c o gnitive frameworks," 

de monstrating e fforts to t ransform 
inst itutionalized sy stems. 

A -12 De  So y sa & 
Zipp  

2 0 19 Ge nde r equality,  sport and 
the  United  Nation’s  sy stem 

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

The  ar ticle addresses the e fforts o f 
s ignificant international 
o r ganizations such as  UNESCO, the 
I nternational  Oly mpic Committee, 

and  the International Wo rking 
Gr o up on Wo men and Sport, which 
o pe rate at the institutional  level to 
c r eate structural changes in gender 
e q uality in sports . This ty pe o f 
e ffo rt occurs at the institutional 

and  o rganizational level,  aiming to 
r e form existing structures  and 
pr ocesses. 

A -13 Lindberg & 
Be r glund 

2 0 16 ‘Ge ndered social 
innovation’: a  new research 
str eam for gender-inclusive 

innovation policy, research 
and pr actice. 

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

The  ar ticle focuses  on e stablishing a  
ne w r esearch t rajectory called 
"ge nde r social  innovation," which 

a ims to transform existing socia l 
st r uctures.  This ty pe of innovation 
o pe rates at the institutional level 
and  se eks  to r eform existing 
str uctures and processes  in society. 
The  text explicitly r efers to 

"t r ansforming socia l structures in 
so ciety" as  o ne of the main 
o b jectives o f this study, which is  a  
pr o minent characteristic o f 
inst itutional social innovation. 

A -14 Singh, Singh 

& Kaur  

2 022 Re lationship b etween 

pr o pensity to social  
innovation and striv ing for 
ge nder equality : sample 
study  based on the example 
o f I ndia 

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

The  study explicitly  asserts that 

"ge nde r plays a  s ignificant r ole in 
the  implementation o f socia l 
innovations in I ndia," and  the 
e x tent of social innovation 
implementation fo r gender e quality 
v aries with  other demographic 
v ariables. This indicates a  necessity  

fo r  t ransformation in existing social 
st r uctures and institut ionalized 
sy stems. 

A -15 Lindberg, 
Fo r sberg & 

Kar lberg 

2 0 15 Ge nde red  social  
innovation-a theoretical  

le ns for analysing 
str uctural  t ransformation 
in o r ganisations and 
so ciety. 

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

The  proposed  theoretical  
fr amework entitled "Ge nder Socia l 

I nnovat ion" a ims to identify  
unr esolved social challenges related  
to  ge nder inequality and unmet 
ne e ds among underrepresented o r 
mar ginalized groups. This  approach 
de monstrates an effort to r eform 
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e x isting structures and processes at 
the  macro and institutional  levels. 

A -16 Kwie ciński 2 022  

Ge nde r equality and 

innovation–towards 
sustainable development 
and socia l innovation using 
the  example of activities 
unde rtaken by  the 
Eur o pean Union  

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

The  ar ticle analyzes  the importance 

o f ge nder e quality in the context of 
implementing socia l innovations 
and sustainable development 
pr inciples,  examining these 

pr ocesses at the European level  and 
within European institutions. This 
r e presents a  macro-institut ional  
approach seeking to t ransform 
e x isting structures and sy stems.  

A -17  Sc hiebinger 2 0 21  Ge nde red  innovations: 

inte grating sex, gender, 
and  intersectional analysis 
into  science, health & 
me dicine, e ngineering, and 
e nvironment  

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

The  ar ticle examines the "Ge nder 

I nnovat ions" pr oject, which a ims to 
c r eate fundamental c hanges in 
r e search methodologies in natural 
sc iences and engineering through 
the  development of gender analysis 
and  intersectional methods.  This 

approach seeks change at the 
inst itutional and structural level, 
r ather than merely minor 
improvements in exist ing serv ices  
o r  me thodologies. 

A -18 Ratten 2 0 19 So c ial innovation in sport: 

The  c reation of Santa Cruz 
as  a  wo rld  surfing reserve 

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

This  r esearch investigates  the 

Wo r ld  Surfing Re serves program, 
an o r ganized initiative for 
pr o tecting cultural and 
e nvironmental areas associated 
with  surfing. This  program, 
implemented by  the Save the Waves 
o r ganization, a ims to create change 

at  the structural and institutional 
le vel . 

A -19 Je nkins 2 0 19 Ge nde red  innovation in the 
so cial sciences 

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

The  ar ticle explicitly r eferences  
"ne w no rms and new knowledge," 
indicating fundamental changes in 

kno wledge sy stems and scientific 
st r uctures.  These c hanges extend 
b e y ond incremental improvements 
and se ek to t ransform core 
pe r spectives  in social science 
d isciplines. 

A -2 0 Pé c ot e t a l 2 024 Fr o m e mpowering women 

to  b eing e mpowered by  
wo men: A gendered socia l 
innovation framework for 
to urism-led development 
init iatives  

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

The  ar ticle states  that tourism -

b ased  development narratives o ften 
fo c us o n individual  empowerment 
o f wo men while ignoring underlying 
ge nder inequalities and "b r oader 
so cial c hanges needed." This  

indicates that the study seeks 
c hanges at the institut ional  and 
str uctural  levels. 

A -21  Cunha  et  al  2 024 I nnovat ion or social  
pr o gress? A n analy sis  of 
the  predictors for 

wo r ldwide advancement o f 
ge nder equality  

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

This  study examines the 
r e lat ionship b etween innovation 
and  socia l progress for advancing 

ge nder equality  at  the global level,  
de monstrating a  macro-level  and 
inst itutional approach. The 
r e searchers have collected 
se condary data  from r eputable 
glo bal  indices  (Global I nnovation 
I ndex, Social Progress Index, and 

Glo b al  Gender Eq uality Index), 
indicating a  focus o n changes at the 
str uctural  and institutional levels.  

A -2 2 V e ckalne  

&Tamb ovcev

a  

2 023 The  importance o f gender 
e q uality in promoting 

e ntrepreneurship and 
innovation  

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

The  study explicitly  concentrates on 
c hanges at the structural and 

inst itutional levels . The abstract 
e x plicitly r eferences "de eply rooted 
so cial norms and b iases that 
d isproportionately  affect women" 
and no tes that these barriers extend 
b e y ond l imited access to r esources. 
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I dentified Institutional Social Innovations: 

1. Awareness-Building and Policy Development Framework 

This innovation involves creating multi-pronged strategies for increasing women's involvement in sport. 

The ultimate goal is to bring about deep change in social and institutional mindsets toward women in the 

realm of sport. This strategy involves creating media initiatives, conducting expert conferences, developing 

educational materials, and facilitating public debate on the importance of gender equity in sport. Awareness 

creation is the focus of all these activities and it lays the foundation for structural and cultural changes.  

2. Legal and Structural Reforms 

This innovation outlines an in-depth process for the review of current laws and structures in sports. Its 

aim is to target and eradicate all discriminatory elements in management systems in sport. This involves the 

amendment of rules, formulation of new guidelines, implementation of specific monitoring systems, and 

establishment of absolute equality in opportunity, resources, and facilities. In addition, it  requires women's 

involvement in decision-making and management. 

3. Women's Leadership Empowerment 

This strategy goes beyond having more women in sport; it seeks to develop career advancement and 

leadership opportunities for them. The idea is to shatter th e glass ceiling and provide equal opportunities 

for women to obtain managerial and strategic roles in sport organizations. The strategy involves training 

programs, empowerment seminars, economic and moral support, and the development of professional 

networks for nurturing female leaders in the sport sector. 

4. I nclusive and Mixed Approaches 

This  demonstrates  a  focus on 
r e forming existing structures  and 

pr ocesses at the macro level . 

A -2 3 Bö r jesson et  
a l  

2 0 16 V isualizing gender–Norm -
c r itical  design and 
innovation  

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

The  study investigates  how norm-
disr uptive design with  a gender 
pe r spective c an b e util ized  to r eveal 
no r ms and facilitate innovation. 

This  approach o perates through 
"c hallenging the existing order" and 
"what  is  taken for granted," 
indicating e fforts  toward change at 
the  structural  and institutional 
le vels. 

A -2 4 Bunde -

Bir o uste, 
Ric hmond & 
Ke mp  

2 0 21  Spo r ts as social innovation 

fo r  social  inclusion  

I nstitutional 

So c ial I nnovation 

This  r esearch examines the Football 

United  Australia program, which is  
a  "c o mplex health promotion 
init iative" that util izes  football 
me c hanisms to create socia l 
c o hesion, r acial  harmony, and 

so cial part icipation. This program 
o pe rates at a  b road and o rganized 
le vel , a iming to create structural  
c hanges in society r ather. 

A -25 Saska  & 
Bar uah 

2 0 16 Br idging Socia l Innovation 
and Ge nder Eq uality: 

Po ssibilities and Pitfal ls 

I nstitutional 
So c ial I nnovation 

This  study investigates the 
c o nnect ion b etween social 

innovation and gender equality,  
e x plicitly noting that "a lmost no 
e ffo rt has been made to connect 
the se two domains." This  
de monstrates an effort to create 
c hange at the structural and  
inst itutional level, as  it seeks  to link 

two  important theoretical and 
pr actical domains that have 
pr ev iously b een "c ompletely 
se parate. 
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The idea of this innovation is to eliminate conventional gender lines and bring about fully equal sport 

settings. This process involves developing sports activities in s uch a way as to promote participation 

irrespective of gender. Developing mixed competitions and matches, reformulating standards and rules, and 

ensuring equal opportunity for all people are the main pillars of this process.  

5. Targeted Investment 

It focuses on fair allocation of human and financial resources. The emphasis is on redressing previous 

shortcomings in support for women's sport. This entails increasing research budgets, offering monetary 

support for women's clubs and teams, establishing infrastru cture and facilities, as well as creating incentive 

systems for private sector funding. 

6. Education and Awareness Dissemination 

The strategy emphasizes the necessity for attitude change through education. The approach is designed 

to overcome gender stereotypes and prejudice through extended educational programs. This multi-faceted 

approach entails curriculum development at all educational levels, organizing specialized workshops, 

producing media materials, and encouraging public discourse in order to achieve social attitude change. 

7. Networking and Collaboration 

This innovation emphasizes the necessity of cross-sector collaboration. The vision is to bring in 

specialized networks and have them share experiences and knowledge. The process requires organizing  

specialized gatherings, establishing online platforms, providing funding for collaborative research 

initiatives, and forming specialized working teams to come up with innovative solutions.  

8. Health Domain Innovation 

This policy targets women's health and physiological concerns in sport. The intention is to diminish social 

stigma and offer specialized services. The policy consists of specialized training, providing health 

infrastructure, offering nutritional and psychological consultations, as well as prov iding support services for 

women athletes. 

9. Organizational Metamorphosis  

This innovation addresses the need for change in internal organizational structures. The aim is to rebuild 

organizational culture and develop new managerial perspectives. The approa ch involves evaluating 

hierarchical systems, increasing transparency, creating participatory systems, and reinforcing the culture of 

equality at all organizational levels. 

10. Intersectional Approach 

This approach goes beyond the single-dimensional conception of gender equality to address identity 

diversity. The aim is to identify and combat multidimensional discrimination. The approach entails 

awareness of ethnic, class, disability, and sexual orientation variations in addition to gender, and seeks to 

promote fully inclusive environments devoid of all forms of discrimination.  

I dentified Incremental Social Innovations: 

1. Community of Practice Approach 

The Community of Practice approach in sport is an innovative way of generating interactive platforms and 

shared learning among professionals. The approach goes beyond the conventional mutual collaboration to 

concentrate on generating an interactive web of sport leaders, coaches, and professionals. The main target 

is enabling the sharing of experiences, knowledge, and practical solutions aimed at widening the involvement 



Aghajani et al. 

Page | 12 
 

of women and marginalized communities in sport. In the approach, professionals examine problems, 

establish opportunities, and develop innovative solutions through specialized meetings and combine d 

workshops and Internet platforms. The greatest accomplishment of the approach is generating shared and 

strategic discourse in redressing gender disparities in sport.  

2. Local Innovation Initiatives Led by Women 

Local women's innovation initiatives are an inclusive strategy for dealing with gender disparities in rural 

and peripheral settings. The initiative targets three main fields—employment, education, and the reframing 

of patriarchal gender roles—aiming for root transformations in women's status. In th is process, women act 

as agents of change at the local level by defining the capacities of the area and designing education packages 

suited to indigenous needs, empowering themselves as well as their area. Designing women -centric business 

models and calling into question conventional beliefs are other vital strategies of the initiative. The overall 

objective of the initiative is to enhance women's status and bring about parity of opportunity in all fields. 

This strategy with its internal and external empowerment of women serves as the basis for structural as well 

as cultural changes capable of significantly influencing the betterment of women's living standards.  

3. Networking Strategies 

Networking strategies constitute an integral part of women's empowerment in terms of reinforcing 

women's self-esteem and economic independence. The strategy emphasizes women's relationships with one 

another and the generation of support networks. Interactive platforms and empowerment workshops form 

the core of self-organization and skill building of social and individual abilities among women. Encouraging 

women's enterprise and economic and social support systems are other integral elements of the strategy. 

The ultimate target is for strong support networks to empower women to break through social barriers and 

promote their advancement. 

4. Sport-Based Gender Equality Programs 

Sport for gender equality programs is an innovative solution to gender barrier breaking and equal 

opportunity generation. Sport is viewed as an influential  vehicle for gender equality through the utilization 

of well-designed programs. The "Dare to be Different - Girls on Track" initiative in motorsport is a clear 

case. Sport for gender equality programs allow women to enter sport fields through the introduct ion of 

specialized women's competitions for male-dominated sports and offering routes for career development. 

The objective is to smash social and cultural barriers and offer infrastructure and specialized support for 

women. Not only does it develop women's sport skills, but it also contributes considerably to transforming 

social attitudes towards women's abilities. 

5. Organizational Capacity Development 

Organizational capacity building is a strategic methodology to empower social and not -for-profit 

organizations. This innovation is aimed at enabling small organizations to discover new systems of 

operations and tackle social issues with limited resources. Strategic management training, innovation 

mechanism building through minimal resources, and innovation i n approaching social issues are all of 

primary importance in the approach. Its primary function is to make the organization more adaptable and 

enhance the efficiency of social institutions. The approach enables organizations to overcome resource 

constraints through creative and innovative means and develop lasting solutions for social problems.  
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Figure 2. Data-driven model (researcher-constructed) 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This systematic review of 25 articles confirms that institutional social innovation is the most common 

strategy for advancing gender equality in sport worldwide. It appears from the findings that gender equality 

in sport necessitates transformation at the structural, organizational, and institutional level, and not through 

stand-alone interventions. 

For Iran's sports landscape specifically, these findings present several significant implications. First, 

sustainable advancement of gender equality in Iranian sports likely necessitates comprehensive reforms to 

existing frameworks, policies, a nd organizational structures, similar to the institutional approaches 

documented in studies referencing awareness campaigns and policies aimed at reforming existing structures 

and addressing cultural-institutional barriers (34). Further support for this interpretation can be found in 

work examining the efforts of significant international organizations such as UNESCO, the International 

Olympic Committee, and the International Working Group on Women and Sport, which operate at the 

institutional level to create structural changes in gender equality in sports (35, 36). These institutional and 

organizational-level efforts target the reformation of existing structures and processes, rather than merely 

incremental service improvements. Second, while incremental innovations may provide immediate benefits 

for specific groups of female athletes or participants, this research suggests they should be integrated into 

broader, systematic change efforts to achieve sustainable impact. 

This study also highlights the need for overcoming ingrained social norms and cultural obstacles that 

disproportionately affect the sport participation of women. As ideology, culture, significant others, resource 

availability, and democracy influence the lives of girls and women, and as developing encouraging policies 
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and legislation and enhancing women's leadership remain central concerns, successful gender equality 

projects in sport need to interact with the ideology, culture, and structure that construct the experience of 

women (37,  38). In the Iranian scenario, this suggests the need for multi-level interventions that work on 

multiple layers at once, simultaneously influencing policy structures, organizational procedures, and social 

attitudes toward women in sport. Women-led projects contribute towards gender equality through problem-

solving practices rooted in the local context that work on the real, “here and now” issues confronting girls 

and women in sport (39). Such projects can prove especially useful in the Iranian scenario, where socially 

embedded and culturally sensitive practices may be able to negotiate complicate d social complexities while 

facilitating meaningful action at the local, grassroots level.  

The intersection between innovation and social progress provides another important dimension for 

examination in the Iranian context (40). Analysis at the global level indicates that gender equality must be 

advanced through attention to innovative methods as well as through broader social development measures. 

For Iran, this could translate into framing gender equality efforts in the rea lm of sport as part of broader 

social development objectives in order for them to be as effective and sustainable as possible. Research into 

the application of gender-sensitive norm-critical design in order to uncover norms and innovate clearly 

presents avenues for overcoming entrenched gendered assumptions in sport (41). In the Iranian context, 

such an approach may prove specifically useful, insofar as the achievement of sport-based gender equality 

might depend on the development of innovative avenues for uncovering and questioning existing norms 

while being sensitive to the local culture. 

The prevalence of institutional social innovation in the analyzed literature (21 out of 25 articles) 

demonstrates that transformative change requires engagement with and modification of existing power 

structures. For Iran, this means that efforts to achieve gender equality in sports must involve key 

stakeholders including national sports federations, educational institutions, governmental bodies, and 

international organizations. As demonstrated in previous studies, influential large-scale organizations can 

facilitate widespread social transformation through policy initiatives and awareness campaigns designed to 

reform existing frameworks (10, 30). 

As such, this study contributes to existing literature on gender equality in spo rt through synthesizing 

existing strategies and laying the groundwork for targeted application in Iran. The conclusions indicate that 

the attainment of gender equality in Iranian sport necessitates holistic, multi -level interventions that 

integrate institutional change and incremental innovations, involve multiple stakeholders, and operate in 

concert with deeply ingrained cultural norms while being responsive to the specificity of Iranian social 

culture. Future practical work and work in the academy could l earn from cross-cultural application of 

successful models while creating indigenous strategies targeted at local realities. Finally, building stronger 

links between wider social innovation practices and gender equality work is an avenue for advancing gender 

equality in Iranian sport that holds much promise. 
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