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Abstract: Wellbeing has firmly established itself within contemporary practice, politics and policy.
Indeed, the cultural, commercial, and terrestrial landscape of the concept is staggering and manifests
within popular discourse and across global organisations and institutions, national governments,
workplaces, and consumer lifestyle products and services. Notably, the field of sport, exercise, and
physical activity has been identified by the World Health Organisation (WHO), the United Nations,
and the OECD as a key sector with the potential to contribute to people’s wellbeing. This should
not be surprising given that there is a large body of literature espousing the benefits of regular
physical activity (in myriad forms) as part of a healthy lifestyle. However, there are increasing
concerns that wellbeing’s global ubiquity may be leading to a range of unintended consequences
and/or unscrupulous practices within both international organisations and nation-states. This largely
conceptual essay focuses on the concept and process of wellbeing washing by (1) tracing the historical
roots and evolution of wellbeing; (2) exploring its reconceptualization within the framework of
neoliberalism; (3) offering a preliminary outline of the concept of wellbeing washing; and (4) briefly
describing how wellbeing washing is manifesting within the context of sport in Aotearoa/New
Zealand. Overall, this analysis explores wellbeing as a contested terrain of interests marked by a
range of complexities and contradictions.
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1. Introduction

Wellbeing has firmly established itself within contemporary practice, politics, and
policy. Indeed, the cultural, commercial, and terrestrial landscape of the concept is stag-
gering and manifests within popular discourse and across global organisations and insti-
tutions, national governments, workplaces, and consumer lifestyle products and services
(Cederström and Spicer 2015). Notably, the field of sport, exercise and physical activ-
ity has been identified by the World Health Organisation (WHO), the United Nations,
and the OECD as a key sector with the potential to contribute to people’s wellbeing
(World Health Organization 2024; United Nations 2023; OECD 2024). This should not be
surprising given that there is a large body of literature espousing the benefits of regular
physical activity (in myriad forms) as part of a healthy lifestyle. However, there are in-
creasing concerns that wellbeing’s global ubiquity may be leading to a range of unintended
consequences and/or unscrupulous practices within both international organisations and
nation-states (Bache et al. 2016; Chapman 2016; Davies 2015; Murphy 2021). Specifically,
the combined compulsion to identify and implement often well-intentioned wellness and
wellbeing policies, including those associated with sport, within a dominant neoliberal
political-economic paradigm is problematic on two fronts. First, the pace at which alleged
evidenced-based wellbeing policies and practices are being mandated within state, public,
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and private organisations may be counterproductive and may be leading to new and
more harmful types and levels of unwellness (Atkinson 2021; White and Blackmore 2015).
Second, the same groups, in order to commodify and capitalise on the concept or to meet
key performance indicators in order to justify their budgets (or their very existence), may
deliberately or unconsciously engage in what could be referred to as “wellbeing washing”,
the strategic use of wellbeing by governments, corporations, or organisations to cultivate
an image of being proactive, positive, and caring while they are in reality doing very little
or actually doing harm.

With respect to the commodification of wellbeing, consider the Canadian multinational
athletic apparel retailer Lululemon. In 2023, the company published its own Global Wellbe-
ing Report, which, in and of itself, highlights how the concept is being appropriated and
commercialised by corporate entities. Moreover, the Lululemon case provides insights into
how corporations are strategically positioning themselves not only to provide information
about contemporary wellbeing trends, but also to offer expertise on how wellbeing should
be conceptualised and pursued. Consider the following quotation from their global report:

“Institutions, brands and society at large have an important role to play in en-
abling and supporting the pursuit of wellbeing, without creating stressful im-
peratives and upholding unachievable standards. It’s time to introduce a softer
take on self-care—one where the journey towards being well includes enjoyable,
simple acts of movement, mindfulness and connection”. (Lululemon Global
Wellbeing Report 2023, p. 7)

The fact that Lululemon asserts that “brands have an important role to play in enabling
and supporting wellbeing” could be considered a form of corporate social responsibility
(CSR) (Hiswåls et al. 2020). While some public health scholars support CSR in this domain
(Johansson et al. 2022), it could also be regarded as a strategic form of wellbeing washing
and a sign of the widening scope of who is involved in setting the wellbeing agenda.

Arguably, wellbeing has become intricately entwined within the vast realm of politics,
economics, health, education, and consumer lifestyles, shaping a vast network of discourses
and policies that wield power, allocate resources, and ultimately impact people’s quality of
life. This analysis responds to one aspect of a recently proposed research agenda related
to wellbeing. Jackson et al. 2022) advocated for a future focus on three lines of wellbeing
research, including: (1) wellbeing as a wicked problem; (2) wellbeing and alternative
futures; and (3) wellbeing washing. This essay focuses on the latter by: (1) tracing the
historical roots and evolution of wellbeing; (2) exploring its reconceptualization within the
framework of neoliberalism; (3) offering a preliminary outline of the concept of wellbeing
washing; and (4) briefly describing how wellbeing washing is manifesting within the
context of sport in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Overall, this analysis explores wellbeing as a
contested terrain of interests marked by a range of complexities and contradictions.

2. Origin and Evolution of Wellbeing

Even a scant review of the literature reveals that the concept of wellbeing comprises
a rich historical tapestry, encompassing a spectrum of meanings including quality of life,
happiness, flourishing health, and even morality and mindfulness (Dodge et al. 2012;
Seligman 2012; Davies 2015; Smith and Reid 2017; Leary 2019). In light of this multiplicity
of understandings of wellbeing, a major challenge faced by scholars, policy makers, and
everyday citizens is the diversity of uses and meanings embodied within the concept. For
example, Pollard and Lee (2003) describe it as a “complex, multi-faceted construct” that
defies easy definition and measurement, while Thomas (2009) contends that wellbeing is
“intangible, difficult to define, and even harder to measure”. The confusion is exacerbated
by the conflation of wellbeing with concepts such as wellness and welfare. Perhaps we
should not be surprised given the origins and development of wellbeing, particularly in
relation to public policy.

For example, wellbeing’s contemporary interpretations can be traced to the late 1770s,
when Jeremy Bentham identified happiness as a societal metric that could be used to
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advance “utility” or the “greatest happiness of the greatest number” (Bentham 1776). In
turn, English philosopher and economist John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) employed utilitarian
principles to shape law and social policy. This fusion of utilitarianism with liberalism paved
the way for the emergence of an economic model of human behaviour, with profound
implications for society.

Today, most understandings of wellbeing can be categorized into two primary frame-
works. The first, known as subjective wellbeing, underscores a holistic, multidimensional
evaluation of an individual’s mental, physical, and spiritual health (see the following for
systematic reviews of the concept: Das et al. 2020; Ngamaba et al. 2017; Topp et al. 2015).
This approach finds resonance in the World Health Organization’s Well-being Index
(World Health Organization 1998). Established in 1998, the WHO-5 Index serves to gauge
the subjective wellbeing of individuals aged nine years and older. Comprising five state-
ments covering aspects like cheerfulness, calmness, vigour, restfulness, and fulfilment, this
index stands as one of the most widely employed questionnaires for evaluating subjective
psychological wellbeing. It has been translated into over 30 languages and extensively
utilized in research endeavours worldwide. Furthermore, as highlighted in a systematic
literature review, “[t]he scale has adequate validity both as a screening tool for depression
and as an outcome measure in clinical trials and has been applied successfully as a generic
scale for well-being across a wide range of study fields” (Topp et al. 2015, p. 174). Nev-
ertheless, the WHO-5 Index has its critics. For instance, the WHO-5 index concentrates
on gauging the frequency of positive emotional states but overlooks negative emotions,
along with their intensity and duration (Kusier and Folker 2020). Moreover, condensing
the multifaceted nature of wellbeing into just five basic questions for quantification and
operationalization oversimplifies the concept. The significant influence of the WHO-5 index
cannot be ignored given that governments, corporations, and various other sectors have
helped establish it as part of a dominant wellbeing agenda.

The alternative conceptualization of objective wellbeing encapsulates the compre-
hensive dimensions of the concept, providing an alternative to Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) as a metric for a nation’s overall prosperity (Western and Tomaszewski 2016). An
exemplary model is the OECD Framework for Measuring Well-Being and Progress, crafted
based on the 2009 Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social
Progress, with substantial OECD input. This framework comprises three primary com-
ponents: present wellbeing, disparities in wellbeing outcomes, and resources for future
wellbeing (www.oecd.org). Similar to the WHO-5 index, the OECD Well-being Framework
has influenced a broad spectrum of scholarly analyses across various academic domains
and has served as a foundation for international policy development across a range of
sectors, including the economy, health, and education (McGregor 2018). Nonetheless, akin
to the WHO-5 index, the OECD Well-being Framework faces several limitations, including
a lack of consensus on validity and on the constituents and determinants of wellbeing
(Cavalletti and Corsi 2018). Furthermore, both the WHO-5 and the OECD approaches to
wellbeing have come under scrutiny for several reasons: (1) they both operate on the as-
sumption of objective measurement of wellbeing (Alexandrova 2018), disregarding critical
distinctions in the quest for international conceptual harmony (Auld and Morris 2019);
(2) both are primarily Western-centric, marginalizing alternative perspectives such as Asian
and Indigenous perspectives and those of other cultural orientations (Diener and Suh 2009;
Jorm and Ryan 2014; Rappleye et al. 2020; Tiberius 2004; Tov and Diener 2009); and (3) both
function within a broader framework of societal norms and values that may not fully en-
compass the diversity of everyday human experiences and struggles (Bache and Scott 2018;
McGregor 2018).

While these two wellbeing frameworks may seem distinct, they are in many ways
interconnected and rooted in both positivist and neoliberal paradigms. Thus, on the one
hand, the introduction of wellbeing as a more progressive measure of national economic
and social outcomes signifies social change. On the other hand, however, the translation of
state-level policies and associated performance metrics often centres on individual wellbeing
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(Jackson et al. 2022). Consequently, being “well” is defined by traits such as health, pro-
ductivity, efficiency, resilience, obedience, and loyalty—qualities that ensure compliance,
reduce costs, and boost economic growth (Cederström and Spicer 2015). Therefore, contem-
porary wellbeing remains entrenched within a context shaped by a blend of utilitarianism
and neoliberalism. Next, we explore the emergence of wellbeing as a tool of neoliberalism
and its societal implications.

3. Neoliberalism and Wellbeing

The Global Wellness Institute reported that the “wellness economy” reached an esti-
mated $US5.6 trillion in 2022, with projections suggesting it could soar to $US8.5 trillion
by 2027 (Global Wellness Economy Monitor 2023). These figures are indicative of the
commodification of wellness and wellbeing. However, in a broader sense, they represent
one aspect of neoliberalism that Harvey (2007, p. 22) describes as: “. . .a theory of political
economic practices proposing that human well-being can best be advanced by the maxi-
mization of entrepreneurial freedoms within an institutional framework characterized by
private property rights, individual liberty, unencumbered markets, and free trade”. Harvey
offers one particular conceptualisation, but it is important to acknowledge that neoliber-
alism has been widely interpreted and critiqued, particularly when it has been treated as
a phenomenon that is everything, everywhere, all at once (Biebricher and Johnson 2012;
Cahill et al. 2018; Gamble 2001; Giroux 2008; Hardin 2012; Lane 2023; Springer et al. 2016).
Nevertheless, regardless of enduring definitional debates and conceptual limitations, one
of the central features of contemporary neoliberalism is that it involves the state negotiating
between public and private realms and forming strategic, albeit temporary, alliances where
necessary to ensure that a market-driven system is upheld. Consequently, the state is
complicit in sustaining a system that involves a fundamental shift in a range of social and
fiscal responsibilities from the state to the individual (Connell 2010; Harvey 2005). As such,
it is worth reflecting on the emergence of neoliberalism and its subsequent influence on the
politics of wellbeing.

The 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC) marked a pivotal moment in the evolution
of neoliberalism. In France, President Nicolas Sarkozy commissioned a report to assess
the efficacy of using Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a metric for a country’s economic
performance and social advancement (Stiglitz et al. 2009). The report underscored the
limitations of GDP as a comprehensive indicator, as it fails to reliably predict the health of
either the economy or its inhabitants. It recommended the incorporation of supplementary
indicators beyond GDP, prioritizing a shift from measuring economic output to assessing
people’s wellbeing (Stiglitz et al. 2009, p. 12). Since 2008, wellbeing has gained significant
prominence, prompting states and non-governmental organizations, including the WHO
and the OECD, to adopt new models and frameworks aimed at recalibrating economic and
social priorities.

In addition, several states (including Canada, Ecuador and the UK) have imple-
mented national wellbeing frameworks. Perhaps the most explicit is New Zealand’s Living
Standards Framework featuring a “wellbeing budget.” Aligned with global trends, New
Zealand’s wellbeing model relies on aggregated individual indicators and is backed by
social investment in areas aimed at securing future wellbeing (Treasury 2018). Driven by
subsequent “wellbeing budgets” spanning five years (2019–2023), such measures have
become embedded in the strategies and programs of all state agencies. One aspirational
positive outcome of the Living Standards Frameworks was increasing awareness of the
potential value of Māori indigenous perspectives on wellbeing. However, the 2023 election
of a centre-right National-led government has raised fears that any progress made could
be quickly eradicated. Consequently, despite its purported advantages, five sequential
versions of the wellbeing budget could not reduce the country’s enduring social problems,
including: poverty, homelessness, employment insecurity, and labour exploitation. Rather,
based on any available set of quantitative or qualitative measures, New Zealand’s economic,
health, and social wellbeing levels have declined (McClure 2021). What is particularly
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noteworthy in relation to this analysis is how wellbeing, as both discourse and policy, has
been appropriated in order to reframe the aforementioned systemic problems as individual
challenges and responsibilities (Rose 1999; Sointu 2005).

To illustrate how the neoliberal agenda impacts the experiences of citizens, let us
consider how wellbeing has been embraced and operationalised within the values and
logic of the organisational workplace. Over the past decade, we have witnessed the
rising emphasis on the idea of “self-care for work”, which has resulted in the emer-
gence of a wellbeing services industry comprising consultants, coaches, and specialists
(Cederström and Spicer 2015). In conjunction with this change, there has been an increase
in workplace wellness and wellbeing programs featuring “wellbeing champions” and
their corresponding awards. The organisational logic of these initiatives is that employees
who proactively manage their wellbeing are more productive and take less sick leave,
but they also promote alignment with corporate values that are increasingly defined in
terms of demonstrating loyalty and commitment to the employer. Beyond these benefits,
employers are rewarded with being able to use their wellbeing programs as a marketing
and recruitment tool to attract new employees and/or as evidence of benevolence because
they demonstrate duty of care for existing workers through messages of “work-life balance”
and the offering of Employee Assistance Programs (EAP). This neoliberal reconfiguration
of wellbeing has yielded two significant and interconnected effects. Firstly, wellbeing
now functions as a “policy paradigm through which the mind and body are assessed as
economic assets” (Davies 2011, p. 65). Secondly, akin to health, wellbeing has become
deeply ingrained within organisations and wider society to the extent that “deviation from
its norms is stigmatized” (Cederström and Spicer 2015, p. 4).

The preceding discussion presents a critical evaluation of the constraints inherent
in scholarly conceptualizations of wellbeing, as well as its potential exploitation by state,
corporate, and other agencies. This scenario has resulted in rising uncertainty and doubt
regarding the theoretical and practical value of tools like the WHO-5 index. Notably,
some observers have even questioned whether the concept of wellbeing is itself coun-
terproductive or potentially hazardous (Gruber et al. 2011; Murphy 2021; Timimi 2020;
Whitaker 2010). Given some of the ambiguity, complexity, and at times contradictory na-
ture of wellbeing as concept, practice and policy, a number of concerns emerge. First, from
its idealistic roots, wellbeing has evolved into a type of ideological norm that stigmatizes
those who fail to align with it. Second, the increasingly entrenched dogma that endorses
the uncompromising pursuit of wellbeing may, ironically, lead to negative outcomes; that
is, wellbeing may not only be alienating people, but actually making them sick. And, third,
the uncritical collective fixation on a neoliberal model of wellbeing is leading to a range
of both unintended consequences and malicious practices, including the phenomenon of
wellbeing washing.

4. Wellbeing Washing

“Wellbeing washing” derives from similar concepts such as sportswashing (Boykoff 2022;
Fruh et al. 2022; Skey 2023) and greenwashing (Kolcava 2023; Miller 2017; Williams 2024).
These concepts share a number of characteristics, including the fact that they: (a) signify
something that appears intrinsically positive, (b) operate at both global and local levels;
and (c) seek legitimacy within the popular consciousness while simultaneously masking or
marginalising the root systemic causes and effects of real social problems. Here, we define
wellbeing washing as the strategic use of narratives, policies and practices by supranational,
state, and corporate organisations to signal positive and even morally obligatory intentions,
while these narratives, policies and practices are designed to advance neoliberal values of
productivity, cost reduction, brand maintenance, conformity, and control. Arguably, the
real power and influence of wellbeing lies primarily in its positive meaning, which creates
a type of “halo effect” (not unlike concepts such as “democracy”, “freedom”, “liberty”,
“sport”, etc). Thus, even though there is nothing natural, essential or inherently good
about “wellbeing”, anything associated with it tends to inherit its positive qualities, thereby
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making it a powerful and strategic, albeit speculative, concept and tool that can be used
by a range of stakeholders. Thus, we should not be surprised that many agencies and
organisations use wellbeing as a virtue-signalling term to launder or “wash” the real
effects of some of their objectives and practices. The next section provides a preliminary
exploration of how wellbeing and wellbeing washing are emerging within the context of
sport. It is important to note at the outset that, given the fledgling nature of the concept,
our analysis focuses on using examples to illustrate the nature and potential implications
of wellbeing washing.

5. Sport and Wellbeing Washing

There is an established body of literature highlighting the positive relationship be-
tween sport, exercise, physical activity, and health and wellbeing. The majority of research
in this area tends to focus on one of three areas. The first, and probably the largest, area is
the impact of sport, exercise and physical activity on subjective and psychological wellbeing
(Chalip et al. 1996; Downward and Rasciute 2011; Fasting 2015; Steptoe and Butler 1996;
Testoni et al. 2018; Wilson et al. 2022a, 2022b; Zhang and Chen 2019). Second, research and
concurrent policy have emerged in response to the negative impact of hypercompetitive
elite sport on athlete wellbeing. This category includes issues of athlete wellbeing ranging
from maltreatment (Kerr et al. 2014; Kerr et al. 2019; Kerr and Kerr 2020) to governance
and integrity issues, to basic mental health challenges, and, finally, to financial challenges
related to living and training costs. The profile of the problem is evident in the fact that
the world’s leading sport organisations, including the IOC and FIFA, have introduced
programs that support athlete wellbeing. For example, the IOC has developed a platform
called Athlete365, which “supports more than 130,000 elite athletes and entourage members
on and off the field of play through a range of advice, services and tools, with a particular
focus on well-being” (IOC Expands Mental Health Support for Athletes 2022). For the 2022
Beijing and 2024 Paris Olympics, the program included the Mentally Fit Helpline, which is
available to all Olympians, Paralympians, and associated members of their entourages 24 h
a day, 7 days a week, in 70 languages. Viewed from one perspective, this appears to be a
very positive and supportive scheme that recognises the physical, mental, emotional, and
financial challenges facing elite sport personnel. However, viewed from a more critical per-
spective, it raises questions about the negative and challenging culture of hypercompetitive
sport, which is generally proclaimed to be a source of health and wellbeing. Indeed, it is
often only when a crisis of extreme severity that poses a risk of reputational damage occurs
that an organisation, such as the IOC, takes action. As such, there are reasonable grounds
for critics to question the motivation behind these programs and whether they are gen-
uinely dedicated to athlete wellbeing or whether they constitute a form of corporate social
responsibility or public relations strategy. A key question then is, how do we determine
whether or not institutional programs, like those of the IOC, are genuine and proactive in
preventing or fixing problems rather than ex post facto, reactive initiatives prompted by a
need to manage public relations scandals related to athlete welfare and wellbeing?

A third category of sport and wellbeing research relates to nation-state sport policy
development and investment and, more specifically, to the value of sport. Most Western
nations have a dedicated Ministry of Sport (or similar) that is responsible for delivering a
range of programs from the grassroots to the elite level. A regular challenge for these agen-
cies is to provide evidence of the value of sport to the nation. For many years, governments
typically cited the benefits of community sport with respect to promoting healthy, active
lifestyles; building confidence and character; and fostering social cohesion. By contrast, at
high performance levels, the value of sport tends to be characterized in terms of enhancing
national identity, with success on the world stage enabling governments to celebrate heroic
medal winners to inspire future generations. However, within the context of neoliberalism
and new public management, such intangible indicators have been insufficient as objective,
quantifiable criteria capable of providing the hard data demanded by governments seek-
ing evidence of a return on taxpayer investment (Brookes and Wiggan 2009; Coalter 2007;
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De Rycke and De Bosscher 2019; Grix and Carmichael 2012; Kavanagh and Rinehart 2021;
Nessel and Kościółek 2022; Sam 2009, 2012). As a result, new structures of management
emerged along, with a new vernacular and set of narratives about accountability and
key performance indicators (KPIs), regardless of whether the data were related to grass-
roots or high performance sport. At this point, we provide a brief example of how New
Zealand’s introduction of a new wellbeing economy in 2019 is having some unintended
and concerning consequences for both sport policy and related research.

Between 2017 and 2023, New Zealand was led by the centre-left Labour Party, first as
a member of a coalition agreement under the Mixed Member Proportional system (MMP),
and, in its last term, as a majority government. During its six years in office and particularly
in its last three years with a majority, it embarked on an almost unprecedented journey of
transformational social change. Much of the change was linked to two interrelated policies,
which were previously noted: The Living Standards Framework, which was introduced
in 2017, and the subsequent five annual versions of the Wellbeing Budget (2019–2023).
In combination, these foundational policies provided the scaffolding for the emerging
“Wellbeing Agenda”, wherein:

“. . .wellbeing budgets allocated resources based on a broader array of pre-defined
wellbeing outcomes. In practice this means that Government departments are
required to clearly articulate the wellbeing benefit of initiatives when seeking new
funding in the yearly budget cycle”. (Lane et al. 2023, p. 6, emphasis added)

Enhancing both the scope and influence of the state’s authority, in 2020, the Labour govern-
ment introduced the Public Service Act (Parliamentary Council Office, Public Service Act
2020), which:

“. . .created a nimble and collaborative public service. . .. . .This vital legislative
change addresses the need for more flexible and collaborative approaches. . .to
tackling the more intricate challenges in a policy environment, and provides the
legislative clout to enable meaningful cross-agency collaboration and potential
partnership. Working across government agencies is key to influencing physical
activity settings and behaviours in areas otherwise unreachable by sport policy
makers alone (e.g., into the policy domains of the likes of Education, Transport
and Health)”. (Lane et al. 2023, p. 6)

Not surprisingly, it did not take long for the state-level wellbeing agenda and its attendant
policies to materialise across, and manifest within, almost every state department and state
funded entity, including universities and research centres.

Specifically related to this analysis, Sport New Zealand, the government’s Crown
Agency responsible for sport, quickly signalled its intention to support wellbeing, inserting
it as a dominant narrative and policy focus across the New Zealand sporting spectrum.
With respect to high-performance sport, the issue of athlete wellbeing emerged from a range
of scandals within national sport organisations (NSOs) including New Zealand Rugby, New
Zealand Football, New Zealand Cycling, and New Zealand Gymnastics. Initially, it was the
NSOs that commissioned their respective task forces and inquiries to review the evidence
and make recommendations for transformational change (Dawbin et al. 2021). However,
Sport NZ followed suit, commissioning its own investigation into athlete welfare in 2018.
While sport journalists would eventually call 2018 the “year of reviews” (Cleaver 2018;
Pearse 2019), government action began in earnest the following year, at the same time as
policies associated with the New Zealand Labour government’s first “wellbeing budget”
were being implemented across state sectors.

Alongside Sport NZ’s attention to wellbeing in elite sport, the agency began to repri-
oritise community sport (or sport-for-all) under the belief that “growing the quality of
participation opportunities helps to maximise wellbeing” (Sport New Zealand 2019, p. 4).
Thus, after a period of focusing almost exclusively on sport (rather than physical activity)
between 2012–2018, Sport NZ would once again promote “quality experiences in play,
active recreation and sport. . .to ensure the greatest impact on wellbeing for all New Zealan-
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ders” (Sport New Zealand 2020, p. 6). Central to its new mission was a focus on youth
wellbeing, particularly the wellbeing of Māori and Pasifika youth. Sport New Zealand
thus launched its 2020–2032 Strategic Plan to “demonstrate impact and show alignment
to the Government’s Living Standards Framework”. The plan was titled “Every Body
Active” and introduced two major policy initiatives: (1) The Big Wins and (2) Balance is
Better. Notably, both programs focus on identifying and extracting the “value of sport”
beyond basic physical activity, skill development, winning medals, or securing world rank-
ings. Indeed, both initiatives are premised on the belief that sport participation enhances
youth wellbeing.

However, while Sport New Zealand (2019) could show alignment with govern-
ment policy priorities, its assertions regarding sport’s ‘Return on Investment (RoI) to
the government’s wellbeing agenda’ were as yet unproven. Thus by 2020/2021, the
agency introduced total estimated subjective wellbeing value into its reporting frame-
work (Sport New Zealand 2023). Thus, drawing upon data collected as part of its ongoing
“Active NZ Young Peoples Survey” (2017) which involved over 6000 participants aged
5–17, Sport NZ, in strategic collaboration with academics across the nation, developed a
research plan to link sport and wellbeing.

As a priority, the agency aimed to conduct and publish research that supported the
proposed link. The result was that Sport NZ and its academic partners excavated their own
database to find a link, however tenuous, that confirmed a positive relationship between
sport participation and wellbeing. Relying on a single question (wherein youth were asked
to rate their wellbeing on a scale of 1 (“very unhappy”) to 10 (“very happy”), the authors
correlated these scores (with values ≥ 8) with a range of variables, including whether the
respondent had “participated in any physical activity that was specifically for the purpose of sport,
exercise, or recreation in the past seven days?” While the paper’s authors acknowledged that the
single wellbeing question was a blunt measure, they nevertheless maintained its robustness,
as the question had been drawn from the OECD Guidelines on Measuring Subjective Well-
Being. To date, two research articles have been produced, both of which confirm a positive
relationship between sport participation and wellbeing (Wilson et al. 2022a, 2022b).

Two observations can be made here. First, in relation to elite sport, the concern for well-
being emanated from longstanding issues ostensibly created by the government agency’s
own policies and programmes aimed at achieving medal targets, including centralised
operations and performance-based funding models (cf. Cottrell 2018; Heron 2018). A
number of remedies have since been proposed. HPSNZ now advances the co-existence of
“winning” and wellbeing as ‘without compromise’. To “ensure the right balance between
wellbeing and the requirements of elite sport”, HPSNZ has proposed funding up to eight
full-time “Wellbeing Manager Roles” for NSOs while also introducing new measures to
monitor wellbeing in NSO environments. From this, we see that athlete welfare emerged as
a “problem” immediately before Labour’s budget was issued but was soon transformed
into wellbeing in the ensuing years.

Second, and in relation to linking wellbeing, sport, and physical activity, Sport NZ
eagerly sought evidence for its annual reporting and, accordingly, added measures to its
annual public survey. In this light, Sport NZ’s research can be understood as a strategic
effort to legitimise sport as an inherently positive activity and not necessarily as an effort for
the purposes of scientific advancement per se. The idea that a person’s wellbeing can be mea-
sured by a single survey question poses at least one validity problem (Forgeard et al. 2011;
Kusier and Folker 2020). The difficulty in disambiguating activity measures (such as hours
spent in ‘social sport’, versus ‘organised sport’, versus ‘physical education’, versus active
transport) also introduces issues of validity for these correlations. As such, the studies were
not meant to offer policy advice or insight regarding how to improve wellbeing, inasmuch
as they were conducted to legitimise the link.

Indeed, the first papers’ conclusion—that quality experiences in sport “matter”—is
an assertion unconnected to the data but closely reflected in Sport NZ documents over
the past decade. Likewise, it is questionable whether the findings “clearly demonstrate[e]
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the importance of developing quality coaches that provide positive experiences through
the delivery of youth sport” (though this assertion is also evident in Sport NZ policy doc-
uments). Taken together, both works can thus be read as exemplars of “policy-based
evidence”, rather than “evidence-based policy” (Cairney 2016, 2022; Parkhurst 2017;
Strassheim and Kettunen 2014). However, a notable dimension to these papers concerns
the co-opting of academics, also with an interest in leveraging wellbeing.

Given the Labour government’s focus on wellbeing, academics (including one of
this paper’s authors) may have regarded the shift as an opportunity to leverage research
funding. Arguably, this context has at least two dimensions; first, it is opportunistic in
the sense that academics seized the chance to secure funding, and second, it is fatalistic
to the extent that the scarcity of research funding compels scholars to compete for the
limited resources available. Moreover, this context introduces indirect pressure to cooperate,
knowing that Sport NZ has considerable influence over current and future national research
priorities. In many ways, this situation highlights one of the challenges of undertaking
collaborative research between state agencies and academics, particularly in cases where
the state agency, in this case, Sport NZ, has representation and influence within both groups.
Indeed, it raises the prospect of a potential conflict of interest. For example, one of the
authors of the publications cited was not only a co-editor of the special issue within which
the manuscripts were published, but also holds joint appointments at Sport NZ and a
university. Thus, while the research may have been undertaken with the best of intentions,
the lack of independence, including the source of funding and the potential for academics
to become complicit in aligning research with government priorities (and by default, Sport
NZ’s priorities) should raise concerns. Arguably, even if it was unintentional, it represents
a form of wellbeing washing given that the purpose of this research appears to be to meet
Sport NZ’s need to: align and promote state-led wellbeing objectives, legitimise its strategic
plan, and potentially influence scholarship. In short, wellbeing was not necessarily a
socially valued end in itself, but rather an independent variable used as a means to an
end (in this case, funding and legitimation of public policy). Arguably, this facilitated the
process of wellbeing washing in three ways. First, the simple incorporation of the word
“wellbeing” bestowed a positive aura around Sport NZ’s policies and research. Second,
Sport NZ’s collaborative partnership with academics confers a degree of legitimacy given
that it implies that a crown agency draws upon expert advice and guidance. And third, the
focus of the published research helped Sport NZ to mask both the lack of existing sport
policy success with respect to enhancing national physical activity and health levels and
also the fact that they actually had no empirical evidence to support the policy’s operating
assumption that sport enhances wellbeing. Ultimately, at best, these outcomes represent
examples of wellbeing washing, but at worst, they could be described as the weaponisation
of wellbeing.

6. Conclusions

Given the complex and contradictory nature of wellbeing, along with its enduring,
yet precarious, position within policies and programs, we suggest that it is time to crit-
ically evaluate the current hegemony of the concept within the political, cultural, and
economic spheres. Beyond outlining the contested terrain of the concept with respect to
definitions, branding, and policies, this essay has introduced the concept of “wellbeing
washing”. The concept provides a framework for critiquing research, policies, and pro-
grams that intentionally or unintentionally operate to sustain and advance the interests
of particular stakeholders. It may be inevitable that wellbeing will be susceptible to being
a contested terrain given both its complexity and competing interests. Indeed, wellbeing
embodies many of the key characteristics of what is referred to as a “wicked problem”
(Rittel and Webber 1973). This concept refers to problems that have ambiguous definitions
and meanings, are subject to multiple causes, are linked to a range of vested interests, and
where attempts at finding solutions often lead to the creation of new unanticipated prob-
lems (Bache and Reardon 2016; Hunter 2009; Rittel and Webber 1973). However, despite
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these complexities, the concept of wellbeing washing may have merit and utility for a wide
range of sectors, including policymakers and practitioners. For example, it provides an
alternative perspective that challenges the hegemony of the current neoliberal wellbeing
agenda, which may be doing more harm than good. Moreover, basic awareness of the
risks of wellbeing washing may encourage people to engage in critical reflection about the
policies and practices that they are responsible for implementing or that may influence
their everyday lives. Such reflection may help limit or avoid some of the ethical pitfalls
associated with many contemporary health policies and practices. Future researchers may
wish to explore the shifting trajectories of conceptualisations of wellbeing and attendant
incorporation and co-optation within and across a range of political, economic, and so-
cial institutions, including sport, at both the local and global levels. Here, research that
examines the nature and effectiveness of wellbeing policies and programs, including those
linked to sport, in different nation-states may offer valuable insights. Overall, this modest
analysis has hopefully responded to Carrington’s (2024) recent declaration that “For Sport
Studies to remain relevant, for it to continue to produce insights. . .we need to. . .engage
in public debates around sports politics and policies. If we are able to do so, then Sport
Studies will continue to play an important role in current and future struggles to remake
and reimagine the world” (2024, p. 16).
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