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Abstract: To date, martial arts involvement is often described in controversial terms. 
While some studies report increased anti-social behavior as a result of martial arts 
involvement, other findings refer to a more positive social and personal development. This 
paradox has resulted in an ambiguous public discourse on their value and legitimacy as 
socially accepted sports, often leading to a dichotomization between “good” and “bad” 
styles of martial arts. Up until now however, there has been a lack of empirical proof that 
this “good versus bad” perspective divides along the lines of specific martial arts styles. 
Consequently, the distinct moral and medical concerns regarding the effects of 
involvement in harder martial arts—combined with their increased popularity, as well as 
their perceived positive outcomes for specific target groups—have resulted in a growing 
demand among policy makers to develop (or rethink) their strategy towards the regulation 
and support of these sports. By means of a case-study approach, the present paper 
discusses some of the key issues regarding the regulation of a number of full contact 
martial arts (e.g., kickboxing, Muay Thai, MMA), which are considered to be problematic 
for (sport) authorities, and which confront sports policy makers in Flanders. In describing 
the Flemish case, this paper aims to highlight the need to develop a sound martial arts 
policy that can provide a legitimation base for the provision and organization of full 
contact martial arts, which have become increasingly popular in recent years. 
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1. Introduction 

Several studies have indicated that there is a high participation rate in martial arts (e.g., judo, karate, 
taekwondo, kickboxing) in a variety of countries (e.g., Australia [1]; Canada [2]; Europe [3]).  
A participation study including all countries in the European Union revealed that martial arts are often 
situated in the top 10 of most practiced sports in a club-related context (e.g., France, Spain, Italy, 
Slovenia, Poland) [3]. It is interesting to note that, throughout the years, the practice of harder 
variations (or types) of martial arts in particular (e.g., boxing, kickboxing, Thai boxing), referred to 
later in the paper as full contact martial arts 1, has become increasingly popular [5,6]. And while in 
many countries most of these full contact martial arts are not recognized or supported by the 
government, nor are they on the list of Olympic disciplines, these sports receive a lot of attention 
internationally. Illustrative here is the organization of the World Combat Games, including not only 
more “traditional” martial arts (e.g., judo, karate, taekwondo, aikido, wrestling), but also harder martial 
disciplines, such as boxing, kickboxing, Muay Thai, savate. The first edition of this high-level 
international multi-sport event was organized in 2010 in Beijing and included 13 Olympic and  
non-Olympic martial arts. The second edition, which was held in Saint Petersburg (2013), featured 15 
different sports. The World Combat Games are organized by SportAccord, the umbrella organization 
for international sports federations, which works in close collaboration with the International Olympic 
Committee (IOC). This clearly shows the increased international recognition of martial arts in general, 
and harder types in particular. 

In light of this trend, it is worthwhile noting that some controversy exists with regard to the 
organization and practice of these martial arts. On the one hand, there is a belief that involvement in 
these types of martial arts can lead to positive socio-psychological outcomes (e.g., development of 
social capital, improved personal well-being) [7,8], and as such belief in their educational value. From 
this perspective, among other things, full contact martial arts are regarded as a developmental tool in 
working with youth at risk [9]. On the other hand, the practice of these types of martial arts raises 
distinct ethical and medical concerns for many. Most of the ethical concerns have been based on the 
assumed detrimental effects of full contact martial arts practice to the personal and social well-being of 
participants, in terms of aggressive and violent behavior [10]. This has often been linked specifically to 
youth involvement, which has resulted in an ambiguous public view as to their value as a youth 
activity. It has been indicated that these views are often largely based on perceptions created by the 
media and entertainment industry [11,12]. According to some, popular media have created a distorted 
image of martial arts for mere (commercial) entertainment purposes [13–15]. 

With regard to medical concerns, which have been raised concerning the practice of full contact 
martial arts, reference has often been made to the prevalence of injuries in these types of martial arts. 
Although it is often assumed that full contact martial arts participants are more susceptible to  

1  Many different terms and definitions are used to refer to martial arts [4]. For the remainder of the present paper, we  
will use martial arts as a generic term, and use the term ‘full contact martial arts’ to refer to sports, such as boxing,  
kick-/Thaiboxing, Mixed Martial Arts (MMA), cage fighting, K1, full contact karate and sanda. 
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injury [16,17], to date sound empirical proof is still lacking. For example, it remains unclear whether 
or not there is a higher occurrence of injuries in full contact martial arts compared to other sports. 
While some studies reported higher injury rates in full contact martial arts [17], other research did  
not [18,19]. Injury rates of full contact martial artists and other martial arts have also been compared. 
Findings have not always pointed in the same direction, however. While some studies reported a 
higher injury incidence among full contact martial arts compared to other martial arts (e.g., karate, 
taekwondo) [20], other research indicated that there were no differences [21]. 

Next to the ethical and medical concerns, full contact martial arts are confronted with some 
complex organizational issues. First, a wide variety of martial arts styles and disciplines exist, making 
it difficult to organize and regulate full contact martial arts. Several authors have attempted to develop a 
classification system, using a number of criteria (e.g., physical, functional, cultural, historical, 
philosophical). Some have made a distinction between martial arts and so-called “combat sports”, with 
the former being described as “…systems that blend the physical components of combat with strategy, 
philosophy, tradition, or other features, thereby distinguishing them from pure physical reaction” [22]. 
On the other hand, for the definition of combat sports reference could be made to “human target” [23]. 
This means that the objective of most combat sports is to show one’s superiority over the rivals 
directly on the rivals’ bodies (by employing different sets of techniques, such as throws, strangles, 
joint-locks, holds, punches, kicks, etc.) However, by far the most popular classification system divides 
martial arts according to cultural differences, such as “Eastern” versus “Western” [24]. In this context, 
as also indicated by Theeboom [4] a dichotomization often exists between the “good” and the “bad”. 
The Eastern martial arts (e.g., karate, taekwondo, aikido), which are often more associated with 
positive and educational outcomes, are mostly considered as “good”. The Western martial arts (e.g., 
boxing, kickboxing), which are characterized by a strong emphasis on physical power and are more 
linked to aggression, violence and health-compromising behavior are regarded as “bad”. For these 
reasons, the latter are often viewed from a negative perspective [10,25]. In this context it is interesting 
to refer to a number of authors who have described an evolution towards increasingly harder variants 
or types of martial arts. This trend, also described as “brutalization” [26] or “desportization” [27] of 
martial arts, not only entailed more medical concerns [28], it also led to a moral debate about the social 
acceptability of such types of martial arts [29–32]. In light of this, several authors have called for 
youngsters to be banned from participating in full contact martial arts, because of their assumed 
negative influences, based on medical, ethical, legal, and moral arguments [25,33,34]. However, as 
several authors have indicated, it is not clear that a ban would produce a better state of affairs. A ban 
may force the sport underground, where medical controls would be non-existent [35,36]. 

Furthermore, the wide variety of martial arts styles and disciplines is one of the reasons why many 
different associations and federations are involved in the organization of full contact martial arts.  
As a result, a fragmentation of the full contact martial arts structures exists [37,38]. For example many 
international boxing federations exist for boxing (e.g., World Boxing Council, WBC; World Boxing 
Association, WBA; World Boxing Organization, WBO; World Boxing Federation, WBF; International 
Boxing Federation, IBF; Women’s International Boxing Federation, WIBF; Women’s International 
Boxing Association, WIBA; International Boxing Union, IBU), while only one federation is 
recognized by SportAccord (i.e., International Boxing Association or Association Internationale de 
Boxe, AIBA). As a result, the federations without a controlling organization above them can escape 
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certain regulations and are less controllable regarding, among other things, the ethical and medical 
concerns previously indicated. This situation occurs not only at an international level, but also at a 
national level (e.g., France [37], The Netherlands [38]). The fragmentation of the full contact martial 
arts sector creates a lack of clarity in their organization making it difficult for administrators and policy 
makers to support and regulate martial arts, especially full contact martial arts, in a clear-cut manner. 

As a result, it is not surprising that policy makers struggle with the governance of full contact 
martial arts. According to Kikulis [39] “sports governance” is the responsibility for the functioning and 
overall direction of the organization, and is a necessary and institutionalized component of all sports 
codes from club level to national bodies, government agencies, sports service organizations and 
professional teams around the world. Despite the lack of clarity in a number of issues related to  
full contact martial arts, it is interesting to note that in several countries, policy makers endeavor  
to develop (or rethink) their strategy towards the regulation and support of full contact martial arts 
(The Netherlands [38], US [40,41], France [37]. However, governments sometimes do not know which 
stance to take regarding the legitimacy of full contact martial arts (e.g., in terms of recognition or 
banning), which often results in an ambiguous position. In the Netherlands, for example, on the one 
hand the government supports martial arts by subsidizing and licensing, yet on the other hand they 
have attempted to limit and even to ban full contact martial arts events [38]. 

Furthermore, in this context it is also interesting to consider the changing point of view of policy 
makers with regard to the legitimacy of, for example, Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) in the United States 
(US). Hess [42] indicated that MMA began in the nineties more as a spectacle than a legitimate sport, 
and the shocking nature of the practice led initially to statewide bans on MMA competition in the US. 
According to Varney [41], the introduction of more rules, weight classes, and eventual state regulation, 
also described as re-sportization [27], ensured that MMA became more popular and visible, and as a 
result many states lifted their ban on MMA. Although much has been accomplished in making the 
sport a mainstream success, there are still areas that need to be/could be improved upon (e.g., public 
image, the boundary between “real” and “mock” fighting, influence on spectators, point of view of 
politicians) [27,41,43]. 

In conclusion, the full contact martial arts sector deals with some critical issues on a medical,  
ethical and organizational level. These concerns are often the main reason why governments do not  
know which stance to take regarding the legitimacy of full contact martial arts (e.g., in terms of 
recognition/subsidizing or banning). 

2. Purpose of the Study 

In order to obtain a better understanding of the ethical, medical and organizational concerns with 
which the full contact martial arts sector is confronted, scientific research into the governance of full 
contact martial arts is required. Although scientists from a wide range of disciplines (e.g., biomechanics, 
psychology, history, physiology, sociology, pedagogy, epidemiology of injuries) [44] have been 
paying increased attention to martial arts, until now only a limited number of studies have been 
conducted with regard to governance in martial arts [38,40,41]. 

By means of a case-study approach, the present paper will discuss some of the key issues regarding 
the regulation of a number of full contact martial arts which are considered to be problematic for 
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(sports) authorities, and which confront sports policy makers in Flanders 2. We decided to focus 
specifically on the situation in Flanders as the Flemish government has undertaken several steps in an 
attempt to tackle some of these concerns. In describing the Flemish case, this paper aims to highlight 
the need to develop a sound martial arts policy that can provide a legitimation base for the provision 
and organization of these full contact martial arts. 

3. Method 

In the period from October 2012 to February 2014 data were collected to obtain a better 
understanding of the specific situation with regard to the governance and organization of full contact 
martial arts in Flanders. More specifically, we attempted to list the problems, which confront the full 
contact martial arts sector, and to identify how policy makers have responded to this. 

After conducting a literature review with regard to the organization and regulation of full contact 
martial arts, and analyzing sports participation data for these sports in Flanders, a document analysis 
regarding legislative and governance initiatives regarding full contact martial arts in Flanders as well 
as in other countries (particularly the Netherlands, US, England) was performed. 

In addition, 58 interviews were conducted in order to obtain more insight into the experiences, 
problems, needs, expectations and opinions of different relevant stakeholders (in)directly involved in 
the regulation or organization of full contact martial arts in Flanders. More precisely, these 
stakeholders were representatives of all known full contact martial arts federations (n = 10), experts 3 
(n = 5) and referees (n = 2), representatives of the Flemish (n = 4) and local government (n = 13), 
physicians who have experience with full contact martial arts (n = 12), experts with regard to full 
contact martial arts in The Netherlands (n = 6), and representatives of other organizations indirectly 
involved in the organization of full contact martial arts (e.g., insurance companies, coordinating 
organizations responsible for medical examinations of sports participants, organization involved in the 
domain of ethics in sports) (n = 6). Full contact martial arts participants or athletes are not included  
in this research as a separate group because a sufficient number of the interviewees are (were) active as 
a participant. 

In order to gain an overview of how full contact martial arts are regulated and organized in other 
countries beyond Flanders, an international survey was sent to (1) researchers involved in martial arts 
research and (2) national and international full contact martial arts federations which are linked to 
Flemish sports federations. In total, 12 researchers and 24 representatives of federations were asked to 
respond to the questionnaire. The response rate was however quite low, namely 31%. This can be 
attributed to the fact that none of the full contact martial arts federations responded. In contrast to the 
federations, 11 out of the 12 researchers that we contacted filled in the questionnaire. These 
researchers were from different countries all over the world (i.e., Spain, Italy, Great-Britain, Poland, 
Japan, USA, Russia and The Netherlands).  

2  Flanders is the Dutch-speaking northern part of Belgium. 
3  Someone was considered as an expert when he or she had more than 20 years of experience with full contact martial 

arts as an athlete and more than 10 years of experience as a teacher. Moreover, most had experience with the practice of 
more than one full contact martial art. 
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In addition, 4 focus group discussions were organized, three regarding medical aspects related to 
full contact martial arts in which several physicians with experience of this group of sports participated  
(n = 4, n = 4, n = 19). Another focus group was held regarding the guidance and education of those 
involved in the organization of full contact martial arts (i.e., teachers, referees, physicians) (n = 5). 
Present at the latter were representatives of different organizations: 2 full contact martial arts teachers, 
1 member of the Flemish sport administration and 2 representatives of the department of the Flemish 
government that is responsible for the organization of courses for trainers. 

Finally, 14 martial arts training sessions (3 for boxing and 11 for kick-/Thaiboxing), and 13 
competitions of different full contact martial arts were attended, as well as 1 meeting of the executive 
board and 2 annual general assemblies of full contact martial arts federations. 

Many different methods were used to gather the data of the present study. As indicated by  
Zohrabi [45], it is believed that using different types of procedures for collecting data and obtaining 
information through different sources augment the validity and reliability of the data and their 
interpretation. All interviews and focus groups were tape-recorded and most relevant aspects were 
transcribed verbatim. Afterwards the information was organized, processed and discussed with the 
different authors of the present study. The results of this study are often based on the discrepancies  
between (a) different interviewees and (b) what was told and what was seen during competitions  
and trainings. 

4. Results 

Before starting to describe the Flemish case, it is interesting to first take a look at the lessons that 
could be learned from other countries outside Flanders with regard to the regulation and organization 
of full contact martial arts. 

4.1. An International Survey Regarding the Organization and Regulation of Full Contact Martial Arts 

The international questionnaire revealed a number of general findings relating to organization, 
competition and coaches’ education in full contact martial arts.  

A first finding was that full contact martial arts are organized by recognized (by the government) or 
unrecognized (national) federations or organizations. Furthermore, it is reported that in most cases, full 
contact martial arts are organized within more than one sport federation, often with no collaboration. 
This results in a fragmented organizational setting per country and type of full contact martial art. Only 
in the United States does a particular structure exist today at governmental level, more specifically the 
State Athletic Commissions. Such a commission has a regulatory (umbrella) role with regard to full 
contact martial arts in particular states, regardless of the federations that are active in those states. As 
also indicated by Maher [40] and Berg and Chalip [46], the various state legislatures pass laws 
regulating full contact martial arts and commonly delegate authority to an administrative body, often a 
state athletic commission, to perform rule-making, licensing, operational, and enforcement functions. 

Secondly, there appear to be a variety of providers of full contact martial arts competitions, such as 
federations and private organizations. If organized by the latter, a majority reported that little to no 
control exists with regard to the regulation of such events by local and national administrators. 
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Thirdly, in all the participating countries a coaches education program for full contact martial arts 
teachers exists, which is mostly coordinated by a (governmental) coordinating organization responsible 
for the organization of trainer courses. 

There may be several explanations for the fact that only limited information could be collected. 
First, as indicated in the introduction, researchers investigating the regulation and organization of full 
contact martial arts are scarce and, as a result, a limited number of researchers have knowledge 
regarding this topic in their country (The Netherlands [38]; US [40,41], France [37]). Secondly, most 
of those who do possess such knowledge are focused on only one full contact martial arts style and 
cannot provide a general view of how these sports are organized and regulated in their country.  
The latter limitation might also be applicable for the different full contact martial arts federations. 
Representatives of these federations can describe their particular situation, but they might not be able 
to give (objective) information on other federations. And thirdly, a language barrier exists, as most of 
the representatives of the federations do not speak English. 

In conclusion, in most countries no coordinating federation or organization exists, which makes it 
difficult to obtain a general overview of the governance of full contact martial arts in other countries. 
Consequently, it seems even more relevant to obtain greater insight into how full contact martial arts 
are organized and regulated in one particular country. 

4.2. The Flemish Case 

Over a period of 17 months, we attempted to obtain a deeper insight into the organization and 
regulation of full contact martial arts in Flanders, using a number of means (i.e., document analysis, 
interviews with key witnesses, focus group discussions and observations of training sessions, 
competitions and events). In the following paragraphs we will first provide a list of the key issues that 
are considered to be problematic for (sports) authorities, and which confront the full contact martial 
arts sector as well as sports policy makers in Flanders. These key issues will be discussed from an 
organizational, pedagogical, ethical and medical, and governmental perspective. Secondly we will 
describe the different initiatives that Flemish policy makers have undertaken in response to the 
difficult issues related to full contact martial arts. 

4.2.1. Concerns Regarding Full Contact Martial Arts in Flanders 

4.2.1.1. Organizational Perspective 

The full contact martial arts sector is confronted with some complex organizational issues, which 
make it difficult to regulate and organize full contact martial arts in a clear-cut way. Some examples: 

- As a consequence of the wide variety of federations involved in the organization of full 
contact martial arts in Flanders, the full contact martial arts sector is fragmented. Despite the 
fact it is difficult to gain insight into which federations are involved with the organization of 
full contact martial arts, we made an attempt to provide a brief overview of the Flemish 
federations which have been identified until now (see Table 1): 

o Four martial arts federations are recognized but not subsidized in Flanders. One of them 
offers only full contact martial arts (i.e., Flemish Boxing League). Two federations offer 
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next to full contact martial arts, also other (styles of) martial arts (i.e., Flemish wushu 
federation and ABC Flanders). Finally, one of the four recognized federations is a  
multi-martial arts federation, which offers different martial arts, of which full contact 
martial arts are one. 

o Three multi-sports federations offer, among other sports, full contact martial arts. Those 
sports federations are recognized and subsidized by the Flemish government. In Flanders, 
however, the regulations which multi-sports federations are required to meet in order to be 
recognized and subsidized are less comprehensive than those imposed on uni-sports 
federations, because they are not involved in multiple tasks, such as the organization of 
competition on a local, national and international level, talent development and elite sport 
development, etc. The focus of those multi-sports federations is particularly on the 
organization of recreational sports participation. 

o Four martial arts federations, offering full contact martial arts are not directly recognized, 
but are affiliated with a recognized multi-sports or multi-martial arts federation. 

o Finally also not recognized full contact martial arts federations exist in Flanders. Today, we 
could only identify one federation. Probably more full contact martial arts federations exist, 
but because they do not wish to be known, it is hard to obtain an overview of them. 

- Some sports clubs do not have any affiliation with a sports federation. Even more so than full 
contact martial arts clubs that are a member of a sports federation, clubs without any affiliation 
are hard to control and regulate, because they are difficult to reach and less information is 
available about them. Particularly, in such clubs the ethically and medically sound sports 
participation is highly questionable. 

- A profound distrust exists between the different full contact martial arts federations, which 
makes it difficult to set up any form of collaboration. This distrust has been historically grown. 
Often it is a slight disagreement (such as conflicts regarding competition results, financial 
disputes, etc.) which results in the impossibility of any kind of collaboration. 

“… He is a renowned person in our martial arts style. But we, as a federation, could not 
continue to pay his personal expenses such as the wheels of his car. That is why he is split 
off from our federation.” (A representative of a martial arts federation). 

- Full contact martial arts participants and clubs can be a member of different federations. 
Because the federations do not have any information about each other, this leads to some 
critical issues. For instance, when a participant of a full contact martial art is suspended in one 
federation, he or she can participate at competitions organized by other federations. If the 
participant was suspended because of medical reasons (e.g., after a knock out) this can have 
consequences for the health of the participant. Moreover, each federation has its own 
competition rules and system to classify competitors according to their level of experience 
(e.g., elite-amateur, A-B-C-D). The phenomenon of “federation shopping” can raise several 
questions: How can the level of experience of a competitor be determined when each 
federation uses its own classification system? How can a competitor prepare him/herself 
thoroughly if he/she has to adapt him/herself to the rules that are applied? 
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Table 1. Overview of Flemish federations offering full contact martial arts (boxing, kick-/Thaiboxing, Mixed Martial arts (MMA), cage 
fighting, K1, full contact karate and sanda). * 

Recognized Martial Arts Federations 
(Offering Full Contact Martial Arts) 

Flemish Multi-Sports Federations 
(Recognized and Subsidized) (Offering 
among Other Sports, Full Contact  
Martial Arts) 

 

Martial Arts Federations Not Directly 
Recognized, but Affiliated with a 
Recognized Multi-Sports or Multi-
Martial Arts Federation 

Not Recognized Martial  
Arts Federations 

     
1. ABC Flanders** (Kickboxing…) 1. Federation for Recreational and Omnisports 

(FROS)** (Kick-/Thai boxing, MMA, 
shoot boxing, K1, Full contact American  
Kickboxing …)  

1. Flemish Kickboxing, Muaythai & 
MMA Organization (Kick-/Thai 
boxing, MMA, shoot boxing, K1, 
Full contact American  
Kickboxing …) 

1. International Martial Arts 
Federation Belgium 

2. … 

     
2. Flemish Boxing league (Boxing) 2. SPORTA** (Muaythai, Boxing…) 

 
2. Belgian Karate Organisation 

Shinkyokushin (full contact karate) 
 

3. Flemish wushu federation** (Sanda) 3. Federation Dance and Sport**  
(Kyokushinkai karate) 

4. … 
 

3. Belgian Kyokushin Organisation (full 
contact karate) 

4. Belgian Mixed Martial Arts 
Federation (Kick-/Thai boxing, 
MMA, full contact karate…) 

5. … 

 

4. Flemish martial arts federation**  
(Kick-/Thai boxing, MMA, full  
contact karate …) 

 
 

  

     
     

* Only those federations known by the Flemish government are included in this table; ** Offers, next to full contact martial arts, also other (styles of) martial arts;  
*** Affiliated with … 

 

*** 

*** 
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4.2.1.2. Pedagogical Perspective: Full Contact Martial Arts Coaches’ Education 

In Flanders, a department of the administration of the Flemish government leads the organization of 
a trainer course with regard to full contact martial arts. In order to guarantee the quality, the 
organization of trainer courses is based on a collaboration between the sports administration of the 
Flemish government, the recognized Flemish sports federations, three Flemish universities and 14 
colleges offering an education in Physical education and Movement Sciences. The trainer course with 
regard to full contact martial arts focuses on historical, medical, ethical, didactical, safety, juridical, 
mental and deontological aspects of full contact martial arts, as well as on how to train youth practicing 
a full contact martial art. However, some concerns exist with regard to this course. Some examples: 

- Because of the fragmentation as well as the wide variety of full contact martial arts, the trainer 
course is a general course for different full contact martial arts. This implies that no sports 
specific training course exists for boxing, kick-/Thaiboxing, MMA, etc.  

- Only a limited number of full contact martial arts trainers have followed the trainer course 
organized by the department of the administration of the Flemish government. This is an issue 
concerning demand for—as well as supply of—the trainer course. With regard to the former, 
there is only limited interest and motivation to follow the training course, because the content 
of the existing course is not sufficiently well-known in the federations, or supported by 
specific federations. Regarding the supply chain, the training course is not accessible enough 
for full contact martial arts teachers, because many of them are low-skilled and/or immigrants. 
With regard to the latter also a language barrier exists. 

- Very few full contact martial arts federations require recognized certification for a trainer to 
start a sports club. This carries the risk that participants of full contact martial arts are trained 
by insufficiently qualified trainers, meaning the safety of the participant cannot be ensured. 

4.2.1.3. Ethical and Medical Perspective 

In Flanders, a number of aspects suggest that the safety of participants is insufficiently guaranteed 
today. Some examples: 

- In some full contact martial arts clubs and federations in Flanders, members are not obligated 
to have insurance. Some clubs and federations require this only of their competitors. 

- Furthermore, a lack of clarity exists regarding compulsory protection (e.g., is it compulsory to 
wear a helmet?). Furthermore, differences exist in the protection material (e.g., leg protection: 
thick versus thin). 

“The shin protection is sometimes treated in a stepmotherly way. Some have really very 
thin, other very thick protection. There is a big difference between the impact of a blow to 
the head with such a light protection, that has mostly moved to the wrong side during the 
fight, as compared with a thick shin protection.” (A physician) 

- No clear agreement exists with regard to the medical examination of a participant of a full 
contact martial art (e.g., before a competition, after a medical suspension period, etc.) 
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- Because of the fragmentation of the full contact martial arts sector and the problem of 
“federation shopping”, discussed previously, no general system exists, with regard to checking 
the medical status of participants. Each federation has its own system, and as a result there is 
no general registration of the total number of competitions with an indication of wins/losses, 
injuries sustained, knock-outs, …  

- A lack of clarity exists with regard to the authority of a physician during competition. 
- In most federations, the specific regulations with regard to youth are vague. For example, in 

some federations punching to the head is allowed, but participants are not allowed to hit “hard”. 

“It is written in the rules that youth cannot make hard contact, but in fact this is bullshit, 
because what is ‘hard’? ‘Hard’ for the one is different for another.” (Expert in full contact 
martial arts) 

Some additional ethical issues related to full contact martial arts are interesting to note: 

- The commercialization of full contact martial arts events can be considered as an ethical issue. 
The commercial gain of such events is often considered more important than the safety of  
the participants. 

- In Flanders, popular media have created a distorted image of full contact martial arts, by 
focusing on a one-sided, negative account, primarily with regard to the negative medical 
impact of practicing full contact martial arts [47–49]. 

4.2.1.4. Governmental Perspective 

Finally, also from a governmental perspective some issues which confront the full contact martial 
arts sector, as well as sports policy makers, in Flanders could be raised. Some examples: 

- There is lack of clarity in the vision of the Flemish government. For more than a decade, one 
of the pillars of the Flemish sports subsidization policy relies on the existence of a selected list 
of 54 sports that are eligible for official recognition and financial support by the Flemish 
government. The list includes 10 different martial arts (aikido, amateur boxing, fencing, jiu-jitsu, 
judo, karate, kendo, taekwondo, wrestling and wushu). Apart from amateur boxing (because of 
its Olympic status), no other full contact martial arts are included. This is mainly because of 
distinct medical and moral concerns that were raised. The lack of clarity in the vision of the 
Flemish government relates to the fact that on the one hand limited recognition and no support 
is allowed for participants of full combat martial arts, such as Thai and kickboxing (because 
they are not on the official sports list), while on the other hand, the same government supports 
a number of sports-based developmental initiatives that make use of these sports.  

- The Flemish government uses a specific term to refer to full contact martial arts, namely “risk” 
martial arts. This term refers to those martial arts that have specific techniques which permit 
punching or kicking an opponent with the intention of reducing his/her physical or 
psychological integrity (Decree of 13 July 2007 on medically and ethically sound sports 
participation, Art. 2, §13). Based on the interviews with expert witnesses as well as on what 
was heard during attendance of different competitions, trainings and meetings, we can indicate 
that the introduction and the use of this term has caused consternation among different 
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individuals involved with martial arts practice. According to many of those involved in full 
contact martial arts the use of this term promotes negative stereotyping, and is not positive for 
the image of this kind of martial arts. 

In order to improve the image of our martial arts, we have to take our own responsibility 
and emphasize the positive aspects.... This is however very difficult when you are called 
“risk martial arts”. (A representative of a martial arts federation). 

Besides the Flemish government, the local authorities are also confronted with some difficulties 
regarding the regulation of full contact martial arts. 

- Municipalities and cities are unaware of the problems and the possible abuses that occur in full 
contact martial arts (e.g., rental of locations to organizations which are not practicing/organizing 
martial arts in a medically sound way). 

- Municipalities and cities can determine the criteria that sports clubs have to fulfill in order to 
obtain financial support. Often a sports club is not required to be a member of a recognized 
sports federation. Because of this, it is possible for a local sports club to receive the financial 
support of the local authorities without being a member of a sports federation. As they receive 
the financial support of the local authorities, they do not feel the need to be affiliated with a 
sports federation. As indicated earlier, such clubs are less controllable and often, even more 
than those that are a member of a sports federation, the ethically and medically sound sports 
participation is highly questionable in these clubs. 

4.2.2. Initiatives of the Flemish Government Regarding Full Contact Martial Arts 

Despite the complex and numerous difficulties with regard to full contact martial arts in Flanders, 
the practice of these sports has become increasingly popular. Flemish participation data show that the 
number of participants practicing full contact martial arts (e.g., kick-/Thaiboxing, boxing and MMA) 
has increased from 783 in 2002 to 5718 participants in 2011. Since 2007, the Flemish government has 
undertaken different steps with regard to the governance of full contact martial arts. These different 
steps will be described more in detail below. 

In 2007, the Flemish government passed a decree regarding medically and ethically sound sports 
participation in which the term “risk” martial arts was introduced. Two years later, as a consequence of 
this decree, Flanders set up an expert committee including policy officers, martial arts representatives 
and physicians. Its task is to advise the Minister of Sports regarding the conditions for a medically 
sound practice and delivery of full contact martial arts instruction in Flanders. Among other things, the 
committee has proposed a set of generic guidelines with a dual purpose. On the one hand it should give 
the Flemish government standards that allow her to test the obligations that sports federations have, in 
order to guarantee medically and ethically sound sports participation. On the other hand, those 
guidelines have to give more clarity to sports federations who organize full contact martial arts on how 
they can comply with the decree regarding medically and ethically sound sports participation. To date 
however, there is no formal obligation that requires sports federations to act according to these 
guidelines. If it were a formal obligation, the Flemish government would control the fulfillment of 
these guidelines, with financial implications.  
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Additionally, in 2011 a round table conference was organized on behalf of the Minister of Sports. In 
total 94 participants attended the conference. The aim of this conference was to create more public 
support for the generic guidelines, and to offer the possibility to representatives of different sectors 
(i.e., government, martial arts, health, welfare, education, youth, etc.) to exchange relevant information 
regarding the practice and the organization of martial arts. Furthermore, by listing the experiences, 
problems, needs, expectations and opinions of relevant stakeholders it was aimed to obtain a better 
understanding of the specific issues with which the martial arts sector is confronted. 

Finally, based on the results of this conference, at the beginning of 2013 the Flemish government 
decided to set up a Flemish Platform on full contact martial arts. This platform was formed in the 
context of an experimental project in which two fulltime employees were appointed for a duration of 
two years. In general, the platform aims to provide more professional and qualitative support to those 
involved in the organization of full contact martial arts in Flanders, and to encourage collaboration 
between the various actors involved. More specifically, this is reflected in three major assignments: 

- The platform is a knowledge center to extend knowledge with regard to the different aspects of 
full contact martial arts; 

- The platform is a communication center and contact point: a center which will inform and 
communicate regarding full contact martial arts with all sorts of stakeholders (e.g., federations, 
government, etc.) on a regular basis; 

- The platform is a service and support center for stakeholders involved in the organization or 
the practice of full contact martial arts. 

Finally, it should be noted that the Flemish government should pay attention that, besides the 
fragmentation of the full contact martial arts sector itself, no fragmentation occurs at policy level, as 
the role of the different initiatives (e.g., expert committee, Flemish Platform on full contact martial arts) 
is not always very clear. 

5. Conclusions 

Despite the increasing popularity of full contact martial arts, today the full contact martial arts 
sector is confronted with some ethical, medical and organizational concerns which make it difficult for 
administrators and policy makers to support and regulate these sports in a clear-cut manner. The aim of 
the present paper was to highlight the need to develop a sound full contact martial arts policy. This was 
achieved by describing the Flemish situation, more specifically by describing (1) the key issues 
considered to be problematic for the full contact martial arts sector as well as sports policy makers in 
Flanders and (2) how the Flemish government has responded to these problems since 2007. It can be 
concluded that a number of concerns exist in Flanders with regard to the organization and regulation of 
full contact martial arts. However, a positive evolution is noticeable, as the Flemish government has 
undertaken different steps in order to outline a policy with regard to the regulation of full contact 
martial arts. One of the policy tools used by the Flemish government in their attempt to regulate the 
full contact martial arts sector was the formation of the Flemish Platform on full contact martial arts. 
However, it should be noted that several difficulties still need to be overcome in Flanders, at the level 
of the government (e.g., how to pursue a full contact martial arts policy and obligate sports federations 
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to act according to this policy?), of the martial arts sector (e.g., how to increase the limited number of  
well-educated full contact martial arts teachers?), as well as at the level of the martial arts clubs  
(e.g., how to deal with safety matters in the sports club?). Furthermore, it will be necessary to refine 
the data used in the present study because the underlying reasons behind certain aspects need further 
clarification. For example, (a) the influence of international federations at the national level and  
(b) which responsibilities should be taken by the government and which by the martial arts sector?  

The Flemish case is not a single one, however. In other words, the difficulties with regard to 
governance in full contact martial arts are not bound to geographical places or limited to specific 
countries [50]. It will not be enough to tackle these difficulties at the local and national level, because 
it leaves the possibility for full contact martial arts organizations to escape from more regulated 
countries to less strict regulated countries. Therefore the governance of full contact martial arts should 
be regarded as a transnational issue. Consequently, the question can be raised as to which role the 
European Union (EU) can fulfill. In this context, it is interesting to note that one of the programs of the 
European Commission aims to tackle cross-border threats to the integrity of sport and to promote and 
support good governance in sport [51]. Within this scope, it might be relevant to think in terms of the 
development of an international coherent policy with regard to full contact martial arts. However, it 
will be difficult to achieve the right balance between the rules enforced by the EU and the freedom of 
local and national self-regulation. 

Furthermore, the deterritorialization and globalization of full contact martial arts requires research 
at a supranational level. This kind of research could be helpful to gain more of an insight into solving 
the problems related to governance, regulation and management of martial arts, especially within an 
international context. The increased need to exchange knowledge and experience concerning the 
regulation and support of full contact martial arts can be illustrated by the organization of a workshop 
on the organization and regulation of martial arts during the 21st annual conference of the European 
Association of Sport Management (EASM) in 2013. At the end of this workshop, it was concluded that 
more initiatives are needed to initiate and stimulate research cooperation, to exchange relevant 
information and to consider the option of developing an international network of researchers and 
policy makers involved in organizing, managing and regulating martial arts [50]. Consequently, more 
research is necessary with regard to the regulation of full contact martial arts from an organizational 
and governance policy perspective. In this kind of research, several issues could be raised, such as 
should full contact martial arts be banned by law or not? If so, what would be the consequences? If not, 
which rules and conditions are necessary in order to guarantee medically and ethically sound sport 
participation. In addition, it would be relevant to examine whether the regulation and the organization 
of full contact martial arts is the responsibility of the government or the martial arts sector itself. 
Alternatively, as suggested by Berg and Chalip [46] and Koppenjan and Klijn [52], it might be 
preferable for the full contact martial arts sector to work together with governments to tackle the 
difficulties with regard to these sports. In this case it would be necessary to examine how the 
government and the sector relate to each other. 

Finally, we would like to focus on the increasing interest in the use of full contact martial arts as a 
developmental tool [53]. Despite the fact this is a positive evolution with regard to full contact martial 
arts, this should be viewed from a critical point of view. The simple fact that people engage in a sport 
setting does not automatically imply that improvements in personal or social outcomes can be expected. 
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It therefore becomes clear that more attention must be paid to the structural components and processes 
of management and guidance within the sports context in general, in our case within full contact 
martial arts, in order to provide greater insight into the complexity of the underlying processes that are 
presumed to generate social benefits [54–56]. A more modest perspective and more research that tries 
to obtain insight into the underlying conditions and processes producing developmental outcomes 
would contribute to a deeper understanding of any effects. 

In conclusion, the complex issues that confront full contact martial arts, need a local and 
international approach as well as further investigation. By stimulating research cooperation and 
exchanging knowledge and experience, more insight could be obtained into the governance, provision 
and organization of full contact martial arts, which in turn can provide a legitimation base for the 
development of a sound martial arts policy. Better organization and regulation of the full contact 
martial arts sector might be helpful in developing towards a more accepted, respected and recognized 
group of sports. 
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