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Sport governing bodies have played a special role in society during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. Following stakeholder theory and consumption capital theory, this study investigated the actions of the German Bundesliga (DFL), Union of European Football Associations (UEFA), and the International Olympic Committee (IOC) during this phase as perceived by the German population and through the lens of corporate social responsibility (CSR). Based on a representative sample of the German resident population (N = 1,000), the study examined the individual characteristics that influenced the perceived CSR of these organizations and what population clusters emerged from this perception. The survey applied a CSR scale that was previously validated in a professional team sports context. The results confirmed the equally strong applicability of the scale to the sport governing context. Cluster analysis yielded three distinctive clusters, namely, “supporters,” “neutral observers,” and “critics.” Regression analyses and the cluster analysis identified those with frequent consumption and high involvement in sport as rating the actions of the three sport organizations more positively. They are also more strongly represented in the “supporters” cluster. In contrast, those threatened the most by the virus are overrepresented in the “critics” cluster.
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INTRODUCTION

The worldwide COVID-19 pandemic has influenced public life and the world of sport in a way that has never existed before. Since this pandemic and the resulting lockdowns can be considered an unforeseen external shock to the sport system, sport organizations have constantly faced trade-offs when deciding how to proceed with competitions and events. On the one hand, organizations need revenue from sport competitions and events, which are their core business, and they also have an economic responsibility to their partners and suppliers (Preuss, 2005). Most parties have higher chances to survive if sport events and competitions take place, which is a reality that has resulted in debatable decisions such as the relocation of international matches to foreign countries due to travel restrictions as can be seen in the UEFA Champions League (UEFA, 2021). For example, matches between German and English teams in round 16 were relocated to Budapest (Hungary) to circumvent the existing travel restrictions between Germany and the UK (UEFA, 2021).

On the other hand, the role of these sports bodies in society suggests that they should behave in a societally responsible manner (Reiche, 2014). One of the terms often used by sport officials during the pandemic is the societal responsibility of the sport [DFL, 2020; DOSB, 2020]. This term is anchored on policy documents, outlining that sport represents a central component of social life, which connects people with different cultural backgrounds, conveys societally important values, and fosters public debate and inclusion (DOSB, 2016). The benefits of sports in addressing socio-economic challenges in society and its elite athletes fulfilling a role model function have been recognized by policymakers. These two contributions to society are core arguments for the funding of elite sports and sports for all programs (DOSB, 2016; Council of the European Union, 2017). Due to the trade-off between economic viability and societal responsibility, a question arises concerning the extent to which sport organizations were able to demonstrate societal responsibility during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. At the time this study was conducted, the first wave of the pandemic had finished, restrictions were loosened, and multiple future waves could not be anticipated. Hence, the perceptions regarding the actions of the organizations concentrated on the first months of the global pandemic (March–June 2020).

Initial market research indicated that the actions of some of these sport organizations were received critically by the German population. For example, people wondered why high-paid players were allowed to return to action while contact and travel restrictions were still in place for the majority of the German population (Nielsen Sports, 2020; Westdeutscher Rundfunk, 2020), ultimately questioning the societal responsibility of sport organizations. While business-related travels were allowed for some industries in Germany such as the automobile and information technology (IT) industry, contact restrictions prohibited professionals in the service sector, such as barbers and the hospitality industry, to practice their professions, indicating an exemption of contact restrictions for professional sport athletes. German politicians also criticized the irresponsible behavior of football organizations and questioned the special role that European football held during the pandemic (Deutschlandfunk, 2021).

Societal responsibility is usually investigated under the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) (e.g., Smith and Westerbeek, 2007; Babiak and Wolfe, 2009). The German Football League (DFL) is legally constituted as a corporation, to which the principles of CSR apply in the same way they do to corporations in other industries. As legally constituted non-profit organizations that abide by the laws in their registered countries, sport governing bodies such as the Union of European Football Association (UEFA) and the International Olympic Committee (IOC) are also subject to CSR principles (Chelladurai, 2016). Previous studies provided several examples of CSR activities of non-profit sport organizations (Chelladurai, 2016), the findings of which highlighted the importance for non-profit organizations to implement CSR activities to project a positive image, receive public subsidies, and enhance the goodwill of their core stakeholders (Chelladurai, 2016). The COVID-19 pandemic represents a special context for sport organizations to demonstrate CSR, since CSR activities during the pandemic do not cover specific community programs but are rather concerned with showing general responsibility beyond the economic obligations of an organization, i.e., being a role model for social distancing, giving back to those in need, or fulfilling the legal COVID-19 rules.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the CSR of sport governing bodies during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic as perceived by the German population. The German population was investigated, because German Olympic athletes are partly funded through tax-payer money in Germany (Wicker et al., 2021), and such money is also used to cover the security costs during match days of the German Bundesliga, UEFA Champions League, and UEFA Europa League. In return, the German population might expect social responsibility from the three organizations to legitimatize the spending of tax-payer money. Therefore, this study sought to answer the following research questions: (1) Does the employed CSR scale demonstrate adequate reliability and validity when applied to sport governing bodies? (2) What individual characteristics influence the perceived CSR of these organizations? (3) And what population clusters emerge according to CSR perception?

Based on the stakeholder theory proposed by Freeman (1984), sport organizations rely on strong acceptance from their largest external stakeholders, such as the population, so that they can claim exceptional rules for themselves in times of crises. Freeman (1984) defined a stakeholder as “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization's objective” (p. 6). Contrary to the investigation of other external stakeholders in sport (e.g., fans and sponsors), who are often investigated qualitatively, it is difficult to assemble the perception of the population through interviews, which leads to a quantitative assessment. The heterogeneity and large size of the population make a quantitative assessment advantageous. Therefore, a representative online survey among the German population was conducted using a previously validated CSR scale, which was developed in the professional team sport context in Iran with a focus on fans (Montazeri et al., 2017). Hence, this study applied this scale to sport governing bodies in the Western context. The DFL, UEFA, and IOC were selected for two reasons. First, the decisions of all three organizations affect the participation of German teams and athletes in international and national competitions. While the DFL only decides about national competitions, the UEFA and IOC decide about the operations of major international competitions, such as the 2020 European Championships and the 2020 Olympic Games. Second, Google search results for March to June 2020 indicate that information about their actions was frequently made available to the German population through newspaper articles, TV news, and talk shows, the availability of which is an important prerequisite to evaluate their actions (Du et al., 2010).

By answering the presented research questions, this study enhances understanding of the perception of the population of CSR activities as a core stakeholder of sport. Furthermore, the application of the CSR scale in a sport governing context provides a starting point for future quantitative assessments of CSR perceptions by different stakeholders. Especially in critical times, it is crucial for sport organizations to individually foster socially responsible behavior and communication (Inoue et al., 2017; Babiak and Kihl, 2018; Walzel et al., 2018).



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW


Conceptualization of CSR

Many conceptualizations of CSR draw from the stakeholder theory proposed by Freeman (1984). This theory recognizes that organizations are responsible for and should create value for a variety of stakeholders instead of only focusing on wealth creation for the sake of shareholders (Freeman, 1984). Accordingly, several scholars highlighted the responsibility organizations have to their consumers, employees, governments, future generations, the natural environment, and society as a whole (Turker, 2009; Pérez and Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013b). Furthermore, pressure from external stakeholders is one of the main reasons for sport organizations to adopt CSR practices, which underlines the importance of the stakeholder perspective in the CSR construct (Babiak and Wolfe, 2009; Kolyperas et al., 2015).

This theoretical foundation fits the seminal conceptualization of CSR of Carroll (1979, 1991), which is multidimensional in nature and encompasses the following four dimensions: economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary responsibilities. The economic responsibility includes the obligation of an organization to produce valuable products for consumers at a good price, while being profitable and creating wealth for shareholders. The legal dimension refers to the responsibility of an organization to obey the law and respect governmental regulations in operations. Ethical responsibility goes beyond the normative expectations of society and implies morally right behavior and meeting ethical norms even though they are not always bound by law. Organizations gain legitimacy if they follow the expectations society has for ethically right behavior. Lastly, discretionary responsibility includes voluntary philanthropic or altruistic behavior, targeting the well-being and development of society (Carroll, 1979, 1991).

The multidimensionality of the CSR conceptualization by Carroll is also reflected in the definition of the European Commission (2002). “Corporate social responsibility is about companies having responsibilities and taking actions beyond their legal obligations and economic or business aims. These wider responsibilities cover a range of areas but are frequently summed up as social and environmental where social means society broadly defined, rather than simply social policy issues” (n.p.). The present conceptualization considers the multidimensionality of CSR.



Consumption Capital and CSR Perceptions

Consumption capital might influence CSR perception in the general population. Generally speaking, consumption capital theory states that individuals gain knowledge about a good or entity through repetitive consumption, which, in turn, increases the utility of consumption (Stigler and Becker, 1977). The theory implies that imperfect information exists about the consumption of the goods; in this case, the actions of the three sport organizations (Stigler and Becker, 1977). Accordingly, repetitive consumption of sport leads to better knowledge about players, teams, and organizations (e.g., Wicker et al., 2012), so that their activities can be better evaluated. Since the general public usually does not proactively seek information about the socially responsible behavior of sports organizations, this information must be provided by the media. For example, TV shows and news reports about the activities of sport organizations (Du et al., 2010), and especially the actions of the three selected organizations, were covered. Accordingly, higher levels of consumption capital were expected to influence CSR perceptions in this study.



CSR in Sport: Empirical Evidence

Several studies have been conducted examining the CSR of sport organizations in various contexts, including professional team sports (Walzel et al., 2018), major sport events (e.g., Babiak and Wolfe, 2006), sport leagues (e.g., Reiche, 2014), and sport federations (e.g., Filizöz and Fişne, 2011; Walters and Tacon, 2011). The next paragraphs review the types of implemented CSR activities, the drivers of these activities, and the employed research methods (Table 1).


Table 1. Summary of researched corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities, drivers, and the employed research methods.
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Concerning CSR activities, previous research interest was on activities within the community (e.g., “NBA Cares”), with a focus on sport participation, youth education, and development (e.g., Babiak and Kihl, 2018; Rowe et al., 2019). Other activities such as donations, ticket giveaways, and fundraising campaigns can be categorized as corporate giving for charitable causes (e.g., Lacey and Kennett-Hensel, 2016; Inoue et al., 2017). This concentration on the instrumental citizenship perspective that views CSR as a functional tool to achieve organizational goals is surprising, as the first study by Babiak and Wolfe (2006) chose to investigate the ethical and discretionary dimensions of CSR fulfilled by voluntary, implicit actions. Since then, the ethical and discretionary dimensions of CSR have rarely been investigated (Walzel et al., 2018).

Several drivers that foster CSR activities of organizations were studied, especially external pressure from other stakeholders including competing clubs and the internal resources that drive the CSR activities of professional sport teams (Babiak and Wolfe, 2009; Kolyperas et al., 2015). The drivers for sport federations include financial autonomy and human resources (Zeimers et al., 2020). A lack of these resources also represents the strongest constraints for implementing formal CSR strategies (Walters and Tacon, 2011). For the DFL, their role model function, economic motives, and political incentives influenced CSR activities (Reiche, 2014). All three organizations currently under investigation constantly interact with external stakeholders, especially during the pandemic. Additionally, they possess financial autonomy and human resources; thus, they are supposed to show societally responsible behavior, which is important to legitimize their special role during crises.

Scholars have investigated CSR in sports using different methods. Most studies applied qualitative research paradigms (e.g., Babiak and Trendafilova, 2011; Douvis et al., 2015). Especially in professional team sports, qualitative approaches were preferred (Walzel et al., 2018), with data being collected via interviews (e.g., Douvis et al., 2015; Babiak and Kihl, 2018) or observations, focus groups, and content analyses (e.g., Walters and Tacon, 2011; Banda and Gultresa, 2015). Most qualitative studies were conducted as case studies of different teams (e.g., Davies and Moyo, 2017; Babiak and Kihl, 2018), leagues (Reiche, 2014; Banda and Gultresa, 2015), and federations (Filizöz and Fişne, 2011). Few researchers used a mixed-method approach to answer their research questions, specifically by conducting interviews and surveys (Babiak and Trendafilova, 2011; Blumrodt et al., 2013; Davies and Moyo, 2017). Exclusive quantitative research was deployed by using surveys (e.g., Walters and Tacon, 2011; Chang et al., 2016; Lacey and Kennett-Hensel, 2016). However, most of the questionnaires used only short three- to five-item scales for measuring CSR or CSR perception, which barely covered the multidimensional nature of CSR. An exception is the study by Walters and Tacon (2011), who quantitatively measured CSR while respecting the multidimensional measure of the concept. Consequently, a lack of quantitative, empirical measurement of CSR activities was constantly mentioned as a drawback of the existing research.

While existing research has yielded valuable insights, a few shortcomings can be observed. First, previous studies put a strong emphasis on the implementing organizations, which are mostly professional sport teams. Second, the focus was on the possible positive outcomes of CSR activities for the organizations themselves, instead of directly analyzing and understanding the main stakeholder, i.e., society itself. This omission is surprising as the CSR concept includes the idea of responsibility to society as outlined above. Both shortcomings were addressed in the present study, as it focused on three sport-governing bodies (DFL, UEFA, and IOC) and how their activities during the pandemic were perceived based on different population characteristics. Third, the strong focus on qualitative research in the form of case studies led to a call for a more quantitative evaluation of CSR actions (Walters and Tacon, 2011; Douvis et al., 2015; Walzel et al., 2018). Fourth, as the perception stakeholders have of CSR activities are crucial for mutually beneficial relationships (Walters and Tacon, 2011; Douvis et al., 2015; Walzel et al., 2018), it is important to survey them about their perceptions.



Determinants of CSR Perception

Although stakeholder-oriented CSR actions of sport organizations are crucial for their success, little is known about the individual characteristics that influence CSR perception in the sports context. For this purpose, general management literature was consulted, starting with the socially conscious consumer, and followed by the perceptions of the CSR actions of organizations outside of sports (Table 2). Hence, the present study bridged the gap between CSR research in sports and general management (Walzel et al., 2018).


Table 2. Summary of determinants of CSR perception.
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The characteristics of socially conscious consumers have been widely studied, with a special interest in socio-demographic characteristics (Anderson and Cunningham, 1972; Webster, 1975). Starting with gender, findings were fairly consistent, in that the socially responsible consumer tended to be female (e.g., Berkowitz and Lutterman, 1968; Webster, 1975; Gupta and Singh, 2017). Most CSR studies confirmed these results by showing that women were more likely to perceive CSR actions as positive (e.g., Patino et al., 2014; Kim and Kim, 2016), while only a few studies detected no gender effect on perceived CSR (e.g., Mueller, 2014).

Turning to age, existing research has shown that the socially oriented consumer tends to be young, reflecting a negative correlation between age and social orientation (e.g., Berkowitz and Lutterman, 1968; Anderson and Cunningham, 1972; Gupta and Singh, 2017). For the perception of CSR activities, the findings are not consistent. While some scholars suggest that middle-aged consumers react positively to CSR activities (e.g., Carrigan et al., 2004; Tian et al., 2011), others detected no age differences (Mueller, 2014) or consistent effects (Pérez and Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013a).

Regarding education, existing research confirmed that the socially conscious consumer is highly educated (e.g., Berkowitz and Lutterman, 1968; Roberts, 1995) and has a good job (Anderson and Cunningham, 1972). Accordingly, higher education was found to have a positive influence on perceived CSR in most studies (e.g., Youn and Kim, 2008; Lee, 2019), while only a few studies showed that educational level had no effect (e.g., Pérez and Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013a).

Concerning income, previous research found that the socially conscious consumer has high (Berkowitz and Lutterman, 1968; Webster, 1975) or at least average income (Gupta and Singh, 2017). Furthermore, results suggested a high level of satisfaction with the income level for socially conscious consumers (Gupta and Singh, 2017). Moderate- (Tian et al., 2011) and high-income groups were also more favorable and more committed to the CSR activities of organizations (Youn and Kim, 2008; Patino et al., 2014).

Other factors like involvement might also influence the perception of CSR activities. Involvement is referred to “as an unobservable state of motivation, arousal, or interest that is evoked by a particular stimulus or situation and has drive properties” (Havitz et al., 1994, p. 39). It is characterized by being enduring and continuous and assesses facets like pleasure and value within decision-making (McGehee et al., 2003). Accordingly, it is often used to explain the consumer behavior and decision-making process of an individual (Assael, 1992). Involvement seems important for the perception of CSR activities, since consumers with different levels of involvement process information differently. Specifically, consumers with a high level of involvement proactively seek information, analyze it, and form an evaluation based on the analyses. On the contrary, consumers with a low level of involvement process information rather passively, which leads to a low evaluation of brands or their actions (Assael, 1992; McGehee et al., 2003). In the given context, involvement refers to the involvement of respondents with sport in general, which refers to the value and importance of being involved in sport on site or via television. Previously, involvement served as a positive mediator between CSR perceptions and behavioral outcomes such as attendance frequency (Inoue et al., 2017). Hence, it might affect the perception of CSR activities.




METHOD


Research Context

To classify the measures of the three organizations, the pandemic context in Germany and the actions of the three sport organizations are to be presented in the next sections. On January 27th, the first COVID-19 case in Germany was reported by the German Federal Ministry of Health. Following several hundred additional cases within the next 6 weeks, the Federal Ministry of Health and the Federal Ministry of Interior recommended the cancelation of all events with more than 1,000 visitors, which led to the first “ghost game” in the history of the German Football Bundesliga. On the 12th of March 2020, the ministers of education and culture decided to close schools countrywide until the end of the Easter holidays in the middle of April. On the same day, the government decided that retailers, theaters, museums, and grassroots sport centers must be closed indefinitely. On March 17th, the minister of interior announced extensive travel restrictions for all countries within and outside the EU (Federal Ministry of Health, n.d.; Federal Ministry of Interior, Building, and Community, 2020).

In the world of sports, some sport organizations reacted earlier than others to protect fans and players in equal ways. However, most of them bowed to the pressure of external stakeholders. For example, the National Basketball Association (NBA) was the first sport league to suspend their ongoing season (March 13th) when two players of the Utah Jazz team tested positive for the virus (Aschburner, 2020). Shortly after, other sport organizations such as the DFL, the UEFA, and the IOC reacted to the external pressure exerted by fans, athletes, and especially politics. On March 13th, the DFL first announced that it would continue with the next Bundesliga match day as planned without spectators before politicians canceled the first games. Following the dynamic of the day, the DFL suspended their season at least until April 2nd and later until May 16th (Zeit, 2020). As a consequence of the Europe-wide suspension of the leagues, the UEFA decided on March 17th to postpone the 2020 European Championship to 2021 and the UEFA Champions League and Europa League to later in the year (ESPN, 2020). Lastly, the IOC postponed the Tokyo Olympic Games on March 24th until summer 2021 after the Canadian Olympic Committee announced to boycott the Games if they were held as scheduled, while thousands of athletes complained about plans to stage the event despite the pandemic (Futterman, 2020).

The three organizations insisted on the right of free practice, similar to other industries. Because of that, the governments allowed them to continue their competitions in compliance with hygiene rules (German Government, 2021). On May 16, 2020, the Bundesliga restarted as the first major league worldwide, while the UEFA held their Champions League tournament from August 12th to August 23rd in Porto. The IOC rescheduled the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games to July 2021.



Data Collection

This study is based on data from a representative online survey of the German resident population. The data collection was conducted with the support of the independent market research company, Toluna Germany. The data was gathered between 26 June and 6 July 2020 closely after the first German lockdown ended, using a random multistage sampling procedure. Minimum age of 18 was required to participate in the survey. The sample was designed to be representative of the German adult resident population with regards to gender, age, and federal state. The respective quotas were taken from the most recent German micro census 2017 (Federal Statistical Office, 2020). Participants who speeded or just clicked through the questionnaire were identified and excluded. Moreover, the answers of participants were checked for plausibility and validity. After data cleaning, a representative sample of N = 1,000 residents remained for the empirical analysis.



Questionnaire and Variables

The questionnaire was designed by the research team and consisted of seven different sections, including questions about sport participation, interest, involvement, consumption capital, perceived CSR, well-being, and socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents. Table 3 provides an overview of the variables used in the analysis and their summary statistics. The introduction informed respondents that their participation was voluntary, anonymous, and the data were only collected and analyzed for scientific purposes.


Table 3. Overview of variables and summary statistics (N = 1,000).
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The questionnaire started with assessing the participation and interest respondents have in sport. Respondents were asked to report their average number of weekly hours of sports for the last 4 weeks (sports participation) and their general interest in sports (sports interest) on a five-point scale. Involvement was measured with a validated involvement scale (McGehee et al., 2003) consisting of nine involvement items in a semantic differential format (Table 4). The Cronbach's alpha of the scale was 0.973, suggesting construct reliability (Hair et al., 2010). The final involvement variable (involvement) represented the average of the nine items. Pandemic-related consumption capital was assessed with four questions on a five-point scale, with respondents being asked to state how frequently they followed sport-specific pandemic news in the last two weeks (CC sport recent) and during the first German lockdown of the pandemic in March and April (CC sport lockdown). The same two questions followed for news regarding pandemic-specific news in the same time periods (CC news recent; CC news lockdown).


Table 4. Items included in the involvement index (ranging from 1 to 7).
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Afterward, respondents were randomly assigned to one of the three organizations, resulting in similar-sized sub-samples for the DFL, UEFA, and IOC. This randomization was implemented to reduce the length and cognitive complexity of the survey. Hence, each respondent was only presented with sport-specific consumption capital questions and the CSR scale for one of the three organizations. For the DFL and IOC, the sport-specific consumption capital consisted of two questions asking for the general interest in the competition of the respective sport governing body (CC interest) and how often those competitions are watched (CC frequency). The corresponding competitions for the DFL and IOC are the first two divisions of the German Football Bundesliga and the Olympic Games, respectively. Since the UEFA would have organized two competitions in 2020, i.e., the European Championships and the rest of Champions League and Europa League, participants received four sport-specific consumption capital questions, two for each competition, and a mean value was created for the interest and frequency component.

At the heart of the survey was a CSR scale. Previous research has not agreed on a universally applicable scale (Decker, 2004) and existing scales take the industry specifics of CSR into account (e.g., Fatma et al., 2016; Alvarado-Herrera et al., 2017). This study applies the validated scale from Montazeri et al. (2017), which was specifically developed for the sport industry. It is based on the conceptualization of CSR by Carroll (1979, 1991) including the four dimensions of economic (economic, four items), philanthropic (philanthropic, five items), ethical (ethical, four items), and legal responsibility (legal, four items). The items were translated by three experts into German and adapted to fit the present research context of sport-governing bodies. The originally created scale comprised the environment as a separate dimension, which was less applicable to the COVID-19 context and was consequently deleted. To test its reliability and validity in the sport governing body context and answer research question 1, a second-order confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted (Table 5). One item in the economic dimension loaded weakly on the latent construct and was deleted. The model showed a good fit as the comparative fit index (CFI) was 0.964, even exceeding the recommended value of 0.9. Moreover, the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) was below the cut-off criterion of 0.08 with a value of 0.073, and the standardized root mean square (SRMR) was also below the cut-off criterion of 0.1 with a value of 0.0336 (Hair et al., 2010). Construct reliability was established for all latent factors as all composite reliabilities were above 0.8 and exceeded the recommended value of 0.6. In addition, all Cronbach's alphas exceeded the threshold of 0.7, indicating good reliability (Hair et al., 2010). The remaining manifest variables loaded significantly on their latent constructs, with all the loadings but one exceeding 0.7 (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1986). The factor loadings for the four dimensions are were with values above 0.89 and they loaded significantly on the general factor CSR. The high factor loadings, in combination with the high correlation between the four dimensions and the CSR scale (Table 6), indicate good validity of the measured scale. As all values exceed the recommended thresholds, the scale as a whole and each dimension deemed good reliability and validity, supporting previous research (Montazeri et al., 2017). The final unweighted CSR measure (CSR) was the average of 17 items. Additionally, a weighted CSR measure (Weighted CSR) was calculated by multiplying the factor loadings of the second-order CFA with the respective mean values, then the four dimensions were summed up and divided by 4.


Table 5. Confirmatory factor analysis for the CSR scale.
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Table 6. Correlation matrix.
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The levels of well-being of the respondents were captured, with the well-being index developed by the World Health Organization (WHO, 1998), which has already been applied in different fields (Topp et al., 2015), including sport (Schlegel et al., 2017). It consists of five items assessing how respondents felt during the German peak of the pandemic on a six-point scale (from 0 to 5; Table 7). The final index was obtained by adding up all variables and multiplying the raw score by 4, resulting in a final score between 0 and 100 (WHO-5). Cronbach's alpha was 0.919 suggesting construct reliability.


Table 7. Items included in the well-being index (WHO-5).
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The survey finished with an assessment of different socio-demographic characteristics, including gender (male), age (age), highest level of education (low education; A-levels, university), income (income), occupation (worker, short-time work, student, pensioner, unemployed), and migration background (migrant). Since some studies suggested that middle-aged people reacted more positively to CSR actions than younger or older people (e.g., Tian et al., 2011), age squared was also included in the analysis to detect possible non-linear effects.



Data Analysis

The empirical analysis strategy consisted of three steps. First, descriptive statistics were provided to give information about the sample structure. Second, four ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analyses were carried out to investigate the determinants of CSR perception and answer the second research question. The dependent variables were the CSR measures for the full sample and for the DFL, UEFA, and IOC sub-samples. The remaining variables from Table 3 were included as independent variables. The first model also included dummy variables for the three sport organizations to check for organizational differences. To control for regional differences because of the different regulations enforced by state governments during the pandemic, the models included state dummies. Robustness checks were conducted with the CSR measure for the full sample as a dependent variable in three additional models (Models 5, 6, 8). Model 5 used a Tobit regression, Model 6 excluded the pandemic-related variables, and Model 8 included an interaction term between sport interest and gender. Model 7 was calculated with a weighted CSR scale, considering the strength of each item following the second-order CFA. All models were estimated with heteroscedasticity-consistent standard errors. The independent variables were checked for multicollinearity using correlation analyses (Table 6) and variance inflation factors (VIFs). Since CC sport recent and CC sport lockdown as well as CC interest and CC frequency were highly correlated, only CC sport lockdown and CC frequency were included in the regression models. Since all other correlation coefficients, except for age and its squared term, which are naturally correlated, were below 0.8 and all VIFs were under the critical value of 10, multicollinearity should not present a problem for the present analysis (Hair et al., 2010).

In a third step, a two-step cluster analysis with the CSR scale as a cluster variable was conducted to answer the third research question. Three different clusters resulted from this analysis. Analyses of variance were employed to detect differences between clusters with regard to population characteristics. In the case of significant ANOVA results, a Bonferroni post-hoc test was applied to identify between which clusters the differences were statistically significant.




RESULTS

Table 3 displays the descriptive statistics. Altogether, 49.3% of the respondents were male. The average age was 49.62 years, which was slightly higher than the German population average of 45 years1. Nearly half of the respondents had at least A-levels, whereas 45.3% had an educational degree below A-levels. The average personal monthly net income was between €2,000 and €2,500. Most respondents were full-time or part-time employed (60.4%), while pensioners represented the second biggest group with 27.2%.

Respondents showed moderate to strong general interest (M = 3.4) and involvement (M = 4.48) in sport. They participated 7.37 h in sport per week. This rather high value might be due to the sports context of the study because it was only representative regarding age, gender, and federal states. The interest in the competitions provided by the governing body and the frequency of watching them were highest for the IOC, followed by UEFA and DFL.

The summary statistics for perceived CSR showed that the activities of the DFL (M = 4.21) and UEFA (M = 4.23) were rated higher than the activities of the IOC (M = 4.05). Moreover, the CSR dimensions were perceived as significantly different from each other, with the economic and legal dimension being rated highest and the philanthropic dimension being rated the lowest.

Table 8 summarizes the results of the regression models. The models explained between 20.7 (full sample) and 28% (UEFA) of the variances in perceived CSR. Starting with the socio-demographic variables, gender was the only variable that was significant in all models. The negative coefficients showed that males evaluated the activities as significantly worse regarding their social responsibility than females. Age was only significant in the IOC model. Its negative effect, together with the positive effect of the squared term, indicated a U-shaped relationship between perceived CSR and age. The turning point for the CSR perception was at 45.13 years. This means that the evaluation of CSR activities decreased until the age of 45 and increased afterwards. In the full model, the coefficient for workers was positive and significant, meaning that full-time and part-time employees perceived the actions as more positive than the unemployed population. Furthermore, individuals with a migration background rated the CSR of sport organizations higher than individuals without a migration background.


Table 8. Regression models for perceived CSR.
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Consumption capital also affected perceived CSR, though mainly in the form of sport-specific consumption capital. Specifically, consumption frequency significantly influenced CSR perception in a positive manner. Those watching the competitions of the respective sport governing body more frequently evaluated its CSR activities more positively. Moreover, the full model showed a significant positive effect of involvement. Lastly, the IOC dummy was significantly negative in the full model, suggesting a lower CSR rating for the IOC than the DFL and confirming the tendencies of the descriptive statistics.

Table 9 provides the robustness tests for the conducted regression analyses, including a Tobit regression, interaction terms, and a weighted CSR scale. The conducted robustness tests showed strong robustness of the results, as the significances and direction of the effects remained similar in models 5–8.


Table 9. Robustness tests for regression models.

[image: Table 9]

The cluster analysis yielded three clusters, which are presented in Table 10. The three clusters were labeled “supporters” (23%), “neutral observers” (61.8%), and “critics” (15.2%). The mean value for the CSR perception decreased from 5.83 in cluster 1 to 1.93 in cluster 3. The post-hoc test confirmed significant differences in CSR perception among all three clusters. Moreover, the ANOVAs showed significant differences for all five CSR dimensions, with “supporters” reporting the highest mean values (e.g., 5.88 for the ethical dimension) and “critics” the lowest (e.g., 1.64 for the ethical dimension). Again, the post-hoc test confirmed that these differences were statistically significant between all three clusters.


Table 10. Results of cluster analysis and post-hoc test (displayed are the mean values).
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The ANOVAs yielded no significant differences in organizational characteristics but in individual characteristics. The sports interest of “supporters” (3.76) was significantly higher than for “neutral observers” (3.34) and “critics” (3.13). However, the difference between cluster 2 and 3 was not significant. The clusters also differed in their level of involvement, with the post-hoc test suggesting that involvement was highest among the “supporters” (5.38), followed by “neutral observers” (4.33), and “critics” (3.73) indicating the lowest involvement. The sport-related consumption capital (CC sport lockdown; CC frequency) in particular differed between the three clusters, and the post-hoc test confirmed that the sport-related consumption capital of cluster 1 (2.8; 3.67) was significantly different from cluster 2 (2.16; 2.96) and 3 (2.02; 2.46). However, the post-hoc test also yielded significant differences between cluster 2 and 3 only for the consumption frequency.

For the socio-demographic characteristics, the ANOVAs and post-hoc tests yielded mostly significant differences between “supporters” and “critics.” “Critics” included significantly more males (61%) than “supporters” (48%). Furthermore, with 52.91 years on average, respondents from cluster 3 were significantly older than those in cluster 2 (M = 49.09) and cluster 1 (M = 48.84). The age difference between the first two clusters was not significant. “Supporters” and “critics” also significantly differed in the share of full-time employees and pensioners. While cluster 1 (67%) yielded a greater share of full-time employees than cluster 3 (49%), cluster 3 had a significantly higher share (35%) of pensioners than “supporters” (23%), which reflected the presented age differences.



DISCUSSION

The study set out to examine the CSR of three sport organizations during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic as perceived by the German resident population. The idea of focusing on the population's perception followed stakeholder theory, which points out the responsibility of organizations towards multiple stakeholders. In this case, society was the main stakeholder in this study, which was largely neglected in previous research. Furthermore, a positive CSR perception within the population could help legitimize the special role of sport organizations in the ongoing pandemic.

Corporate social responsibility was measured using an existing scale, which was adapted for this research context. The conducted CFA and correlation analysis showed the reliability and validity of the scale. This finding answered the first research question and showed that the scale was appropriate for the sport governing context.

Similar to the perception of member federations of the UEFA toward their own activities (Walters and Tacon, 2011), the CSR perception of the population was split between high and low emphasis on social responsibility to the society. Hence, the CSR scale values slightly over four reflected that the perception the population has of CSR activities is mixed. Even though the UEFA and IOC are non-profit organizations, they generate enormous revenues, which could lead to the economic dimensions being rated highest (Chelladurai, 2016). Economic responsibility was measured among others with cost control and long-term and sustained success, which showed that the population perceived that the organizations managed their economic resources well to gain long-term viability. Moreover, the item measuring profit maximization was deleted, indicating that the remaining four items measured economic responsibility beyond mere profit seeking. The close cooperation of the organizations with politics was emphasized from both ends during the first wave of the pandemic, which ensured legal obligations were met and probably resulted in the overall high perception of the legal dimension. Overall, the results provided a starting point for measuring the CSR perceptions of sport organizations, which can serve as a reference point for future quantitative assessments of CSR perceptions at different levels (e.g., professional sport teams, non-profit sport clubs).

Comparing the three organizations, the DFL and UEFA scored similarly and higher than the IOC, which could be a result of the late decision-making by IOC officials regarding the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games. As highlighted by stakeholder theory, all three organizations perceived pressure from the population as an external stakeholder to act responsibly during a worldwide pandemic, with the earlier decisions by the DFL and UEFA seemingly being perceived positively regarding their societal responsibility.

To answer the second research question, regression analyses were conducted, while a cluster analysis was also performed to answer the third research question. In the regression results, gender was the only consistently significant socio-demographic variable revealing a more positive evaluation of CSR activities by women than by men. Previous CSR research (Patino et al., 2014; Kim and Kim, 2016) and studies on the socially conscious consumer (Gupta and Singh, 2017) also showed that women were more socially conscious and valued CSR activities. Even though it seems that women are more critical toward socially responsible behavior, they still perceived the activities of the three organizations as more positive. This finding was also reflected in the results of the cluster analysis. While the cluster “supporters” was gender-balanced, the “critics” were skewed toward males. Men perceived the activities as more critical, which may have been a result of the games being played without spectators, as more men than women enjoy the stadium atmosphere. However, the interaction term between sports interest and gender was insignificant, indicating that the more negative perception for men does not interact with their general interest in sports.

The inconsistent age effect of the regression models is similar to the results of Pérez and Rodríguez del Bosque (2013a). Previous studies showed that it is difficult to detect consistent age effects using regression analyses. However, a closer look at the cluster analysis revealed age differences between the clusters. While the “supporters” and “neutral observers” were relatively younger, the older composition of “critics” came along with a higher share of pensioners. Since the older and retired population was greatly threatened by the coronavirus, it may seem plausible that they opposed the actions of the three governing bodies, especially the continuation of competitions. In contrast to pensioners, full-time employees were better represented among the “supporters.” The three organizations constantly stated that sport is the profession of their members, thus insisting that they should be allowed to exercise their profession similar to other businesses. This was also the reason why the German government allowed the continuation of competitions at the professional level (German Government, 2021). This view might have strengthened the acceptance among employees, who themselves exercised their professions during the pandemic. One might argue that they were also the ones who did not lose their jobs; hence, they had a higher acceptance for the competitions to continue, but due to large short-time work programs in Germany, only a slight increase in the unemployment rate was observed in Germany and job losses were rare.

Sport-related consumption capital, involvement, and the overall interest in sports not only influenced CSR perception positively but were also significantly different between the three clusters. The generally strong interest and high weekly participation in the sample might have been due to the sports context of the survey, which might have led to self-selection of respondents from Toluna's panel. However, this phenomenon occurs frequently in sport surveys (e.g., Wicker and Hallmann, 2013; Lacey and Kennett-Hensel, 2016), and the sampling procedure tried to minimize this phenomenon by being representative regarding age, gender, and federal state. The consumption frequency of competitions turned out to be a more effective measure of sport-related consumption capital than following sport news. While sport events can be consumed weekly (German Bundesliga), monthly (UEFA competitions), or at least every two years (Olympic Games), sports news can be consumed every hour, which makes a more distinctive perception of news more sophisticated. Those who consumed the competitions and sports news more frequently were in the “supporters” cluster, while those with less frequent consumption were in the “neutral observers” and “critics” clusters. More frequent consumption also influenced CSR perception positively in the regression analyses. Therefore, repetitive consumption of sport increases both utility, as explained by consumption capital theory, and CSR perceptions. Overall, it appears that news consumption is less important for the forming of an opinion about activities than actively watching games or competitions. Additionally, the general interest in sports and levels of involvement were significantly higher for “supporters” than for the two other clusters. Those with high interest and high involvement are more likely to actively inform themselves about activities (Du et al., 2010) which might lead to a better perception regarding the societal responsibility of those actions.

These findings have practical implications for sport managers and politicians. Major sports organizations, such as the DFL, have a special role during the pandemic. Even though lockdowns and travel restrictions are in place, politicians allow professional sports leagues to continue their competitions. This might be legal because other businesses partially enjoyed exemptions from travel and contact restrictions as well. However, social responsibility includes behaviors beyond legal obligations, which means that not all behavior that is legal is also viewed as legitimate by the population (Carroll, 1991). It is a positive sign for sport managers to see that people with higher and repetitive consumption evaluate their activities more favorably. However, large parts of the population are undecided on how to value the societal responsibility of the actions during the first wave of the pandemic or value them low. To further justify such a special role during the pandemic, it is important that societally responsible actions are broadly communicated and that the organizations avoid irresponsible behavior. Otherwise, the legitimacy of the special role of sports will be doubted. Moreover, the elderly population in particular perceived such actions critically. Since this population group makes up a large part of the spectators, it is important for the organizations to adequately protect this group in case of the complete return of fans. Otherwise, the threat of infection might hinder them from returning into the stands. For politicians, the results of the cluster analyses in particular yielded interesting insights. The acceptance of the actions of the three sports governing bodies, i.e., the continuation of competitions, were especially low among the older population and pensioners, who were threatened the most by the virus. Since the elderly population makes up a large part of the electorate, and restrictions during the pandemic (e.g., lockdowns and curfews) can only be sustained with great solidarity and acceptance, the special role of sports should be thoroughly monitored.



CONCLUSION

The study investigated the CSR of the DFL, UEFA, and IOC during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic as perceived by the German resident population. The lockdown and travel restrictions in March and April presented a situation that has never existed before for the German population and the world of sports. Since then, sport organizations have faced trade-offs between economic viability and social responsibility. Due to the special role that the politics attributed to professional sport leagues, competitions were allowed to restart in May. However, there was constant criticism from the population toward exceptions for players and athletes, especially from the segments of the population that were most threatened by the pandemic and that rarely consumed sport, who responded to their actions critically. Sport-governing bodies should be aware of such criticisms. They are well-advised to remain humble to maintain acceptance from their core stakeholders, and can thus be further granted exceptions and survive the economic threats conveyed by the pandemic.

The study makes several contributions to the literature. Through the lenses of stakeholder theory and consumption capital theory, the importance of sport consumption in explaining perceived CSR was shown for an often-forgotten stakeholder of CSR activities, i.e., society itself. For the first time, the socio-demographic factors of CSR perception were developed in sport research based on the concept of socially conscious consumers. Empirically, a starting point for future quantitative assessments of CSR activities was provided. The study also relied on a comprehensive and representative sample, subsequently reducing the possibility of biased perceptions from the oversampling of population groups, such as males or highly educated respondents, who are often overrepresented in other sport surveys.

The study comes with some limitations, which can guide future research. First, the generalization of the findings was limited in two ways. First, on one hand, the study only surveyed the German population. Hence, the findings regarding the perceptions of the populations were limited to the scope of Germany. On the other hand, the perceptions in this study represented the perception of the three sport organizations after the first wave of the pandemic. It might be interesting to compare the presented values with future perceptions after the pandemic and check if increasing or decreasing tension in society influences CSR perceptions, specifically with certain controversies regarding the 2021 UEFA European Championships and the 2021 Tokyo Olympic Games. Second, this study focused only on sports governing bodies with high revenues. It would be interesting to detect the differences and similarities in the perception of the activities of community sport clubs and if the same individual characteristics determine these perceptions and if the same clusters emerge based on these perceptions. Future studies among community sport clubs and professional sport teams could increase the comparability of the initial CSR values of this study. Third, the quantitative research design of this study did not allow for an in-depth understanding of the reasons for low CSR perceptions. Future research could use a mixed-methods approach to gather in-depth knowledge about the drivers of CSR evaluations by the population.
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FOOTNOTES

1This minor difference is rooted in the assessment of age using an open question in the survey, while the micro census uses age categories.
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