Main Article

Ger J Exerc Sport Res 2024 - 54:86-96
https://doi.org/10.1007/512662-023-00919-1
Received: 31 January 2023

Accepted: 6 October 2023

Published online: 23 November 2023

© The Author(s) 2023, corrected publication
2024

®

Check for
updates

Introduction

In recent years, there have been indi-
cations of resistance and dissatisfaction
among supporters of European pro-
fessional football, with some examples
showing a link with commercialization.
For instance, in Europe, the attempt to
establish the Super League and the fans’
resistance is worth mentioning (Meier,
Garcia, Konjer, & Jetzke, 2022), while
protests in England are also well known,
with Liverpool FC supporters protest-
ing against the clubs former investors,
which resulted in the club being sold
in 2010 (Millward, 2012). Moreover,
the case of Bayern Munich and Qatar
sponsorship is a current exemplar of
supporters’ resistance and dissatisfac-
tion in the German Bundesliga (Herold,
Harrison, & Bukstein, 2023). In some
cases, there is even evidence of fans
exiting and establishing new member-
led clubs (Brandt & Kurscheidt, 2022;
Porter, 2019). In this context, investor in-
volvement is associated with governance
structures, where corporate hierarchies
are established and democratic structures
displaced, such that commercialization
processes can be said to limit supporters’
participation.

Against this background, fans’ inter-
ests should be considered. A key example
that highlights the central importance of
fans can be seen in relation to the coro-
navirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic (Bond etal., 2022), specifically, the
atmosphere (or lack thereof) in football
stadiums during this period (Fischer &
Haucap, 2021). Furthermore, disregard-
ing fans’ interests increases the risk of
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fan dissatisfaction (Bauers, Faix, & Wolf,
2021). On the one hand, fans are emo-
tionally bonded to their club and thus
loyal to it. On the other hand, the ex-
amples from recent years just mentioned
show that the limits of commercialization
have been crossed from the fans’ perspec-
tive. Interestingly, there are also initial
signs that fans and their interests are in
fact receiving more attention. In English
football, efforts to expand fan participa-
tion exist, based on the belief that “giving
fans a greater voice will future proof the
system, and rule out scenarios where the
stadiums are being sold and the identity
of clubs are being altered” (UK Govern-
ment, 2022, p. 7; Woodhouse, 2022).

In German football, the sustainability
guideline states that supporter involve-
ment and exchange with fans should be
improved. The sustainability guideline
is part of the German Football League
(DFL) licensing and has been in force
since January 2023. The guideline also
specifically addresses the institutional-
ized dialog between supporters and clubs.
In general, the sustainability guideline of
the DFL (2022) includes all dimensions of
sustainability, and various sustainability
standards, including the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs) of the United
Nations, were considered in its develop-
ment. This ensures a holistic standard
for the clubs.

Building on this German context, our
conceptual paper highlights the impor-
tance of institutionalized supporter par-
ticipation in German professional foot-
ball. In addition, we hope to aid the
development of supporter participation
within German football member associa-
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tions (Vereine). The investigation’s objec-
tive is toidentify characteristics of institu-
tionalized supporter participation so that
participation can be sustainably estab-
lished and improved. Furthermore, we
show that elements of social sustainability
help to develop and structure the poten-
tial for improvement of supporter partic-
ipation in German professional football.
In this context, we focus on the fol-
lowing principles of Missimer, Robert,
and Broman (2017): health, influence,
competence, impartiality, and meaning-
making. We show relevant links between
supporter participation and social sus-
tainability that are drawn from participa-
tion research and sustainability research.
Thus, by identifying and discussing these
links, we generate a basis for approach-
ing the idea of sustainable participation
in German professional football. Sus-
tainable participation is about creating
an inclusive and sustainable fan commu-
nity where fans can actively participate
in decisions and actions that affect their
current and future fandom environment.
Therefore, sustainable participation aims
to ensure that participation opportunities
are in line with the principles of social
sustainability and are designed for the
long term. As a first step toward con-
ceptualizing sustainable participation, we
compile characteristics as they pertain to
football, while also recognizing that fur-
ther aspects should be targeted in future
research. Finally, we answer the following
research question: In which ways can sus-
tainable institutionalized participation in
football be established and improved?
To address the research question and
provide a central foundation for further
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research, the paper includes the follow-
ing elements: the theoretical background
considers the scientific discussion around
supporter participation in football as well
as theoretical elements concerning so-
cial sustainability. From this, a theoret-
ical foundation merging supporter par-
ticipation and social sustainability is de-
veloped. For the first time, based on
these theoretical elements, we deduce ap-
proaches to address characteristics of sus-
tainable participation in football. Finally,
the limitations and nature of future re-
search as well as the conclusion complete
the paper.

Theoretical background

In this section we provide the theoretical
background, which is based on a com-
prehensive review of relevant extant lit-
erature. We first address different forms
of supporter participation, which can be
distinguished particularly by the extent
of engagement and the sophistication of
formalized and institutionalized gover-
nance structures and processes. We then
focus on social sustainability and how it
can be used to address the phenomena
of supporter participation in football.

Supporter participation in football

According to Critcher (1979), tradi-
tional football supporters see themselves
as members who have a long-term per-
sonal and emotional investment in as
well as a reciprocal relationship including
rights and obligations with a club. Mem-
bers distinguish themselves from football
customers or consumers, whose relation-
ship with a club is more instrumental in
nature and is characterized by lower de-
grees of loyalty. Customers/consumers
attend matches, buy merchandise, and
consume football club services through
the media. They are not loyal to a partic-
ular club. Instead, they gather sufficient
information about the market and ul-
timately choose an option which they
perceive as the most beneficial, such
as clubs that show promise to achieve
the highest sporting success. Building
on Critcher’s work, and referring to the
extent of football supporters’ personal
identification with a club, Giulianotti

(2002) suggests that four ideal categories
can describe football supporters: sup-
porter, follower, fan, and flaneur. For
the purpose of this article, we place
particular attention on the definitions of
Critcher (1979) and Giulianotti (2002)
and characterize members/supporters by
their long-term emotional attachment
to and high degree of personal solidarity
with their clubs.

Through their membership, mem-
bers/supporters have a great interest in
shaping the governance structures and
processes of their club (and by extension
of the game itself). However, we also
need to consider that member/supporter
participation might also limit a profes-
sional football clubs’ ability to achieve its
goals. During general meetings, mem-
bers are involved in policy processes and
so they can modify existing goals and
formulate new goals through democratic
decision-making (Adam, Bauers, & Hov-
emann, 2020). In this context, the work
of Roose and Schifer (2017) is relevant,
as they distinguish between supporter
involvement and supporter participation
in a club’s decision-making. An example
of supporter involvement is attending
a football game, whereby supporters
contribute to creating a unique stadium
atmosphere, and hence enhance the
overall (commercial) attractiveness of
a football match (Edensor, 2015).

Concerning supporter participation
in decision-making, Roose and Schifer
(2017) distinguish between non-insti-
tutionalized and institutionalized forms
of participation. Non-institutionalized
forms of participation are more informal
and may arise spontaneously or through
grassroots efforts. They are not estab-
lished through official club channels, but
structures still play a role in influencing
decision-making. They may arise when
supporters feel that institutionalized
mechanisms are not adequately address-
ing their needs or when they want to draw
attention to specificissues. A typical form
of non-institutionalized supporter par-
ticipation is supporter activism. Various
studies discuss how supporter protests
and mobilization have emerged as a re-
sponse to several “-ization” processes
of football and its cultures, such as
globalization, commercialization, and
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mediatization (Dixon, 2020; King, 2002;
Millward, 2011). More recently, Lud-
vigsen (2023) discusses how football
supporters have contested security-re-
lated changes, policies, and discourses
related to the regulation of banners,
body-checks, surveillance technologies,
policing, and other security measures.
Fanzines (short for fan magazines) have
also played a significant role in the de-
velopment of supporter activism aiming
to ensure a more democratic and par-
ticipatory game (Fitzpatrick & Hoey,
2022). Created and published by sup-
porters for supporters, these forms of
grassroots journalism have sought to
challenge the clubs’ uncritical official
match day programs (Duke, 2002). They
cover supporter campaigns and other
sociopolitical issues affecting both the
game and the club, with ticket prices,
disconnections between clubs and local
communities, and restrictions and regu-
lations of supporter practices discussed
(Millward, 2011). Although digital foot-
ball fandom, supporter movements, and
supporter media have not replaced tradi-
tional fan cultures, digital spaces such as
e-zines (digital fanzines), online forums,
podcasts, and fan TV channels have
had a transformative effect on supporter
activism and the various ways clubs
engage with their supporters (Cleland,
Doidge, Millward, & Widdop, 2018).
Today, many clubs employ digital and
social media to engage with their sup-
porters through online forums, online
surveys, or interactive sessions allowing
supporters to express their opinions.

The second category of participation,
institutionalized forms, refers to the for-
malized and structured mechanisms that
are put in place by football clubs or gov-
erning bodies to involve supporters in
decision-making processes. These mech-
anisms create a systematic framework for
supporter participation and ensure that
their voices are considered in key deci-
sions. Examples of institutionalized par-
ticipation discussed in the literature in-
clude supporter representation on club
boards, supporters’ trusts or supporter
ownership, and membership structures
with voting rights.

Hamil, Michie, Oughton, and Warby
(2000) suggest that the inclusion of sup-



porter directors (i.e., representatives of
the supporters on the board of direc-
tors or supervisory boards) will enhance
democratic processes. This suggestion
is based on the belief that internal con-
stituencies, such as players, managers,
owners, and supporters should have ac-
cess to participation. In this context, Lo-
max (2000) emphasizes the potential to
increase supporter satisfaction and im-
prove accountability. This argument is
supported by Adam et al. (2020), who
stress that for supporter representation
on clubs boards to be effective, elected
supporters should have full voting power.
However, McLeod, Jenkin, Walters, and
Irving (2021) point to certain challenges
that often inhibit supporter directors to
perform effectively and therefore they
provide avenues for overcoming these
challenges. Theseavenuesbuild onaclear
understanding of the roles of a supporter
director (i.e., promoting supporter inter-
ests in board meetings, acting as a con-
duit for information, and complying with
their fiduciary duties) and an analysis
of how board-level social interaction in-
fluences supporter director performance.
Their analysis showed that supporter di-
rectors believed that to effectively fulfill
their roles requires the ability to initiate
and sustain patterns of social exchange
with their board colleagues.

Stronger forms of institutionalized
participation are supporters’ trusts or
supporter ownership. These have be-
come popular in the UK since the early
2000s as aresponse to uncertainties about
the directions of football clubs, having
gained traction with the support of the
Labour government and establishment
of Supporters Direct in 2000. Since 2018,
the representation of supporters’ inter-
ests in the UK is within the remit of the
Football Supporters’ Association, which
was established after a merger between
Supporters Direct and the Football Sup-
porters’ Federation (Breen & Hoey, 2022).
Supporters’ trusts are cooperative-like
organizations established by supporters
with the aim of acquiring full or partial
ownership of football clubs, representing
supporter interests in a football clubs
strategic and management decisions, and
strengthening the connection between
the club and the community (Ward &

Parnell, 2019). While the value of the
supporters’ trust model in football has
been successful and praised by various
stakeholders, such as football governing
bodies, expert groups, and trusts them-
selves (Garcia & Welford, 2015), it is not
without criticism. Critics argue that sup-
porters’ trusts might not truly represent
the opinions and interests of all sup-
porters, that their influence over clubs’
key decisions is limited, and that their
dependence on supporter contributions
and fundraising and hence their limited
financial capacity can restrict a trust’s
ability to acquire significant ownership
in the club (Brown, 2007; Kennedy &
Kennedy, 2007; Martin, 2007).

The strongest form of institutional-
ized participation is membership struc-
tures with voting rights, which is partic-
ularly characteristic for German football.
Adam et al. (2020) argue that supporter
participation is institutionalized at the
league and club levels. The former is reg-
ulated by the so-called 50+1 Rule, which
was introduced in 1998 by the German
Football Association (DFB, 1999). Be-
fore 1998, German professional football
clubs were all member owned, with the
rule allowing clubs to outsource their
professional football team (e.g., GmbH
or AG). In the case of an outsourced
professional football team, the rule still
ensures institutionalized supporter par-
ticipation of club members in German
professional football (one member = one
vote). Its proponents see the rule as jus-
tified since, for example, it protects clubs
from the influence of external investors
and preserves the identification of sup-
porters and clubs (Bauers & Hovemann,
2019).

At the club level, supporter partici-
pation is institutionalized in such a way
that through their membership, support-
ers have the right to participate in a club’s
decision-making processes. For exam-
ple, membership rights grant support-
ers voting power, which allows them to
elect a board of directors in the general
meeting. However, Adam et al. (2020)
highlight certain barriers to supporter
participation: at league level, there are
exemptions and circumventions of the
50+1 Rule, while at club level, the au-
thors point to regulations on convening
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Abstract

Institutionalized supporter participation is
a traditional part of German professional
football clubs. Due to commercialization,
some challenging issues have arisen

in recent years regarding supporter
participation. To develop new approaches
for improving participation, the study
uses a social sustainability perspective,
illustrating that social sustainability
elements help to develop and structure
the potential for improvement of
participation in German professional
football. By identifying and discussing
links between social sustainability and
institutionalized supporter participation,
we contribute to the conceptualization

of sustainable participation. Our research
supports the creation of an inclusive

and sustainable fan community where
fans can actively participate in decisions
and actions that affect their current and
future fandom environment. Based on the
social sustainability principles of health,
influence, competence, impartiality, and
meaning-making, we compile the following
characteristics of sustainable participation:
social well-being oriented participation,
direct influence, regular voting rights,
representative participation, appealable
resolutions, information-based participation,
barrier-free participation, democratic voting,
established constitutions, and encouraged
participation. This conceptualization
provides approaches and foundations for
future investigations regarding participation
research in football and practical
implications for member associations,
association members, league organizers,
and other stakeholders to establish and
improve institutionalized participation.

Keywords
Voting rights - Influence - Club member -
Fan - Commercialization

and conducting the general meeting, club
members’ rights to file motions for the
general meeting, and the representation
of supporter interests in the supervisory
bodies. Adam et al. (2020) argue that
these barriers need to be overcome, oth-
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erwise a transformation into a purely cor-
porate model of professional football, as
can be found in other countries, is in-
evitable.

To summarize, the academic literature
surveyed analyzes supporter participa-
tion in decision-making, particularly
from a supporter-engagement (e.g., sup-
porter activism) and governance (e.g.,
formalization and institutionalization)
approach. What can be concluded from
the focus of these theoretical approaches
to analyzing supporter participation is
that, first, they emphasize the involve-
ment and participation of supporters in
their clubs, or in the football ecosystem
more widely. Second, a long-term per-
spective guides these approaches, with
supporter engagement aiming to foster
strong and enduring connections be-
tween supporters and their clubs, while
governance aims to establish structures
and processes ensuring that supporters
can participate in shaping club poli-
cies and strategies on an ongoing basis.
Third, they recognize that football is
community driven. Supporters aim to
positively impact local communities
within football but to an increasing ex-
tent also through football, such as with
community outreach initiatives. Build-
ing on these arguments, we suggest that
for the most part, these characteristics
essentially correspond to those that de-
scribe the concepts of sustainability and
sustainable development, which will be
discussed below.

Social sustainability

Sustainable development (SD) aims to
combine economic growth, social in-
clusion, and environmental protection
(UN, 2015). Thus, taking a systems
approach to SD, these three dimensions
(economic, social, and environmental)
are interlinked and contain both trade-
offs and complementarities (Barbier &
Burgess, 2017). The mechanisms of par-
ticipation, introduced in the previous
section, can be described as an important
aspect of SD as illustrated by SDG 16
of Agenda 2030, which explicitly calls
for “responsive, inclusive, participatory,
and representative decision-making at
all levels” (UN, 2015, p. 30). While

keeping in mind that sustainability di-
mensions often overlap in practice, we
argue that participation is most relevant
when considering the social dimension.
This becomes clear from the definition
of the latter by Olawumi and Chan
(2018, p. 232) as “social well-being of
the populace, balancing the need of an
individual with the need for the group
(equity), public awareness and cohesion,
and participation” While the authors
demonstrate that social sustainability
entails more than the participation of
certain stakeholders, they also clarify
that participation plays a crucial role
within the concept. Accordingly, in the
current paper, we focus mainly on as-
pects of social sustainability related to
participation.

In this context, we have chosen the
approach of Missimer et al. (2017) as
a basis for our study for several reasons.
First, it is built on the holistic and es-
tablished Framework for Strategic Sus-
tainable Development which has evolved
since the early 1990s (Broman & Robert,
2017). Second, while the model aims to
challenge the vagueness that often sur-
rounds the concept of social sustainabil-
ity, it is general enough to allow applica-
tion across different disciplines (Broman
& Robert, 2017). Third, it has served
as a basis for the development of frame-
works (e.g., Haller, Jonsson, & Froling,
2018; Wilson & Van Der Velden, 2022)
and has been extensively discussed in
other recent peer-reviewed research (e.g.,
Roca-Puig, 2019).

The science-based and systematic
structuring discussed by Missimer et al.
(2017) elaborates on principles for social
sustainability. The authors conclude that
“in a socially sustainable society, people
are not subject to structural obstacles
to” (1) health, (2) influence, (3) compe-
tence, (4) impartiality, and (5) meaning-
making (Missimer et al., 2017, p. 7).
We use these five principles as pillars to
structure the sustainability elements we
deem helpful to develop participation.
We identified these elements of social
sustainability through an examination
of international frameworks related to
sustainability (e.g., the GRI or ESG). The
outcome of integrating these principles
and the relevant elements from various
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frameworks is depicted in @ Table 1, with
each discussed in turn below.

Health

When defining health, Missimer et al.
(2017, p. 6) state “this means that people
are not exposed to social conditions that
systematically undermine their possibil-
ities to avoid injury and illness; physi-
cally, mentally, or emotionally, e.g., dan-
gerous working conditions or insufficient
wages.” Although we found the relevance
of the physical component negligible in
our context, where workplace safety and
injuries do not play a role in supporter
participation, we find that mental and
emotional elements are relevant. These
elements are also highlighted in Agenda
2030 (UN, 2015), which stresses the im-
portance of mental and social well-be-
ing for all. Further, the ESG framework
(EBA, 2021) underlines the importance
of customer health issues. Accordingly,
we focus on aspects of mental and emo-
tional health.

Influence

According to Missimer et al. (2017), in-
fluence refers to problems regarding gen-
eral access to participation. People must
not be prevented from influencing sys-
tems they belong to. Most basically, sev-
eral frameworks (e.g., GRI, 2023; UN,
2015) refer to possibilities to participate
either directly or via a credible repre-
sentative (the latter also has implications
on the structure and diversity of the or-
ganizations’ board). Further, analyzed
documents underline the importance of
regularity (e.g., ongoing, quarterly, or an-
nually) and long-term orientation within
stakeholder relations as opposed to these
being spontaneous or random in terms of
purpose and time (e.g., EBA, 2021; UN
Global Compact, 2014). Moreover, per-
sons that see their rights violated should
have access to remedies (UN, 1992; UN,
2015), while the OECD (2011) also states
internal, non-judicial dispute settlement
mechanisms.

Competence

As a third principle, Missimer et al.
(2017) describe competence, which en-
tails obstacles regarding the formation of
opinions on or understandings of given
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Table 1

Principles Identified elements

Health Social well-being

Influence Possibility to participate directly
Possibility to participate via represen-
tatives
Possibility to participate regularly
Possibility to participate permanently
Access to internal and external reme-
dies

Competence Access to information

Impartiality Discrimination-free participation

Democratic procedures and equal

opportunities
Meaning-making Regulated processes

Encourage participation

Leadership commitment

Adequate allocation of resources to

participation management

situations. In line with this, the need to
grant stakeholders easy access to infor-
mation to allow informed decisions is,
among other documents, clearly stated
in the original Rio Declaration on Envi-
ronment and Development (UN, 1992).
In addition, communication should be
understandable, transported via appro-
priate channels, and be as barrier-free
as possible (e.g., regarding language;
GRI, 2023). Lastly, information and
communication technology can play
a facilitating role towards achieving this
purpose (UN, 2012).

Impartiality

Fourth, Missimer et al. (2017) discuss
impartiality, which comprises problems
regarding unfair access and discrimina-
tion. Accordingly, equal opportunity is
amajor principle in the ESG (EBA, 2021)
framework and democratic procedures
are similarly highlighted in UN docu-
ments (e.g., UN, 2012). Agenda 2030
(UN, 2015) stresses the importance of
the absence of any kind of discrimina-
tion when it comes to access to decision-
making processes, i.e., the possibility to
participate must be detached from age,
sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, re-
ligion, or economic status. This should
hold true for both direct participation as
well as participation via representation.

Sustainability principles and identified elements with reference to supporter participation
Frameworks considered

EBA (2021, p. 26); UN (2015, p. 7)
GRI (2023, p. 87); UN (1992, p. 3); UN (2015, p. 30)
GRI (2023, pp. 87, 106, 865); UN (2015, p. 25)

GRI (2023, p. 87)

EBA (2021, p. 31); UN Global Compact (2014, p. 9)
OECD (2011, p. 51); UN (1992, p. 3); UN (2012, p. 7); UN (2015, p. 30)

EBA (2021, p. 27); GRI (2023, pp. 87, 88, 782, 783); OECD (2011, pp. 27, 51); UN (1992, p. 3);
UN (2012, p. 7); UN (2015, p. 30); UN Global Compact (2014, pp. 9, 39)

EBA (2021, p. 26); GRI (2023, pp. 106, 704); UN (2012, p. 7); UN (2015, pp. 25, 30)
EBA (2021, p. 26); UN (2012, p. 2); UN (2015, pp. 5, 7)

EBA (2021, pp. 26, 27); OECD (2011, p. 19); UN (1992, p. 16); UN Global Compact (2014, p. 8)

UN (2012, pp. 7, 13)
UN Global Compact (2014, pp. 9, 35)

Meaning-making

Lastly, Missimer et al. (2017) mention
the principle of meaning-making, which
they outline as the need for organizational
clarity, an inherently consistent organi-
zational purpose, and the alignment of
leadership action to that purpose. Within
this context, clear, written rules and pro-
cedures, such as a code of conduct, play
an important role regarding stakeholder
participation (EBA, 2021), which should
be managed with adequate financial and
human capital (GRI, 2023). Finally, sev-
eral documents mention that organiza-
tions should actively encourage stake-
holder engagement, e.g., via a clear lead-
ership commitment (UN Global Com-
pact, 2014) or competent management
(GRI, 2023).

Need for a new approach

Building on our discussion, we sug-
gest that supporter participation and
social sustainability are interconnected
approaches. Effective governance mech-
anisms can enhance supporter engage-
ment by promoting financial stability and
transparent decision-making. In turn,
actively engaged supporters contribute
to the sustainability of football by sup-
porting their clubs as well as responsible
behaviors within the sport. Therefore,
approaching supporter participation in
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EBA (2021, p. 27); GRI (2023, p. 87); OECD (2011, p. 19)

decision-making from a social sustain-
ability perspective offers an alternative
that both complements and extends
the perspectives of existing supporter
participation approaches. Meanwhile,
although a growing body of research
discusses social sustainability and sus-
tainable development in sport, there are
no studies that focus on (social) sus-
tainability aspects of decision-making in
football organizations themselves. Thus,
our article fills a gap in the current sport
management literature. We are using
the context of German football clubs
and the possibilities for their support-
ers to participate in decision-making
in a socially sustainable way. However,
we also suggest that our discussion has
implications for member organizations
in other contexts in and outside of sport.

Conceptualization of
sustainable participation

The following section will elaborate on
the previously introduced five principles
(health, influence, competence, impar-
tiality, and meaning-making) and the rel-
evant elements previously mentioned in
@ Table 1. It will do so specifically in rela-
tion to German football. Thus, we show
that elements of social sustainability help
to develop and structure the potential for



improvement of supporter participation
in German professional football.

Health

Social well-being

The gratification of football supporters’
basic needs (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2014) are
also related to institutionalized partici-
pation. For example, the opportunity to
participate in the association may be rel-
evant for the experience of self-determi-
nation (e.g., Funk, Beaton, & Alexandris,
2012). In addition, successful participa-
tion can lead to the satisfaction of mem-
bers’ experience of competence (e.g., Deci
& Ryan, 2014). Furthermore, interper-
sonal relatedness (Kim, 2016) can be pro-
moted through institutionalized partici-
pation and member meetings. Therefore,
institutionalized participation can create
incentives for supporters to actively and
self-determinedly participate in the as-
sociation to meet individual needs and
improve social well-being (Bauers et al.,
2022).

Influence

Direct influence

The institutional structure affects sup-
porter participation. For example, a spin-
off of a professional football team from
amember association in a corporation as
well as an additional investor’s involve-
ment causes significant changes in a club’s
structure. In this context, we distinguish
between three scenarios: (1) In the first
case, the professional football team is part
of the Verein. As a result, in the gen-
eral meeting of the member association,
members have an influence on the profes-
sional football team in the form of direct
participation. (2) In the case that the pro-
fessional football team is part of an exter-
nal spin-oftf company, members can only
indirectly influence the decision-mak-
ing processes of the professional foot-
ball team and control their management
bodies during the general meeting. With
regard to this indirect participation, the
constitution of the Verein needs to spec-
ify the representation of the member as-
sociation in the supervisory bodies of
the spin-oft professional football corpo-
ration. In order for effective and efficient

membership-based supporter participa-
tion to take place, these representatives
should have the majority of voting rights
inthesupervisorybodiesandbeelected at
the member association’s general meet-
ing (Adam et al.,, 2020). (3) The third
possible case builds on the second: in-
vestors can acquire shares of the spin-
off company. Moreover, because a ma-
jority share acquisition is possible, dif-
ferent research papers criticize the terms
of the 50+1 Rule (Lammert, Hovemann,
Wieschemann, & Richter, 2009; Bauers,
Lammert, & Hovemann, 2015). Should
a Verein experience financial difficulties,
the investor can enforce its interests if
it holds most of the shares. Due to this
financial influence, supporter participa-
tion may be impaired.

Regular voting right

Most member associations in German
professional football conduct their gen-
eral meeting at least once a year, which
corresponds to established governance
standards. This offers members the op-
portunity to exercise their voting rights
on a regular basis. However, a few clubs
hold general meetings more often. Such
arrangements appear to be critical in
terms of transparency and accountabil-
ity, as members may not be informed
in a timely manner about the situation
and activities of the club, and therefore
cannot respond adequately to potential
maladministration (Adam et al., 2020).
In addition, Adam, Lammert, and Hov-
emann (2019) detect that the majority of
member associations stipulate the gen-
eral meeting to be a gathering, which
allows all members to participate. Some
member associations institute a delegate
meeting, which appears to be disadvanta-
geous as not all club members can partic-
ipate and be involved in decision-making
processes.

Representative participation

There are indications in the research that
suggest club members are interested in
controlling a board’s activities (Coates,
Fahrner, & Pawlowski, 2021). Members
can exercise control via their member-
ship rights in the general meeting of
the member association. However, high
transaction costs (Demsetz, 1983) and
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their “rational apathy” (Hardin, 1982)
prevent members from exercising effec-
tive control. To solve this problem, Adam
et al. (2020) recommend that German
professional football clubs’ constitutions
require specialized representatives with
controlling and monitoring functions,
such as a supervisory board. Hence, con-
trolling a board’s activities is possible by
incorporating fan representatives when
staffing or filling positions in the super-
visory board of the spin-off company
or the Verein (Adam et al., 2020; Klenk
& Nagel, 2012). This institutionalized
control enhances the indirect partici-
pation of club members. To maintain
at least indirect possibilities for mem-
bers to shape club policy, Adam et al.
(2020) recommend the general meet-
ing of the member association elects
their representatives in the professional
football corporation’s supervisory board.
Furthermore, these elected representa-
tives should also have the majority of the
voting rights in the professional football
corporation’s supervisory board. At least
one representative of active supporters
or supporters organizations should be
involved in the supervisory board of the
member association, since active sup-
porters are definitive stakeholders within
the clubs’ governance structures (Adam
et al,, 2020). According to Hamil, Holt,
Michie, Oughton, and Shailer (2004),
the institutionalization of supporters
interests can positively impact the gov-
ernance of the clubs in a variety of ways,
such as, providing for higher levels of
transparency and accountability, a better
connectedness between the supporter
base and the club, and access to specific
knowledge and networks. In addition to
institutionalized control, the considera-
tion of supporter representatives filling
positions in the club’s supervisory board,
along with other definitive stakeholders,
such as athletes, owners, and sponsors,
enhances democratic processes.

Appealable resolutions

Furthermore, supporters who see their
rights violated should have the option to
appeal resolutions regarding their partic-
ipation (UN, 1992; UN, 2015). In accor-
dance with the OECD (2011), opportuni-
ties for supporters to file motions through
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an internal arbitration court regarding
membership or participation should ex-
ist (Adam et al., 2020). An internal ar-
bitration court allows for the internal
settlement of legal matters, such as dis-
putes between association members and
association bodies, and in this way, civil
courts can be avoided in the first in-
stance. Should, for example, the board
of directors decide to expel a member
from the club, the member could contact
the arbitration court and submit a com-
plaint against this decision. The arbitra-
tor would then review the case and over-
rule or confirm the expulsion. However,
affected members can appeal against in-
ternal arbitration court decisions by later
applying to the ordinary courts. In addi-
tion and in accordance with the OECD
(2011), it is also worth noting that op-
portunities for supporters to file motions
through the internal association court
regarding membership or participation
should exist (Adam et al., 2020).

Competence

Information-based participation

In order to enable members to make
well-informed decisions, sharing rele-
vant information is especially important.
Depending on the constitutions of the
association, supervisory boards have
a range of rights regarding information
they can access. With this in mind, the
appointment of fan representatives when
staffing positions on the supervisory
board should be taken into considera-
tion (Adam et al., 2020; Klenk & Nagel,
2012). In addition, members also have
the right to file a motion at the general
meeting. The constitutions of associa-
tion determine periods and forms to file
a motion prior to the general meeting.
Hence, members can extend and exer-
cise their information rights to receive
more relevant club-related information
and to make well-informed decisions. In
general, information should be under-
standable, transported via appropriate
channels, and as barrier-free as possible
(e.g., regarding language in shared doc-
uments or on the website; GRI, 2023).
In this context, information and com-
munication technology can be relevant
for this purpose (UN, 2012).

Impartiality

Barrier-free participation

Ideally, the general meeting of a Verein is
organized as a meeting involving all club
members. The exercise of voting rights
in the general meeting represents a cen-
tral element of influencing club policy
(Coates et al., 2021). Therefore, it seems
tobebeneficial for each member with vot-
ing power to exercise their voting rights,
even if they cannot attend the general
meeting in person; however, there are
varjous reasons why members are not
able to attend. First, in-person atten-
dance may not be possible due to high
cost, such as for long-distance travel in
the case of supra-regional clubs. Second,
in-person attendance may not be possi-
ble due to physical limitations, such as
illness or age. Against this background,
member associations can increase par-
ticipation through barrier-free participa-
tion by proxy and postal voting, as well as
by online participation, although this is
an option that currently remains largely
unexplored (Bauers et al., 2022). Adam
etal. (2020) recommend that clubs codify
the possibility of proxy, postal, or online
voting in their constitutions; however,
distance voting options are also criticized
(Coates et al., 2021).

Democratic voting

In German professional football, mem-
bers can exercise their voice as a form
of democratic participation in the gen-
eral meeting of the member association
(Roose & Schifer, 2017). Due to the
50+1 Rule, these democratic structures
still exist in Germany because the rule
secures the supremacy of the Verein and
their supporters. Therefore, club mem-
bers can exert influence on “their club,”
with all members having the same vot-
ing rights and the same influence with
their vote. In the event of a repeal of the
50+1 Rule, a professional football team
could be run autonomously by the club’s
investors. Because of this, it broadens
the possibility of investor participation by
means of enforcing their property rights
(Alchian & Demsetz, 1973). This is as-
sociated with an oligarchic power struc-
ture, where corporate hierarchies are es-
tablished, and democratic structures are
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displaced (Heinemann & Horch, 1981;
Walsh & Giulianotti, 2001). Findings
show that club members tend to reject
this system of control and investor influ-
ence, preferring to secure their partici-
pation in the general meeting of a Verein
and endorsing democratic structures. As
a result, preventing evasions of and ex-
ceptionsto the 50+1 Rule are important to
secure democratic participation (Bauers
et al,, 2015).

Against this background, it is under-
standable that German clubs are not yet
active on Socios.com, which an online
platform for fan engagement that allows
fans to buy, trade, and use their voting
rights in their preferred club. Currently,
democratic participation is not manda-
tory when it comes to executing voting
rights. However, this platform offers in-
novative digital opportunities for sup-
porters to extend their participation, for
example, through polls on merchandise
design.

Meaning-making

Established constitutions

Constitutions represent a central regula-
tory framework for member associations
and provide formal regulations regarding
the institutional participation of mem-
bers (Schimke & Eilers, 2009). Further-
more, association members can make
binding agreementsin the constitution by
defining collective goals and structures
for the association, thus, creating cer-
tainty of expectations (Nagel, 2007). Due
to their written specifications, the regu-
lations in constitutions have a long-term
character, which is increased by the fact
that changes are only possible at the gen-
eral meeting, which is held at least once
a year. Members can vote on changes to
the constitution. Such far-reaching de-
cisions should always require qualified
majority voting in the general meeting
of the member association (Adam et al.,
2020). In addition, associations can se-
cure supporter participation to consider
potential cases in the future. Especially
in the case of a (planned) spin-off profes-
sional football team, Adam et al. (2020)
advise laying down clear rules in the con-
stitutions of associations that govern the
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relationship between the member asso-
ciation and the spin-off.

Encouraged participation

There are indicators in participation re-
search outside of sports that people are
more interested in participating when
they are encouraged (Warner, 2006). In
particular, associations and their man-
agement team have the opportunity toen-
courage supporters. In this context, one
opportunity is to establish the 50+1 Rule
as an essential element within any consti-
tution of memberassociationsin German
professional football. This would have
a symbolic and representative charac-
ter, with two benefits for member-based
clubs: first, members are ultimately en-
couraged to become involved in shap-
ing policy for the professional football
team, and second, the association sig-
nals that they do not desire investors
to have the controlling majority (Adam
et al., 2020; Bauers et al., 2022). In
general, encouraging members to exer-
cise their voice (Hirschman, 1970) could
help to overcome their “rational apathy”
(Hardin, 1982) and create “fan welfare”

through increased member participation
in the club’s opinion formation and de-
cision making.

An overview of the previous specifica-
tions is depicted in @Fig. 1, whereby the
outermost ring shows the principles, and
the second ring lists the characteristics
included and summarized.

Limitations and further research

This article discusses how existing oppor-
tunities for participation can be strength-
ened and operationalized. Especially in
the football sector, the concept of par-
ticipation has been subject to various in-
terpretations of definitions and mech-
anisms of implementation. In light of
this, the article refers to institutional-
ized participation rather than to forms of
non-institutionalized participation, such
as active involvement when supporting
the team in the stadium, helping with
a stadium’s renovation, or the commit-
ment of club members to other members.
This focus notwithstanding, those fields
are important pillars of participation in
sports and should be examined in fu-
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Fig. 1 < Conceptualization
of sustainable participation
in relation to German foot-

ball supporters

ture research, which might ask, for exam-
ple, which non-institutionalized partici-
pation opportunities exist for supporters?
In this context, a systematic overview, like
the study by Bauers et al. 2022 addressing
institutionalized supporter participation,
is possible. Furthermore, a conceptual-
ization of sustainable non-institutional-
ized participation could also be investi-
gated.

Our new approach provides useful
starting points for future empirical stud-
ies regarding institutionalized supporter
participation. In this context, the fol-
lowing question arises: which conceptual
and practical improvements are needed
to extend the value for supporters and
contribute to social sustainability over-
all? This could include further research
through qualitative and/or quantitative
studies. For instance, for the former, ex-
pertinterviews could be conducted toval-
idate the conceptualization of sustainable
participation. Qualitative studies could
also provide insights regarding the spe-
cific benefits of the identified principles
and characteristics of sustainable partici-
pation. In this context, studies by Cleland
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(2010) and Brandt and Kurscheidt (2022)
employ valuable approaches that may be
applied.

Furthermore, quantitative
could focus on the relevance of the
characteristics. In this case, a football
supporter survey could be used to deter-
mine the relevance of the characteristics
and classify them as optional or oblig-
atory. Due to the innovative nature of
our described concept, a longitudinal
study is also conceivable, in which sup-
porters could be surveyed at several
measurement points to evaluate the rel-
evance and the attitude of the described

studies

characteristics.

By including German professional
football clubs, a further limitation comes
into force, as in this example the special
features and restrictions of the 50+1 Rule
must be taken into account. On the one
hand, it will be possible to examine
which German football clubs are most
likely to exhibit sustainable participa-
tion. Furthermore, we hope to aid the
development of German supporter par-
ticipation. On the other hand, there is
the question regarding possibilities and
limits to generalize our conceptualization
of sustainable participations. Regarding
possibilities to generalize the concept,
we expect that associations outside the
sports sector like cultural associations, or
sectors with similar organizational struc-
tures may also benefit from sustainable
participation.  Similar organizational
structures like membership, a constitu-
tion, and a general meeting would help
implement sustainable participation. In
addition, associations with a large num-
ber of members as well as other clubs
with fewer members can also benefit
from sustainable participation. In the
context of multiple but differing con-
cerned entities, the organization-specific
adaption of sustainable participation
seems to be possible. For example, the
adaption to local conditions, which is
also highlighted in the frameworks we
used (e.g., UN Global Compact, 2014),
shows a further approach regarding gen-
eralization. Finally, it seems possible to
pursue sustainable participation in all
communities that want to actively in-
volve community members in decision-

making with an inclusive and sustainable
approach.

It should also be mentioned that the
fields of participation research in sport
and social sustainability research are rel-
atively new and uncharted. This includes
a promising dynamic of development in
the upcoming years and a possible over-
haul of the characteristics described, also
in relation to future, innovative digitiza-
tion processes.

Conclusion

Our paper has focused on institution-
alized supporter participation in Ger-
man professional football. We provide
a new conceptional and systematic ap-
proach to study supporter participation
from a social sustainability perspective.
In particular, we demonstrated that social
sustainability elements help to structure
the potential for improvement of par-
ticipation in German football. Further-
more, we showed that social sustainabil-
ity elements help researchers to discuss
new aspects of supporter participation.
Based on the principles of Missimer et al.
(2017), we compiled and structured the
following characteristics of sustainable
participation in football: social well-be-
ing oriented participation, direct influ-
ence, regular voting rights, representative
participation, appealable resolutions, in-
formation-based participation, barrier-
free participation, democratic voting, es-
tablished constitutions, and encouraged
participation.

Finally, the inclusion of social sus-
tainability research and frameworks adds
value to participation research because
it is the first step in conceptualizing and
defining sustainable participation. This
approach extends the way supporter
participation has been researched thus
far. We perceive our examination to be
extendable and believe it can offer a use-
ful starting point for empirical studies to
refine or modify the model. In addition
to the theoretical implications, there
are also relevant practical implications
arising from this study as our approach
can be used to analyze and support de-
cision-making in football organizations.
Previous research already investigated
issues regarding supporter participation.
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Nevertheless, problems regarding the
50+1 Rule, supporter participation, and
potential for improvement still exist in
German professional football (Adam
et al., 2020; Bauers, Lammert, Faix,
& Hovemann, 2020). Against these
existing issues, the paper has provided
structured recommendations to improve
institutionalized supporter participation
from a social sustainability perspective.

In addition, we have provided sug-
gestions for further research, for exam-
ple, regarding qualitative and quantita-
tive studies to enhance and validate the
conceptualization of sustainable partici-
pation in sports. Nevertheless, the cur-
rent conceptualization and the charac-
teristics of sustainable participation are
already meaningful indications and rec-
ommendations for different stakehold-
ers in sports to improve supporter par-
ticipation, for example, (1) member as-
sociations in football and other sports.
Furthermore, (2) association members
who intend to strengthen their influence
in a sustainable way can use the charac-
teristics as a guideline. The deliberations
are also relevant for (3) league organizers.
It is conceivable that the characteristics
can be implemented into licensing reg-
ulations. Moreover, (4) other stakehold-
ers, like investors, sponsors, and media
organizations, may also be interested in
sustainable participation, as they can bet-
ter achieve their own social sustainability
goals through cooperation with member
associations.
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