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Abstract: Do voluntary sports clubs and federations express a need to increase paid manage-

ment, and how can this be explained? In Germany the discussion to date has been confronted 

with a puzzle for a long time, namely the contradiction between the often reported pressure to 

occupationalize on the one hand and the empirical unimportance of paid work – at least in 

sports clubs – on the other hand. One important difference to other countries, for instance 

Great Britain, is that in Germany there is no governmental pressure on the clubs – in contrast 

to the federations – to occupationalize. Unlike other research, our aim was not to explain the 

existing degree of paid management, but the expressed need for an increase. In order to sys-

temize and complement often mentioned explaining variables from the literature, we drew on 

three theoretical perspectives: economic theory, contingency theory and new institutionalism 

of organizations theory. The empirical data was gathered through a written questionnaire, 

which was sent out to a large, however non-probability sample of sports associations. The 

response rate was 57%, which corresponds to 531 questionnaires. Surprisingly, only part of 

the respondents agreed fully with the statement “we need more paid managers”. One im-

portant result is that the need for more paid managers in sports clubs does not decline pro-

portionally to the number of paid managers already employed, but even increases. In order to 

check the relative explanatory power of the different theories applied and respective variables, 

a stepwise multiple regression analysis was carried out. Out of 13 variables, seven remained 

in the equation, among them benefits and costs of paid managers, the desired role of a paid 

managing director as cultural indicator, the co-operation with business and government, as 

well as the increased requirements of the work. With these variables, all theories proved to be 

helpful in explaining the need for more paid managers. In broad areas of sports associations, 

to date there seems to be no pressure to employ more paid managers, in the sense of an acute 

threat to the organization, but only a chance which the organization can take or leave. Occu-

pationalization is less hindered – as often assumed – by the presence of a traditional culture of 

voluntarism than by the absence of a culture of paid management. Occupationalization is, 

nevertheless, a success story. Once started, it stimulates a need for continuation.  

 

Keywords: sports clubs, paid management, occupationalization. 

1 Introduction 

The discussion on occupationalization in sports associations in Germany has been 

confronted with a puzzle for a long time, namely the contradiction between the theo-
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retical probability on the one hand and the empirical unimportance of paid work in 

voluntary clubs on the other hand. Heinemann and Schubert (1994) express this in the 

theoretical part of their study of German sports clubs:  

particularly in large clubs, the tasks grow to a scope that can no longer 

be coped with through volunteer work alone (...): specialist qualifi-

cations are required and a time-consuming engagement is necessary to 

an increasing degree, which cannot easily be obtained from the circle 

of club members (...) (Heinemann & Schubert, 1994, 22),  

however they summarize, on the other hand, their empirical results as follows:  

less important, in contrast, is the employment of permanent staff, 

whereby it is hardly to be expected that the number of clubs who 

employ permanent staff and are able to pay them will increase (Heine-

mann & Schubert, 1994, 256).
1
 

The numbers of paid staff in sports clubs in Germany is slowly growing, however, 

from a very low starting point, whereas the numbers in federations are stagnating, 

furthermore on a relatively (compared to the number of volunteers) much higher level 

(Cachay et al., 2001). Federations have about 7,000 (Weber, 1993) paid staff, whereas 

the 90,000 clubs employ about 36,000 full-time equivalent staff, among these are 

about 3,500 paid general managers (Horch et al., 2007). 

The objectives of this article are first to describe the expressed need for more paid 

management in sports associations in Germany and second, to explain the differing 

magnitude of this need. In the following, we present a review of the relevant literature, 

then we develop our theoretical approach and describe our research methods, to finally 

present our results and to discuss them. 

2 Literature overview 

The following studies have dealt with this subject to date in Germany:  

a) Different studies have described employment as a structural characteristic of 

federations (Winkler & Karhausen, 1985) or clubs (Timm, 1979; Heinemann & 

Schubert, 1994; Emrich et al., 2001; Horch et al., 2007).  

b) To date, the question was most comprehensively formulated in Heinemann‟s 

and Schubert‟s (1992) work about the introduction of managers in sports clubs 

paid for one year by the unemployment insurance agency. They developed a 

pressures and hindrances approach in taking patterns from Max Weber (1972) 

and Robert Michels (1989). Their empirical examination is, however, restricted 

to the explanation of the existing degree of paid work. All statements about the 

pressure to occupationalize are based on analogous conclusions.  

c) More recently, the question was addressed again in the study of Cachay et al. 

(2001) about the employment potential in federations and large clubs in the 

                                                 

1 Similarly described by Cachay et al. (2001, 19 versus 181) in a more recent study.  
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state of North Rhine-Westphalia, the result being that this potential is still very 

low. In a representative survey of sports club members, Braun (2003, 206) 

found out that members rated the pressure to employ more paid workers only 2 

on a scale from 1 to 4. Thiel et al. (2006) – using a qualitative case study 

approach – tried to find out what kinds of strategic, structural and most of all 

cultural changes have to take place to overcome the resistance to introduce 

fulltime paid personnel into sports clubs.  

Internationally, a bulk of literature on volunteering in sports clubs exists.
2 

 Part of this 

literature focuses on a professionalization of the management by volunteers in sports 

clubs (for instance Cuskelly et al., 2006). Slack and his colleagues from Canada dealt 

extensively with the effects of the occupationalization of sports federations (for in-

stance Thibault et al., 1991). They argue, for instance, that as compared to the tradi-

tional “kitchen table” archetype of governance of sports associations, the “boardroom” 

type is professionally assisted and the “executive office” type even professionally led 

(Kikulis et al., 1992). As a consequence of the introduction of paid managers, struc-

tural and cultural frictions and conflicts are being reported between volunteer and paid 

managers (Schulz, 2005).
3
 Closer to our topic are those articles which analyse pressure 

on the voluntary sports sector in general. Professionalization is always one of the 

prominent directions of change reported. Nichols et al. (1998, 2005), for instance, 

summarize the following drivers for change:  

– growing competition about the use of time (work obligations, growing oppor-

tunities) and hence a reduced willingness to volunteer;  

– increased competition with higher quality commercial offers and thus higher 

demands on the part of club members;  

– influence of government policy (conditions of funding, accountability);  

– requirements of new skills due to technological change (rising complexity of 

tasks);  
– transformation of clubs from mutual aid towards service delivery (commer-

cialization).
 

Paton and Cornforth (1991) point to the influence of management models from for-

profit partners. Lack of efficiency of volunteer management, which among other 

things is seen as a reason for a lack of success in international sporting competitions, is 

an argument that is often mentioned (Thibault et al., 1993). 
 

Our question and approach differ from the above mentioned work in several 

aspects. Our topic is not the professionalization of volunteer management, but the 

introduction of paid managers. We are not interested in its effects, but in its causes. 

We are not trying to describe and explain the present state of paid management, but the 

perceived need for an increase. To explain this need, we have not only measured the 

                                                 

2 See, for instance, the special issue of the European Journal for Sport Management from 1999 or 

of the Sport Management Review from 2006. 

3 For other countries see, for instance: Germany: Winkler & Karhausen (1985); US: Ilsley (1990); 

Finland: Koski & Heikkala (1998); Australia: Auld (1994). 
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usual structural variables, such as type of association, number of members or size of 

the budget, but we have also measured causes directly by asking, for instance, about 

pressure and obstacles. In order to systemize and complement these variables, we put 

them in connection to general theories on organizational change. We were able to test 

competing hypotheses derived from these theories using quantitative data from a large 

survey on sports clubs and federations in Germany and are thus able to complement 

the findings of the mostly qualitative studies from the literature. 

3 Theoretical approach and hypotheses 

3.1 Professionalization and occupationalization  

In everyday language and in science, the term “professionalization” is understood in 

different ways (Emrich et al., 2001, 72-78). The broader term is “occupation”. It is 

defined by Max Weber (1972, 80) as specification, specialization and combination of 

tasks of a person, which forms the basis for a continuing chance of earning once 

living. An occupation comes to be defined a “profession” if or as much as it is charac-

terized by an organized body of knowledge (long formalized academic education), 

professional authority, sanctions of the community and a code of ethics (Chelladurai, 

1996). Professionalization refers then to the state or process through which occu-

pations become professions. Examples for professions are medical doctors and law-

yers. In sport and in management in general and especially in sport management the 

degree of professionalization is low. In this article we are not dealing with profession-

alization, but simply with occupationalization (“Verberuflichung”). Within the context 

of voluntary associations this is a basic question. It refers to the degree and process in 

which voluntary unpaid work is replaced or supplemented by paid work and secondary 

occupation, and occasional leisure time work is replaced or supplemented by paid 

continuous work. Although occupationalization and “professionalization” in the sense 

of a special qualification are independent – volunteer work may be professional and 

paid work unprofessional –, the general assumption is that these dimensions are highly 

correlated. 

3.2 Economic theory  

The Economic Theory is based on the assumption that people subject to certain re-

strictions, calculate the benefits and the costs of alternative actions and choose the 

alternative which, when subjectively considered, promises the highest net benefit with 

the highest probability (Becker, 1982; Frey, 1989). Accordingly, pressure to introduce 

more paid managers is among other things triggered through a changed perception of 

the relative benefits, costs, restrictions and alternatives of paid in comparison to volun-

teer management. Our first hypothesis (H1) accordingly is: the higher the perceived 

benefits of occupationalization, the higher the need to occupationalize. This orientation 

hypothesis is immediately plausible. But without a specification of the benefits, it 

remains empty, i.e. it cannot be empirically falsified. The interesting question there-

fore is: which types of benefits could play a role? To answer this question, one can 
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resort to Max Weber‟s bureaucracy theory. According to Weber, disadvantages of 

volunteer work (1972, 170, 562) are:  

1. the missing of professional competences,  

2. the limited, immobilized motivation to perform varying kinds of tasks,  

3. the restricted temporal availability of the volunteers and  

4. the negligible scope for sanctioning or disciplining them.  

In addition, we inquired whether paid managers  

5. increase the effectiveness and efficiency of the work and  

6. generate new financial resources and, as a result, more than pay for themselves.  

Our second hypothesis (H2) is: the higher the perceived costs, in the sense of the cost-

benefit-difference or dysfunctional consequences of occupationalization, the lower the 

need to occupationalize. Considering the direct cost, the payment, this hypothesis may 

not sound logical, because we are not trying to explain the actual employment, but 

only the need (the desire) to employ paid managers. One may still want to do it, al-

though one is not able to bear the cost. However, if we understand cost in a broader 

sense including unwanted consequences of occupationalization on the volunteers or if 

we consider the cost-benefit-difference, it makes sense. The financing presumably is 

the main restriction to occupationalization. Our hypothesis (H3) is: The scarcer fi-

nances are, the lower the need to occupationalize. At first glance, this hypothesis 

sounds just as illogical as the one above about the direct cost. However, in analogy to 

the grapes we define as sour because we cannot reach them, it is possible that we do 

not want what we cannot get (Frey, 1989, 92). Following the economic approach, we 

have to take into account which alternatives are perceived and how they are rated. Our 

fourth hypothesis (H4) is: The more alternatives to paid managers are perceived, the 

lower the need to occupationalize.  

3.3 Contingency theory 

Contingency theory states quite generally that organizations have to adapt to external 

and internal forces (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). When one speaks of the pressure to 

occupationalize, one thinks primarily that (H5): the greater the influence of certain 

external and internal situational variables, the greater the need to occupationalize. Of 

which types of external, of environmental variables can one think in this case? It is 

certainly less about the classical members than about customers, competition or co-

operation with for-profit businesses and co-operation with the government. Internal 

situation is understood as characteristics of the organization (Kieser & Kubicek, 1977, 

191), such as legal form, size, age. Primarily we must consider here, of course, the 

different tasks of the associations. It can thus be assumed that federations are not only 

subject to a far greater but also to different kinds of pressure to occupationalize than 

clubs. Thus, it makes not only sense to test this variable, but also to differentiate in the 

following tests of our hypotheses between federations and clubs. In Germany, feder-

ations were occupationalized much earlier and today are occupationalized to a much 

higher degree than clubs, measured by the number of paid managers as well as the 

ratio of paid to volunteer managers. However, in this process they relied heavily on 
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governmental subsidies. Top-level and professional sports clubs face competition in 

the area of sport and therefore have at least to professionalize training, which may also 

lead to a need to occupationalize management. Compared to that in leisure sports 

clubs, the influence of commercial competition, for instance from fitness clubs, is 

probably smaller. One important difference to other countries, for instance Great 

Britain (Nichols et al., 2005) is that there is – in contrast to the federations – no 

governmental pressure on the clubs to occupationalize. As a consequence we assume 

that federations and clubs have to deal with different sources of environmental 

pressure and adaptive processes (cf. Chapter 3.4). For the federations we assume that 

co-operation with the government and hence coercive adaptive processes will be 

important, whereas for the clubs it will be co-operation and competition with business 

and mimetic adaptive processes. Concerning normative adaptive processes, we expect 

volunteer culture to be more deeply rooted within clubs, whereas federations will be 

able to build on a meanwhile well-established culture of paid management. Which 

further internal influence factors determine the extent of the need to occupationalize? 

In an analogy to Max Weber‟s analysis of the functional prerequisites for direct 

democracy (1972, 169), we can list the conditions under which volunteering functions 

more poorly and thus paid work becomes more necessary:  

1. the older (“Veralltäglichung”, losing the extraordinary) and  

2. the larger the organization,  

3. the more heterogeneous the interests (and the capabilities) of the members,  

4. the more know-how the tasks require and  

5. the more spread-out the organization is, which in our case can generally be 

assumed for federations in comparison to clubs.  

3.4 New institutionalism in organization theory 

Whether the result of a change always leads to a rise in efficiency is doubted by the 

sociological approach of the “new institutionalism in organization theory”. Thus, Di-

Maggio and Powell (1983) maintain that selection is not through competition but that 

other mechanisms are the main drive for the adaptation of organizations. They distin-

guish three mechanisms:  

a) Coercive adaptive processes result above all from state requirements and are 

related to governmental resources. 

b) Mimetic adaptive processes are a consequence of uncertainty about aims and 

technology. This uncertainty is tackled by imitating organizational types that 

are considered successful.  

c) Normative adaptive processes result from occupationalization. 

Professional groups, such as graduates in business administration or sport manage-

ment, attempt to secure their position and develop standards, which are passed on 

through selection and socialization. In contrast, however, – as one must add here – 

within the associations of sport, there are deeply-routed institutionalized preferences 

for volunteering. Based on this approach, one can formulate the hypothesis (H6): the 
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greater the coercive, mimetic or normative influence (of a certain kind), the greater the 

need to occupationalize.  

4 Methods 

To answer our questions and test our hypotheses, we reanalysed data that we collected 

1996. Nevertheless, our findings will still be relevant today, because in Germany the 

pace of change is generally slow in sports clubs and federations. There is only one ex-

ception: professional sports clubs in the first division of soccer. International compe-

tition forced them to become more professionalized. Other then that, since 1996 there 

has been no additional dramatic internal or external influence on sports associations. 

The primary object of the research addressed the questions of recruitment, activity and 

qualification of paid sport managers.
4
 The questions posed were administered using 

complementary research instruments. Paid managers were interviewed, along with vol-

unteer managers, paid coaches and sports science experts by means of qualitative in-

terviews. Questionnaires were mailed to the first three groups. Here we will only re-

port those parts of the study involving written questionnaires. We are therefore able to 

test our hypotheses using quantitative data and by that complement the findings of the 

mostly qualitative studies from the literature. The questions concerning the tasks and 

competences of sport managers determined the choice of organizations and interview-

ees. The associations examined had paid management positions (or at least such posi-

tions were to be expected), such as clubs of professional or prestige sport and large 

sports clubs and federations of Olympic sports. The organizations and the positions 

that were studied were not chosen at random,
5
 but purposefully in order to include as 

many different associations as possible, so as to study their similarities and 

differences. In this, we basically sought to make a comparison between clubs and 

federations and between professional/top-level sport and leisure sport. The sample 

included 931 positions out of 342 associations.
6
 The following types of positions were 

questioned: paid managers from the top and middle level, chief executives like general 

secretaries or heads of departments. In addition to salaried managers, volunteer 

managers (presidents and other members of the board) and paid trainers from the same 

associations were questioned. The 16-pages questionnaire contained 50 mostly closed, 

                                                 

4 For report see Horch et al. (2003); Horch & Schütte (2003)..The project was financed by the 

German Federal Institute for Sport Science. 

5 A truly representative sample would have been impossible to create, because of the lack of data 

about the population of sport managers. 

6
 
 In detail we included associations of the following types: large (more than 1,000 members, only 

5% of German sport clubs are that large) multi-sports clubs which had paid managers (50 clubs) 

or which did not have paid managers (50 clubs), top-level sport clubs (51 clubs from Olympic 

sports), professional sport clubs playing in the first divisions of soccer, team handball or ice 

hockey (50 clubs) and prestige sport clubs offering golf, tennis or field hockey (50 clubs); sport 

federations representing single Olympic sports (30 out of 55 sports federations from the federal 

and 30 federations from the state level) and regional multi-sports federations on the federal, state 

and municipal level (31 federations). 
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but also open questions concerning the activities and the needed competencies of paid 

managers, the type of association (objectives, budget, sports facilities, staff) and 

changes and their causes and effects as well as personal questions (sex, age, 

qualification etc.). Together with these questions, we explicitly asked about the need 

for a further occupationalization as well as pressure and obstacles with regard to this 

kind of change. The formulation of the questions followed information from the 

literature, our qualitative interviews as well as the above mentioned theoretical 

approaches. Our dependent variable was operationalized through the statement “we 

need more paid staff in management, organization and administration” (ordinal rating 

scale). Independent variables were operationalized in the following ways:  

1. through direct questions aimed at pressure and obstacles for the 

occupationalization of management (yes or no, open end question to add further 

reasons);  

2. indirectly, through questions about the advantages and disadvantages of volun-

tary and paid managers (ordinal rating scale);  

3. through questions about the power of different stakeholders influencing the 

organization (ordinal rating scale);  

4. through a list of statements about the special cultural features of voluntary asso-

ciations in comparison with for-profit businesses (ordinal rating scale);  

5. through one question concerning the relative role (task/authority) of a paid gen-

eral directing manager in comparison to the volunteer board;  

6. through a number of questions describing the type of the association: for in-

stance federation or club, age, number of members, budget, share of different 

types of funds on the budget, number of paid managers, is there a paid general 

directing manager.  

The response rate was 57%, which corresponds to 531 questionnaires. 199 came from 

paid managers. Two aspects have to be considered when interpreting the results: 1) in 

the end – because of the number of different positions included and because of dif-

fering response rates – half of the associations examined were federations and 2) half 

of the persons interviewed held salaried positions (including paid trainers).  

In this respect, the descriptive results are not truly representative, whereby the 

relationships found, however, may be typical for the group of voluntary sports asso-

ciations that employ paid managers.  

5 Results 

5.1 Need to occupationalize 

Our initial question about the extent of pressure to occupationalize was operationalized 

through the statement: “we need more paid staff in management, organization and 

administration.” The answer to this question brought the first surprise, because the 

respondents on average only agreed with this statement “in part” (3.1 on a scale from 1 

to 5), though it was only inquired about the need (the desire) for more paid managers 

and not about the intention and/or the possibility (the well-funded demand) of actually 
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realizing this wish. The pressure to occupationalize in clubs that are primarily oriented 

towards leisure sport is significantly (0.05 level) the lowest (2.5), whilst in top-level 

sports clubs (3.2) it is almost as high as in federations for leisure sport, i.e. regional 

sports federations (3.3), and in federations for top-level sport (3.5). This relatively low 

need to occupationalize could be explained by the fact that we chose associations 

whose management was already extensively occupationalized, so that the ad-hoc hy-

pothesis is valid: The more paid managers an association has, the lower the need to 

occupationalize. Examining this hypothesis, a second surprise becomes obvious: The 

need to occupationalize does not drop with the extent of the occupationalization 

reached, but even increases, and this indeed with a relatively clear correlation value of 

.24.
7
 If we look at clubs and federations separately, we notice that this correlation is 

only significant for the clubs (clubs: .18; federations .09). How can this result be 

interpreted? It seems that the occupationalization of management in clubs proves to be 

a success story. Once started, it awakens the need for self-perpetration. In federations, 

the process of occupationalization is already more advanced, so that we still find a 

positive, however no longer significant, correlation. 

We know so far that the need for professionalization in the management of 

federations and clubs is astoundingly low. But why is it low, under which circum-

stances is it higher (see following chapters)? According to the opinion of the inter-

viewees, there are many reasons that substantiate a need for more paid management 

personnel. In clear contrast to this, there is, however, only one decisive hindrance, 

namely the lack of financial means (stated by 82%).  

5.2 Economic theory  

The benefit hypothesis (H1) is based on all benefit aspects validated with low to 

middling correlation values from .14 to .23 for the two kinds of associations taken 

together (see table 1). There is only one difference between clubs and federations. The 

fact that paid managers, in contrast to most volunteers, are available at normal working 

hours is a benefit that triggers a need to occupationalize most of all in clubs (relatively 

high correlation: .31), whereas for federations – where usually several paid managers 

are already working normal hours – this correlation is not significant (.05). The cost 

hypothesis (H2) is clearly more weakly confirmed than the benefit hypothesis. From 

the two indicators that measure cost-benefit-differences, only “it is not worth it” 

correlates (-.20). From the four indicators which measure negative consequences, only 

two correlate and they do so only weakly and if we take both types of associations 

together, marking differences between clubs and federations, however not within these 

groups: “cooperation problems between volunteers and paid staff” (-.11) and “destroy 

motivation to volunteer” (-.15). One other variable (“volunteers fear loss of in-

fluence”) correlates clearly conversely as expected (+.26): this fear does not hinder the 

need to occupationalize. How can one interpret those partly very weak and partly even 

                                                 

7 Here and for all the following correlations, we use a significance level of 0.01 and Kendall‟s tau 

b as measure of correlation, because most of our variables are ordinal scaled. 
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counter-interrelate results? As mentioned in the theory section, it seems logical to start 

with the assumption that financial cost play only a secondary role in the mere need 

(desire) to occupationalize. It is remarkable, however, that negative consequences for 

the volunteers have hardly any influence on the need for more paid managers. 

 

Table 1. Economic theor y (correlations Kendalls tau b with the need to occupationa lize)  

Economic theory 

Dependent variable: We need more paid managers (ord.) 

 

 

 

Independent variable 

(Measuring level: dichotomy, ordinal, rational) 
all clubs fed. 

Benefit 

 

As a rule paid staff is more competent than voluntary staff 

(ord.). 

0.17** 0.19** 0.14** 

The mobility of paid staff is greater than that of voluntary 

staff (ord.). 

0.23** 0.24** 0.23** 

Voluntary staff is not always available when required 

(ord.). 

0.16** 0.31** 0.05 

Voluntary staff cannot be so bindingly engaged as paid 

staff (ord.). 

0.14** 0.16** 0.11* 

Paid staff increase the effectivity and the efficiency of the 

work (ord.). 

0.23** 0.25** 0.19** 

Paid staff make themselves more worthwhile through the 

generating new financial sources (ord.). 

0.21** 0.25** 0.19** 

Cost 

 

It is not worth it (dich.). -0.20** -0.14** -0.19** 

Members perceive it as to expensive (dich.). -0.05 -0.04 -0.05 

Conse-

quences 

 

Paid positions destroy the motivation to volunteer (dich.). -0.13** -0.08 -0.13* 

Problems with the co-operation of voluntary superiors and 

paid staff (ord.) 

-0.11** 0.15** 0.07 

Voluntary staff fears the loss of influence (dich.). 0.26** 0.22** 0.24** 

Paid staff introduces unsuitable business management 

concepts in the club/association (dich.). 

0.02 -0.01 0.05 

Financial 

means 

Cannot be financed (dich.). 0.07 -0.03 0.12* 

Our financial means become increasingly scarcer (ord.). 0.08* -0.02* 0.15** 

Size of the budget (rat.) 0.18** 0.20** 0.07** 

Alternatives Number of voluntary staff (rat.) 0.14** 0.08 0.12* 

Paid staff could be replaced by voluntary staff (ord.). -0.14** -0.14** -0.09 

The willingness to work as volunteer is declining (dich.). 0.05 -0.02 0.14** 

Paid staff only differs to volunteer staff through the 

payment (ord.). 

-0.04 -0.02 -0.07 

* significance level 0.05 (two-fold); ** significance level 0.01 (two-fold) 

The finance hypothesis (H3) is also only relatively weakly confirmed. Both indicators 

that should directly measure the influence of the lack of funds, do note correlate 
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significantly for the two association types taken together, one does so only for the 

federations (“finances become scarcer”: .15).
8
  

The importance of this variable for federations may be due to the fiscal crisis at all 

levels of the German government after the reunification, which forced the government 

to cut down subsidies. On the other hand, the size of the available budget correlates 

moderately with .18 for the two association types taken together and for the clubs 

when considered separately (.20), but not for the federations (.07). This, however, is 

also relatively disappointing when one considers that the size of the budget is – besides 

the number of members – usually the most telling variable for occupationalization and 

when one compares this correlation of .18 with that of .61 with the implemented de-

gree of occupationalization (number of paid managers) in this study. This confirms our 

assumption that financial restrictions play no significant role to explain the simple 

need for more paid managers. The “alternative” hypothesis (H4) is only partly con-

firmed. Using the number of volunteer staff as an indicator, this hypothesis is refuted, 

because correlations are even positive (+.14). Of the three statements examined about 

the existence or the shortage of such alternatives, only one (“paid staff could replace 

volunteers”) confirms our hypothesis for the two types of associations taken together 

and for the clubs regarded separately (both with -.14), one only (“willingness to vol-

unteer is decreasing”) for the federations regarded separately (.14; see table 1). 

5.3 Contingency theory 

Concerning external, environmental variables, this hypothesis (H5) is mostly con-

firmed (see table 2). Correlations in all of the three groups (clubs, federations and both 

taken together) show the following variables: “cooperation with business” (media, 

agencies; all together: .22), “sponsor influence” (all together: .10) and “influence by 

high performance or professional athletes” (all together: .11). The share of sales 

proceeds correlates within clubs (.15) and federations (.14), but not if both are taken 

together. The need to occupationalize is influenced negatively in clubs regarded sepa-

rately and clubs and federations taken together by the share of funds from membership 

dues (-.22; -.18). Commercial competition has an impact only within the clubs (.20). 

There is an influence in federations regarded separately and federations and clubs 

taken together in the following cases: “orientation to the wishes of customers” (.22; 

.15) and “cooperation with the state” (.20; .19). The following two variables show 

correlations only when the two types of associations are taken together: “state in-

fluence” (.15) and “share of funds from government” (.16). Our interpretation of this 

result is that the government puts more pressure on the federations. Therefore, these 

two variables indicate a difference between these two types of sports organizations, 

                                                 

8 
  

Among this is also that from 82% of the respondents ticked-off: “cannot be financed” as the main 

hindrance to occupationalization. Although the low correlation might be attributed to methodo-

logical problems, i.e. just because this statement was endorsed by so many, it could hardly 

differentiate.  
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while internally within clubs and within federations these variables show no signifi-

cant influence. 

 

Table 2. Contingency theory (correlations Kendall‟s tau b with the need to occupationalize)  

Contingency theory 

Dependent variable: we need more paid managers (ord.) 

 Independent variable 

(measuring level: dichotomy, ordinal, rational) 

Kendall‟s tau b 

all clubs fed. 

Members The demands of members have risen (dich.) 0.08 0.05 0.08 

Share of funds from membership dues (rat.) -0.18** -0.22** -0.09 

Custom-

ers 

 

Orientation to the wishes of customers (ord.) 0.15** 0.12* 0.22** 

Influence by high-performance athletes, professional 

athletes (ord.) 

0.11** 0.15** 0.11* 

Share of funds from sales proceeds (rat.) 0.08* 0.15** 0.14* 

Business Commercial competition (dich.) 0.10* 0.20** 0.07 

 Cooperation with the business, media and agencies 

(dich.) 

0.22** 0.21** 0.21** 

 Sponsor influence (ord.) 0.10** 0.14** 0.15** 

 Media influence (ord.) 0.12** 0.10 0.11* 

Govern-

ment 

Cooperation with the state (dich.)  0.19** 0.04 0.20** 

State influence (ord.) 0.15** 0.06 0.09 

Share of funds from government (rat.) 0.16** 0.09 0.04 

Tasks Club or federation (also indicator for spread of region) 

(dich.) 

0.20** - - 

Age Age of organization (rat.) -0.08* 0.02 -0.08 

Size Number of members (rat.) 0.19** 0.09 0.07 

 Number of members is risen (dich.) 0.10* -0.02 0.17** 

Heteroge-

neity 

Number of the internal and external groups and their 

demands (ord.) 

0.13** 0.06 0.16** 

Know-

how 

Tasks to date have become more demanding (dich.) 0.24** 0.23** 0.21** 

New tasks to be dealt with (dich.) 0.23** 0.23** 0.19** 

Number of existing tasks is risen (dich.) 0.23** 0.16** 0.24** 

*level of a significance of 0.05 (two-fold); **level of a significance of 0.01 (two-fold) 

 

Summing up, we found – as we expected – negative correlations with the importance 

of members and positive correlations with the importance of customers, business and 

government. However, there are differences between clubs and federations. The pres-

sure on clubs stems more from competition, whereas in the case of federations govern-

ment influence is more important. With regard to the difference between clubs and 
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federations, this hypothesis is confirmed with a medium level correlation of .20. As we 

already know, the need for more paid managers is higher in federations.  

Concerning the variables of the internal situation that we used in analogy to 

Weber‟s theory about direct democracy, this hypothesis was mostly confirmed with 

the exception of “age of the association”. The age of sports associations is no longer 

very indicative in Germany, because of the breaks in their history by fascism and 

communism. The expected connection with size, measured as the number of members, 

shows only a significant correlation when the two types of associations are taken 

together (.19), however astonishingly not within the clubs
9
 and federations regarded 

separately. So this only tells us what we already know, namely that the pressure to 

occupationalize is higher in federations, because they have the higher membership 

numbers when counting the individual members of the clubs that belong to a federa-

tion.  

Similarly to the otherwise powerful variable “budget”, the influence of size on the 

need to occupationalize is disappointingly low if one compares these result of .19 with 

the .49 correlation with the achieved degree of occupationalization of management 

(number of paid managers) in our sample. In a similar way, “numbers of members 

have risen” does not correlate for the clubs and both types together, however for the 

federations (.17). The degree of heterogeneity shows significant correlations for the 

federations (.16) and both types together (.13). All three variables measuring an in-

crease in needed know-how correlate relatively high, no matter if we look at clubs, 

federations or both together (.24; .23; .23). 

5.4 New institutionalism in organization theory 

The examination of the institutionalism hypothesis runs up against methodological 

difficulties, above all, because aspects of organizational culture can only be deter-

mined to a very limited extent through standardized interviews and with only one 

single key person. In addition, a large proportion of these influences were only indi-

rectly measured by the already above used environmental variables. As reported there, 

the hypothesis is confirmed (see table 3) when referring to the coercive, the state 

influence. However, this holds more for the federations, and not if we look at the clubs 

separately. Just as we have already determined, the mimetic influence of business 

models. However, it works overall more through co-operation with business and 

especially the influence of sponsors, then competition, which is only important in the 

case of the clubs. We attempted to directly grasp this influence by means of two 

statements (“association must be managed like a business”; “financial success is deci-

sive”). The result of the examination of our hypothesis, applying these statements, is 

not convincing. There is no correlation with the second statement, and with the first 

one only if we consider clubs and federations separately.
10

 The situation is quite 

                                                 

9 This may be due to the fact that we only have large clubs in our sample. 

10
  

Correlations with the first indicator: clubs: .20, federations: .17, together: .09. This statement is 

clearly more agreed with by the club representatives (4.3 on a one to five scale) than by those of 
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different regarding the normative influence of paid work on the need to occupation-

alize. This hypothesis is confirmed with the highest correlations measured so far with 

both all four direct and indirect indicators (.23. to .25). 

 
Table 3. New institutionalism (Correlations Kendall‟s tau b with the need to occupationalize) 

New institutionalism of organization theory  

Dependent variable: We need more paid managers (ord.) 

 Independent variable 

(measurement level: dichotomy, ordinal, rational) 

Kendall‟s tau b 

all clubs fed. 

Coercive 

(government) 

Cooperation with the state requires paid management 

(dich.) 

0.19** 0.04 0.20** 

State influence (ord.) 0.15** 0.06 0.09 

Share of funds from government (rat.) 0.16** 0.09 0.04 

Mimetic 

(business) 

Commercial competition (dich.) 0.10* 0.20* 0.07 

Cooperation with business, media and marketing 

agencies (dich.) 

0.22** 0.21** 0.21** 

 Sponsor influence (ord.) 0.10** 0.14** 0.15** 

 Media influence (ord.) 0.12** 0.10 0.11* 

 The club/federation must be managed like a business 

(ord.) 

0.09* 0.17** 0.20** 

 Decisive is the financial success (ord.) 0.06 0.09 0.11 

Normative 1 

(Paid work) 

Number of paid management positions (rat.) 0.24** 0.18** 0.09 

Managing director employed (dich.) 0.23** 0.16** 0.20** 

Influence of paid staff (ord.) 0.24** 0.24** 0.21** 

Regulation of the managing director‟s tasks/authority in 

relation to the voluntary board (ord.) 

0.25** 0.29** 0.18** 

Normative 2 

(voluntary 

officials) 

Influence of voluntary staff (ord.) -0.06 -0.25** 0.08 

Voluntary staff fear the loss of influence (dich.) 0.26** 0.22** 0.24** 

Paid work destroys the motivation to volunteer (dich.) -0.13** -0.08 -0.13* 

The club/federation is like a “self-help group” (ord.) 0.06 0.01 0.02 

We are like a family, like a group of friends (ord.) -0.08* -0.16** -0.01 

 Voluntary staff fulfill important functions for society 

(ord.) 

0.03 -0.09 0.09 

 Voluntary staff are more engaged than paid staff (ord.) -0.04 -0.07 -0.01 

*level of significance 0.05 (two-fold); **level of significance 0.01 (two-fold) 

                                                                                                                                                         

federations (3.5). However, one could get the impression from the data analysis that the 

interviewees did not know the difference between the generic term “organization” and the 

subsidiary “for-profit organization”. Clubs and federations are organizations, but per definition 

and legal status, they are not for-profit and are therefore no business firms. 
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There is only one flaw. As reported above, we found no significant correlation with the 

number of paid managers if we only look at the federations. As a direct indicator to 

measure the strength of paid management culture, we used the desired tasks/authority 

distribution between paid managing directors and volunteer board members.
11

 The 

stronger the desired position of the paid manager, the greater the need to occupation-

alize (.25).  

In distinct contradiction to these clear connections, it was surprising that the 

expected negative correlations for aspects of the volunteer culture, although measured 

in different ways, were hardly noticeable. Out of 21 correlations, only three are signif-

icant and point in the expected direction. 

This holds for two correlations when regarding the clubs separately (“influence of 

volunteers”: -.25; “we are like a family”: -.16), and for one if we look at both types of 

associations together (“paid work destroys motivation to volunteer”: -.13). One indi-

cator even correlates distinctly inversely as we have already reported above (“volun-

teers fear loss of influence”: +.26).
12

 From the point of view of new institutionalism, 

one can interpret these clear differences comparing our results concerning the high 

influence of the culture of paid work and the neglectable influence of volunteer culture 

as follows: the occupationalization of the management of sports clubs and federations 

is hindered less – as often assumed – by the presence of a traditional culture of volun-

teering, than by the absence of a culture of paid management. 

5.5 Multiple regression analysis 

In order to check the relative explanatory power of the different applied theories and 

respective variables with the simultaneous consideration of other variables, a multiple 

regression analysis was carried out
13

 with variables which bi-varietaly correlate rela-

tively high and represent all addressed theoretical perspectives.
14

 If we look at both 

                                                 

11 Question: “In your opinion, how should the tasks of a general manager be defined in relation to 

the volunteer board?” Short versions of the answers in ordinal order from low to high authority of 

the paid manager: 1. we want no paid manager; 2. like a secretary; 3. be responsible for every day 

work; 4. should lead the association equally with the volunteers; 5. lead the association like a 

CEO with the volunteers forming a controlling board; 6. do not know. 

12 This reinforces the obvious suspicion that the following hypothesis is valid: Paid managers (value 

1) voice a stronger need to occupationalize than volunteers (value 0). This hypothesis is 

confirmed with a correlation coefficient of .19, however not significantly (at the 0.01 level) if we 

look at the federations separately (clubs .23; federations .12). 

13
  

We used SPSS standard procedure “stepwise”, which combines forward inclusion of variables 

with deletion of variables that no longer meet the pre-established criterion. One of the criteria is 

minimum significance of F = .01. This procedure is used as a descriptive tool to find the best 

simple linear prediction equation, simply meaning “deleting independent variables that do not 

add substantially to prediction accuracy, once certain other independent variables are included” 

(Nie et al., 1975). This procedure is adequate, because we want to find out which theories and 

which variables are the most potential. 

14 Economic theory: benefits (all six aspects combined in one index); cost-benefit-difference (it is 

not worth it); alternative (paid could be replaced by volunteers); restriction (size of the budget).  
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types of associations taken together, out of 13 variables seven remain in the equation, 

namely benefits and cost-benefit-difference of occupationalization, the desired tasks/ 

authority of paid managing directors as cultural indicator, the co-operation with busi-

ness and government, as well as the increased requirements of the work and the ques-

tion whether a salaried or volunteering person was interviewed. However this time, 

when controlling the influence of other variables – primarily the cultural variable –, it 

is no longer the paid but rather the volunteer managers who voice a higher need for 

occupationalization. This shows that culture is more important than position. With 

these variables, all theories are proved to be helpful in explaining the need to occupa-

tionalize. Collectively, they explain 30% of the variance.
15

  

 
Table 4. Multiple regression analysis of the need to occupationalize 

 

Multiple regression analysis 

Dependent variable: 

need to occupationalize 

Beta all Beta 

clubs 

Beta 

federatio

ns 

In
d
ep

en
d
en

t 
v
ar

ia
b
le

 

Index benefits 0.27 0.33 0.32 

Cost-benefit difference: it is no worth it  -0.23 -0.22 -0.27 

Culture: regulation of the tasks/authority of a managing 

director in relation to volunteers 

0.21 0.29 - 

Co-operation with business, media and marketing agencies 0.14 - 0.21 

Tasks to date have become more demanding  0.12 - - 

Co-operation with government requires paid employees 0.11 - - 

Type of position (paid versus volunteer) -0.11 -0.18 - 

Corrected r² 0.30 0.29 0.22 

 

It is also very informative to see which variables were not included, since among these 

are all those structural variables that gave the highest correlation in the explanation of 

the degree of occupationalization achieved, such as size of budget and number of 

members as well as the differentiation between federations and clubs.
16

 A reason for 

this is surely the necessity to differentiate between the need (desire) and the actual 

demand to occupationalize. In addition, we assume that structural variables are only 

                                                                                                                                                         

 External situation: government influence; co-operation with business; share of funds from 

members. Internal situation: number of members; “increasing demands”; club or federation (for 

the overall regression). Organization culture: number of salaried managers; desired task/authority 

of managing director. Status of interviewee: paid or volunteer. 

15 
  

One reason for the relatively low degree of explanation could be the fact that the chosen 

associations were very homogenous, because all were relatively extensively occupationalized. If 

smaller sport clubs had been included, greater differences would have resulted and thus 

presumably more marked connections. 

16   Not included were, furthermore: salaried staff can be replaced by volunteers; share of funds of 

membership dues and number of salaried management positions. 
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imperfect indirect indicators for the economic, environmental and cultural influences 

that have been measured directly here for the first time. The structural variables may 

be suitable for simplified prognoses, but not for rigorous explanations. If we look at 

federations and clubs separately, the model includes fewer variables: five in the case of 

clubs and only three in the case of federations. Compared to the above mentioned 

seven variables, two variables are dropped, namely “more demanding tasks” and “co-

operation with government”. A plausible explanation for this is the fact that these two 

variables differ between federations and clubs, i.e. they are more important in feder-

ations, however do not differ in between the groups of federations and clubs. For 

federations, only three variables remain in the model: benefits, cost-benefit-difference 

and cooperation with business and media; the latter marking most probably the 

growing importance of sponsoring for the funding of sport. For the clubs, benefits and 

cost-benefit-difference are important, too. Thus, these simple economic variables over-

all prove to be the most powerful variables. Whether a federation or club will perceive 

a need to employ more paid managers thus depends heavily on the perception of bene-

fits and costs shared by the leaders of the association. The third variable is financing: 

the less a club relies on membership dues or, to put it the other way round, the more it 

is able to generate other kinds of resources, the higher the need to occupationalize. 

Fourth, it is the clubs in which the establishment of a culture of paid management, 

operationalized through the desired role of a managing director, is decisive, whereas in 

federations where paid managers have been introduced earlier and to a greater extent, 

we can assume that this is generally the case. Therefore, it is in the clubs where – un-

der this cultural condition – we find the above mentioned twist where it is no longer 

the paid but the volunteer managers who voice a higher need to occupationalize. 

6 Summary and discussion 

With our study, the need of a further occupationalization of the management of sports 

federations and sports clubs was measured for the first time. Surprisingly, the respon-

dents agreed only partly with the statement “we need more paid managers”. The need 

to occupationalize is significantly lower in leisure sports clubs. Within the clubs, the 

need to occupationalize does not decline proportionally to the extent of the degree of 

occupationalization reached, but even increases. Occupationalization seems to be a 

success story. Once started, it stimulates a need for continuation. Multiple regression 

analyses reveal that the need for more paid managers most of all depends on the fol-

lowing variables: on the perceived benefits and cost-benefit-difference, on the desired 

role of a paid managing director as cultural indicator, on the co-operation with 

business and government, as well as on the increased requirements of the work. With 

these variables, all theories proved to be helpful in explaining the need for more paid 

managers, though simple economic cost-benefit-calculations being the most important. 

However, financing – at least in the explanation of the need (the desire) to occupa-

tionalize – does not play a role. The wish for more paid managers is clearly much 

more strongly stimulated from the perceived benefit of this work than it is hindered by 

the possible harm to volunteering. In analogy, it seems also valid that occupation-
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alization is less hindered – as often assumed – through the presence of a traditional 

culture of volunteering, than through the absence of a culture of paid employment.  

Our findings fit in well with the findings of more recent national (Thiel et al., 

2006) and international (Nichols et al., 1998, 2005) qualitative studies, although there 

seem to be two interesting differences between Germany and the UK. In contrast to the 

federations, there is no direct governmental pressure (for instance tied to subsidies) to 

occupationalize on the clubs. The need to occupationalize management was much 

lower than previous research expected. What might be the reason for this? We have to 

take into account that there are several alternatives to occupationalization: quailfica-

tion (professionalization) of volunteers, outsourcing and stagnation or downsizing. In 

this line, federations are offering weekend courses for volunteers to become “sport 

managers”. In Germany, even in the first division of soccer it seems that the clubs opt 

for outsourcing to a high degree, i.e. selling rights to marketing agencies instead of 

occupationalize the management of the club itself. Sports clubs always have the option 

to stay the way they always have been or even to downsize their programme, for in-

stance leave higher leagues of competition, if they cannot finance their team. 

Our main result is that nowadays in broad areas of sport in Germany there is no 

pressure to occupationalize, in the sense of an acute threat to the organization, but only 

a chance one can take or leave. This differentiates sports associations fundamentally 

from, for example, political parties and unions, which must occupationalize if they do 

not want to lose power in relation to their competitors or adversaries, or welfare asso-

ciations, which are subject to state quality control and which stand in direct com-

petition to commercial services for health. There is, however, a pressure to occupa-

tionalize in top-level sport, particularly in professional soccer through the competition 

from abroad. However, in general occupationalization is a chance for those associa-

tions that grab it. Occupationalization is obviously revealed as a success story. Once 

started, it stimulates a need for continuation (success-oriented follow-up effect). 

The practical implications of these results are obvious: if one wishes to promote 

occupationalization in the management of sports associations and, consequently, create 

jobs, this can be done very promisingly through governmental pressure (as in the case 

of the federations) or governmental start-up subsidies in those associations which wish 

to do this, always assuming that these jobs finance themselves in the long run, an 

assumption backed-up by experience. It might only require a seed of “paid manage-

ment” to practically and also theoretically resolve the contradiction between theo-

retical probability and empirical irrelevance of occupationalization of sports associa-

tions.  
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