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1. Country specific particularities in the methodological approach 

We wanted to find out whether qualification requirements of sport management graduates differ 

across sectors. Based on the results of a previous quantitative survey and a comprehensive review of 

literature, we have developed a semi-structured interview-guide, which focused on four major fields 

of enquiry: (1) trends, (2) competencies, (3) job development and qualifications, and (4) recruitment 

concerning the field of sport management for different types of sport organisations. In a next step, we 

determined one central research question for each of the four study objectives. In order to gain deeper 

information about each study objective, we developed multiple sub-questions for each central 

question, resulting in the initial semi-structured interview guide. The interview guide was then 

reviewed by each of the partners of the NASME Erasmus+ project and revised based upon their 

feedback. The final interview guide consisted of 12 open-ended questions, divided into five sections: 

trends (2 questions), competencies (3 questions), job development (5 questions), recruitment (1 

question) and further recommendations (1 question). In addition, we have prepared a short 

questionnaire, with which we asked for socio-demographic information of the interviewees.  

In order to consider the specific characteristics of sport management in each of the nine countries, 

each project partner has designed an own semi-structured interview guide and conducted the 

interviews, transcribed the resulting interview material and analysed the interview transcripts. In 

Germany, three interviewers have conducted 12 interviews (6, 5 and 1 interview(s) individually) 

between December 2018 and February 2019. The interviews lasted between 34 and 58 minutes. Two 

research assistants transcribed the interview materials. One researcher, who is also the first author of 

his report, then proof-checked the interview transcripts. We performed a qualitative content analysis 

according to Mayring (2010) on the 12 interview transcripts. The first author of this report read the 

transcripts repeatedly and coded segments using MAXQDA Analytics Pro 2018 according to theory-

based categories (deductive) and new categories, which emerged from transcribed interview materials 

(inductive). The qualitative data analysis resulted in a total of 67 specific codes and 927 coded 

segments1. The number of coded segments ranged from 62 to 105 across of the 12 interview 

transcripts (average of 77 coded segments per interview transcript).  

In alignment with post-qualitative perspectives on research, we acknowledge that theory-free 

knowledge does not exist (Smith & Hodkinson, 2009) and as such, our interpretation is partial and 

situated. The first author of this report has analysed and interpreted the coded segments concerning 

(1) trends, (2) competencies, (3) job development, qualification and recruitment. To assure rigour, the 

first author and three further researchers thereafter have critically discussed the coded segments in a 

small round, according to the  method of “critical friends” (Smith & McGannon, 2018). The role of the 

critical friend is “not to “agree” or achieve consensus, but rather to encourage reflexivity by challenging 

each other’s construction of knowledge” (Cowan & Taylor, 2016, 508)2.  

In order to illustrate the results and their interpretation concerning the coded segments, we have 

extracted exemplary quotes from the interview transcripts. Since all of these quotes have originated 

                                                           
1 Annex 1 gives an overview of the code system.  
2 As self-reflexivity is prescribed by Tracy (2010) within the eight universal criteria for excellent qualitative 
research, the first author (PhD candidate) sought the support of a senior researcher, a further PhD candidate as 
well as one research assistant to broaden the horizon of experience and knowledge. 
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in German language, a professional translator has translated them to English language for the purpose 

of the current report. The first author then reflected the translations critically, in order to maintain the 

“voice” of the interviewees and avoid possible misunderstandings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; van Nes, 

Abma, Jonsson & Deeg, 2010). For further publication, we recommend limiting quotes to a minimum 

in order to avoid possible confusion and frustration of the interviewees, as the words are literally not 

their own anymore (Temple, 2008). After having introduced the methodological approach and its 

consideration of country specific particularities in the context of sport management, we now turn our 

attention to describing the sample. 

2. Sample  

When choosing the interviewees, we attempted at selecting individuals, who we can regard as experts 

in the field of sport management, both from an academic and a practitioner’s perspective. Specifically, 

we have considered two categories of interviewees. The first category includes individuals, who have 

already participated in the preceding quantitative surveys. We have chosen these individuals, in order 

to build on their previous responses and gain a deeper understanding regarding four main themes in 

the qualitative study. The second category includes individuals who did not participate in the 

quantitative survey. We have chosen these individuals since we attempted to gain new insights 

regarding the four main themes. Furthermore, we ensured that the interviewees represent 

organisations from the four main sectors of the sport management labour market: (1) public sector, 

(2) private sector, (3) professional sports clubs, and (4) non-profit sports clubs and federations. Eleven 

interviewees were male and one interviewee were female. The interviewees were between 34 and 52 

years of age. All interviewees hold senior positions in their organisations, such as Managing Director, 

CEO, and General Secretary. According to the positions in their organisations, we can consider these 

individuals experts or key informants. Furthermore, we have chosen organisations, which are 

representative of the relevant sector of the sport management labour market. We used the 

classification scheme developed by Bayle and Robinson (2007) to determine organisational size 

according to the number of paid staff. As a result, six interviewees represent large sport organisations 

(more than 100 members of paid staff), one interviewee represents a big organisation (41-100 

members of paid staff), and thee interviewees represent medium-sized organisations (11-40 members 

of paid staff). There was no interviewee representing a small organisation (5-10 members of paid staff). 

All interviewees hold a degree earned from an institution of higher education. Two interviewees hold 

a doctoral title. The majority of our interviewees graduated in the field of sport economics and sport 

management. The interviewees have a general work experience of nine to 25 years and specific work 

experience of three months to 25 years. Table 1 gives an overview on our sample. 
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Table 1: Sample description (own illustration) 

Alias Socio-demographic Information 

Gender Age Position Organizational 

Size* 

Education Educational 

Context 

General  

Work 

Experience 

Specific  

Work 

Experience 

C1 male 43 Managing 

Director 

large (230 staff) Bachelor Economics 20 5 

C2 male 52 Managing 

Director 

large (160 staff) MBA MBA 25 9 

C3 male 37 Managing 

Director 

medium (17 

staff) 

Diplom Sport 

Education 

12 12 

NP1 male 44 General 

Secretary 

big (44 staff) Diplom Sport Sciences 14 4 

NP2 male 34 Commercial 

Manager 

medium (38 

staff) 

Magister Sport & 

Economics 

13 7 

NP3 female 48 CEO large (170 staff) Diplom Sport 

Education 

22 1 

P1 male 51 Senior VP large (57.016 

staff) 

Diplom Sport 

Economics 

24 0,25 

P2 male 52 Senior 

Project 

Manager 

large (640 staff) Diplom Sport 

Economics & 

Sport 

Education 

25 25 

P3 male 42 Senior Team 

Head 

large (12.192 

staff) 

Diplom Sport 

Education 

13 6 

PU1 male 36 Professor medium (24 

staff)  

Dr.. Sport 

Management 

& Sport 

Sciences 

9 2 

PU2 male 50 Freelancer / 

Head of 

Department 

medium (34 

staff) 

Diplom Economics 25 10 

PU3 male 44 Professor large (341 staff) Dr. Sport Sciences 20 11 

*Based on Bayle & Robinson (2007), organizational size according to the number of paid staff (5-10 = small, 11-40 = medium, 

41-100 = big, > 100 = large).  

After having given a detailed overview of our sample, we will now present our findings.  
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3. Research findings 

This chapter will present our findings concerning the three fields of enquiry for the sport management 

labour market in Germany: (1) trends, (2) competencies, (3) job development, qualifications and 

recruitment. We will first focus on the main findings considering the specific nature of sport 

organisations from the public sector, the private sector, professional sports clubs, and non-profit 

sports clubs and federations. We give a short conclusion and implication at the end of each theme.  

3.1 Trends in sport management in Germany  

The first section of the interview guide focused on two questions regarding different trends that affect 

the work of sport managers at present and in the future. Based on the results of our quantitative 

survey, some 96-98 % of the survey participants perceive digitalisation and commercialisation of sport 

to affect their working areas at present and in the future. Some 66 % of the survey participants also 

believe that internationalisation of sport affects their working area. In our qualitative study, we aimed 

at gaining deeper insights concerning structural, process-related, and situational aspects of the trends 

identified. In addition, we aimed at giving the interviewees the opportunity to talk about trends, other 

than digitalisation, commercialisation and internationalisation.  

The content analysis provided a variety of aspects regarding the three megatrends. We can conclude 

that the interviewees perceive digitalisation, commercialisation, and internationalisation as social 

processes that are interlinked more often than not. However, digitalisation has crystallised as a key 

driver within all of the interviewees’ working areas and as a key driver for the two other trends. This 

finding is especially interesting, since digitalisation means not only a social process, which facilitates 

the operations and working processes in the current sport management labour market, but also a 

driving force in creating new jobs in sport organisations, as one representative from a professional 

sport club points out:  

 “Digitalisation has an impact in so far as we’ve just decided to hire a Digital Officer. I believe that 

digitalisation is a field that will affect every field of activity, and at the end of the day digital processes 

will increasingly find their way into each field of activity.” (C2) 

3.1.1 Digitalisation 

The content analysis suggests that digitalisation affects the workings of the sport organisations 

represented by the interviewees in different ways. Some representatives of sport organisations from 

the private sector and from professional clubs associate digitalisation with internal structures and 

processes within their organisations. In addition, they also referred to an external perspective, 

including their customers and consumers which demonstrates the contribution that digitalisation may 

make to the ongoing commercialisation of sport within their sectors. However, we have found a strong 

consensus between the representatives from the two sectors that internal and external digitalisation 

processes mean a prerequisite for future competitiveness in the sport business, rather than a mere 

trend that an organisation can follow or not. Nevertheless, we also have to consider that doubts and 

challenges associated with digitalisation processes in their organisations exist, as a further 

representative from a professional sport clubs remarks: 
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“On the other hand, as said before, when dealing more and more with the topic Facebook: In an 

emotional moment, I once was about to say: we leave [it]. Because it also does quite some damage. And 

we now focus on our website as the only communication medium, we advance and promote it. And there, 

you yourself can control who sees what and when and you don’t depend on any algorithm and pay money 

for it!” (C3) 

We found a more reserved or reluctant stance concerning the trend of digitalisation to exist with 

representatives of sport organisations from the public and non-profit sectors. This reluctance are 

related to challenges such as finances, data protection and adaptation processes due to the age 

structures of employees within these sectors. Allthough being more cautious, these representatives 

did not doubt or question the necessity of digitalisation within their sectors but rather acknowledged 

that it would be a question of time within change management and reliant on the key stakeholders. In 

particular, representatives from the non-profit sector reflected on challenges of acceptance within 

their specific, volunteer-dependent structures. Table 2 shows exemplary interview accounts 

concerning digitalisation processes within sport organisations from the four sectors. These interview 

accounts reflect very well on how the specific nature of different types of sport organisations in the 

four sectors influence the perceptions that the interviewees expressed on digitalisation. 
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Table 2: Exemplary interview accounts from representatives of sport organisations concerning aspects 

of digitalisation (own illustration) 

Non-Profit Sector 

“This means that on one hand, digitalisation is of 

course important for us, but we still need to rely on 

analog processes, because the landscape of these 

clubs […] is still a bit old-school. And because of course 

a state sports confederation needs to take care of 

which type of information it transmits by electronic 

means. For that reason we can say that for us it makes 

many things easier in the communication with the 

member organisations, but we cannot say that it will 

be a cure-all for the future. […] In other words, this 

trend of expediting digitalisation is great, the costs 

entailed and also the training as well as the question 

of how to implement it on the other hand are not so 

ideal.” (NP1) 

Professional Clubs 

“So, as such, digitalisation is a real opportunity to 

promote economisation or commercialisation. But 

both are only support structures for the actual topic, 

for sports, but you cannot do without them.” (C3) 

Private Sector 

“The topic of digitalisation is maybe younger than the 

other two [commercialisation, internationalisation], 

which have been clear for us for a long time. Yes, we 

are company that is very young and extremely 

focused on the topic digitalisation, not only in terms 

of business, but all sorts of processes. From creation 

process to supply chain process – the topic 

digitalisation is omnipresent and will continue to 

define the significant changes.” (P1) 

Public Sector 

“Digitalisation, yes. But digitalisation only to the 

extent that information systems, for example 

availability of halls, coaches, infrastructure, that 

these of course can increasingly be provided as web-

based service, and that in a few years certainly the 

municipalities, the actual central bodies responsible 

for infrastructures so to say, will need to be the ones 

to provide them. […] In other words, it is just that 

more or less digital technologies, digitalisation, are 

more and more applied. But the situation in the public 

sector of the sports industry is certainly not so 

different from other economic sectors.” (PU2) 

 

3.1.2 Commercialisation 

The results from our content analysis suggest that commercialisation is a trend that seems to be strong 

for professional sports clubs and to some degree in the non-profit sector and the public sector, 

although it seems to be less emphasised for the latter. For the private sector, this trend does not exist, 

since it is by definition in the nature of these organisations to develop, produce and market commercial 

products or services. However, the interviewees in general do not regard commercialisation as a new 

trend (in particular in professional sport), but rather as a phenomenon that has already started and is 

still becoming more significant in the future. The German professional football league, for example, 

attempts at generating additional revenues from media companies, by increasing the number of kick-

off times during a match day, which has also brought about Monday games in the highest division. This 

development, however, has also resulted in strong criticism from football fan organisations (Adam, 
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Bauers & Hovemann, 2019). Similar to organisations from the private sector, representatives of 

professional sport clubs therefore regard making profits as everyday business, which can be futher 

reinforced by the digital transformation and the entry in new markets abroad (internationalisation).  

Representatives of organisations from the non-profit sector regard an increasing need to engage in 

and increase commercial activities accompanied by a higher orientation and quality, mainly because 

of external pressures that arise from competitive offers from the private leisure market, which includes 

fitness clubs and health service providers (Bayle & Robinson, 2007). In addition, non-profit sport 

organisations increasingly hold initiatve partnerships with private sector organisations that most often 

take the form of sponsorships or in kind support, in order to generate new income streams in addition 

to traditional types of financial support, such as grants and membership fees, as one of representative 

of a non-profit sport clubs explains: 

“Commercialisation, yes, of course it is progressing and as a matter of fact in our case it maybe is a good 

example to the effect that we […] finance ourselves very much with partners and sponsors, where we 

eventually try to implement sport content-related ideas that in our opinion express our values together 

with our partners, and at the end of the day via CSR activities, advertising services, figures whether we 

can quantify the costs like overhead costs and management costs (sic). In this respect, I believe that there 

is a trend of commercialisation to be observed in all areas of sports at the moment. This applies not only 

to professional sports clubs, but particularly to clubs, federations that eventually become aware or in the 

best case are aware of a role of sports, but now and then this doesn’t work properly.” (NP2) 

Altogether, we find that commercialisation is an ongoing trend that affects sport organisations from 

all sectors, but more emphasised with professional clubs and to a lesser degree in the non-profit and 

public sector. However, from the interview materials, we can conclude that not all representatives 

associate positively with the increase of commercialisation. Table 3 shows exemplary interview 

accounts concerning aspects of commercialisation within the four sectors. 
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Table 3: Exemplary interview accounts from representatives of sport organisations concerning aspects 

of commercialisation (own illustration) 

Non-Profit Sector 

“Well, talking about commercialisation of sports, 

there are various facets, as well. The search for more 

external resources, of course, is also a part of 

commercialisation, there is no doubt. And 

commercialisation, as the name implies, of course 

plays a role, having commercial providers on the 

market that play a role, so that of course we need to 

deal with the aspect of commercialisation. As said 

before, a competitive situation is one thing, but the 

question of how to optimally market what I have, how 

to optimally “sell” it, and of course then of course it 

plays, that we (sic) what I would associate with 

commercialisation in this context.” (NP3) 

Professional Clubs 

“And that is why this all is even linked to some extent, 

and from the company’s point of view the topic of 

commercialisation, how can I commercialise this, is 

paramount. And that is why I think it is absolutely 

correct to put these three issues, these key points side 

by side, because for me, the absolutely belong 

together.” (C1) 

“Commercialisation, of course, unfortunately. It is 

more and more noticeable. This is Handball-

Bundesliga, first-division handball, this is business, 

and whoever has the most money, gets the best 

players and wins. In the majority of cases, at least, 

which is why it is the central issue for us, because it is 

the motor and we can solve it with sponsoring, for the 

most part, which is why we are very, very active there, 

and this is where digitalisation comes in once again. 

Because in sponsoring nowadays, there is good 

demand for the classic areas, but there is an 

increasing trend towards digital activation.” (C3) 

Private Sector 

“Commercialisation, we are a commercial business, 

our thinking is commerce-oriented, it has to be, 

because we are a joint-stock company. In line with 

this, we need to do justice to our stakeholders and to 

the employees and shareholders. So I would say that 

commercialisation is not more or less a focus than it 

has always been. When we became a joint-stock 

company and are (sic) subject to the rules.” (P1) 

“Well, I mean, commercialisation is, I work in a 

business enterprise. We, all the products that we 

create need to be commercial. So you need to adjust 

to the market and offer a commercial product, 

because as soon as we offer a product that is 

uncommercial, we don’t sell it and when we don’t sell 

it, we produce bad figures and bad figures are bad for 

the business. So that is why commercialisation […] is 

definitely a must.” (P3) 

Public Sector 

“[…] I absolutely have the impression that the topic of 

commercialisation in this respect was of great 

importance once before. The processes of 

commercialisation in sports at the end of the 90s, at 

the beginning of the, this millennium, keyword: all 

these private-public partnership concepts. That this 

was a major topic, where municipalities to some 

extent tried to develop their sports infrastructure 

facilities with private investors. But the hype, so to 

say, there definitely has decreased significantly.” 

(PU2) 
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3.1.3 Internationalisation  

By and large, our content analysis found relatively small differences on the perceptions of the 

interviewed representatives of sport organisations from the four sectors concerning aspects of 

digitalisation and commercialisation. However, when it comes to internationalisation, which we 

identified as a third mega-trend in our previous quantitative survey, we found the interviewees to 

ascribe different meanings to the phenomenon, depending on the sector that their organisations 

represent. Interviewees of organisations from the private sector and from professional sport clubs 

clearly associate internationalisation with commercialisation and growth opportunities. We do not 

regard this observation as surprising, since most of the organisations from these sectors in our sample 

are either globally operating corporations or professional sport clubs, which have already entered 

markets abroad. For these representatives, internationalisation means reaching new target groups, 

but more generally, the necessity of staying competitive in the market. Not only is internationalisation 

exemplified in aspects of commercialisation, but also in the fact that English is increasingly becoming 

the lingua franca in the private sport organisations from our sample.  

On the other hand, the representatives of sport organisations from the non-profit and public sector 

emphasised the prevailing domestic reach of their activities and largely dismissed internationalisation 

as a relevant trend for them. One representative of a non-profit sport club from basketball, however, 

assoicated the participation of its senior and youth teams in international sporting competitions with 

further improving and professionalising club structures and processes:  

“This also applies to internationality, of course. We participate in European tournaments, we play all 

around the world with both our professional team and our youth programme, we have [international] 

partnerships […], and internationality is a big, big keyword accordingly.” (NP2) 

Whereby internationalisation appears to have a certain relevance for this basketball club, it does not 

seem to be the case for a professional sport club from handball, as the interviewed indivdual 

highlights:  

“Well, internationalisation has no effect on us, because Handball has been and will be a local thing. There 

are no international brands and there probably won’t be any, we can ignore it.” (C3) 

To understand this variation, we need to consider various contextual factors. For example, basketball 

is a more global sport than handball. Moreover, basketball is regarded as one of the strongest growing 

sports in Germany (The Future of Sports, 2016), whereby handball as a very popular sport in Germany 

has reached limitations to growth due to its limited popularity on a global scale. 

Altogether, internationalisation seems to be the most controversial trend as perceived by the 

interviewees from all sectors except the private sector for their organisations. Therefore, we find that 

we need to appreciate particularly the specifities of the individual organizational backgrounds and 

goals, perhaps even more cautiously as compared with the other two mega-trends when drawing 

conclusions. Table 4 shows exemplary interview accounts concerning aspects of internationalisation 

within the four sectors. 
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Table 4: Exemplary interview accounts from representatives of sport organisations concerning aspects 

of internationalisation (own illustration) 

Non-Profit Sector 

“For us, internationalisation is not an issue at all right 

now, I would say.” (NP1) 

“I would say that the topic of internationalisation 

plays a rather subordinate role for the development in 

organised sports, it doesn’t have an elementary 

influence on it. An indirect influence, if any […]” (NP3) 

Professional Clubs 

“I also believe that it is going to occupy us intensively 

in the next years. It is something that are just realising 

and we’ve just hired someone for international 

marketing. Because when the league is competing 

with five or four other leagues in Europe, and one day 

the japanese, the chinese and the american league 

will be global competitors, then it is going to be a 

matter of how to tap into markets, how to achieve on-

site presence, how to secure sponsors, how to sell the 

knowledge that you have in precisely those markets, 

a transfer of know-how. So this is an imminent topic, 

always in cooperation with the league, because the 

league has to strive to get new sources of revenue out 

of the international marketing.” (C2) 

Private Sector 

“Internationalisation is a fundamental part of our 

reality and nothing else, I would say. […] Simply 

speaking: Currently, less than 5 % of our total sales 

are made in Germany. And as a global company, we 

are present and relevant everywhere, and the most 

important markets are China and America, or 

countries, individual countries.”  (P1) 

Public Sector 

“Internationalisation for the public sector, I would be 

a bit more restrained here. Because the public sector, 

so to say, when it isn’t addressing the promotion of 

elite sports, but the whole infrastructure offerings of 

the public sector are primarily focused on the region, 

on a city (sic).” (PU2) 

3.1.4 Other Trends 

In addition to the digitalisation, comercialisation and internationalisation, we asked the 

representatives of the sport organisations from the four sectors about other trends, which they 

perceive to affect the working environment of sport managers in their organisations at present and in 

the future. No other major additional trend that appear to have the same significance to the 

interviewees compared to the theree aforementioned mega-trends emerged from our content 

analysis3. In addition, we did not find sector-specific particularities concerning other tendencies that 

the interviewees mentioned. In fact, most of these tendencies are related to digiitalisation, such as 

open source methods and the rise of online businesses, and commercialisation, such as specialisation, 

professionalisation and eventisation. Although we cannot regard it as emerging trends yet, the 

interviewees referred to concepts, such as sustainabiliity (in particular Corporate Social Responsibility) 

and value development. We conclude from these accounts that there is at least an increasing 

                                                           
3 The lack of further elaboration on other trends is surprising and needs to be reflected critically. It could be, that the interview 

guide focused too strongly on the three main trends and unwillingly steered the representatives into this direction. A more 

open approach and further research in this area is advised.  
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awareness of these concepts that might develop into trends and affect the work environments more 

strongly in the course of social change at some point in the future. The interviewees referred to similar 

concepts, such as good governance and business ethics, which might be the result of an incresed 

scrutiny of the citizens concerning debatable management and leadership practices in various sport 

organisations, such as national and international sport federations, professional sports clubs and in the 

context of international sporting events, as one representative from a sport organisation from the 

public sector mentioned. Furthermore, we found that health management will also have an increasing 

impact the work of sport managers in the future.  

3.1.5 Conclusions 

It was the objective of our first field of enquiry to gain deeper insights from the participants about how 

digitalisation, commercialisation, and internationalisation affect the work environments of sport 

managers in their organisations at present and in the future, and to find out whether other trends 

exist, which have a strong impact on the sport management labour marker. Across all sectors, we can 

conclude that the participants perceive digitalisation, commercialisation and internationalisation as 

social trends and processes that are interlinked more often than not. However, these processes appear 

to affect sport organisations from the four sectors in different ways, which we can explain with 

structural, process-related and situational differences between these organisations. 

Representatives from private sector organisations and professional sport clubs perceive digitalisation 

as more than a mere trend that an organisation can follow or not, but as a prerequisite for future 

competitiveness in their markets. For them, digitalisation presents more chances and opportunities 

than risks and affects nearly all internal and external processes, such as product development and 

logistics on the one hand, and marketing and sales on the other hand. Moreover, these representatives 

regard digitalisation as a key driver that may stimulate the expansion of commercial activities both in 

the domestic and international markets. In this context, we also need to consider the target groups of 

these organisations, which to an increasing extent includes so-called digital natives or digital grown-

ups, who gain information and consume products and services online by using, for example, 

smartphones or tablets. Representatives from the non-profit and public sector express a more 

reserved or reluctant stance towards digitalisation and its effects on the working environments in their 

sport organisations. There is consensus between them that there is a necessity of digitalisation in their 

organisations, since, for example, the administration of sports services and infrastructure is becoming 

increasingly more complex. However, they also refer to doubts and challenges that seem to prevent 

them from initiating digitalisation processes more actively in their organisations, both inside and 

outside of their organisations. Again, we can explain this stance by considering structural, processual 

and situational differences. Despite an increasing professionalisation of non-profit sports clubs and 

federations, there is still a heavy reliance on volunteer work. Moreover, these sport organisations 

provide services to individuals from all age groups, and those we would not consider digital natives, 

still expect to receive information or consumer services in traditional ways. Financial budget 

constraints might also be considerable barriers to implementing digital platforms and processes more 

actively in these organisations. 

Concerning commercialisation, we need to emphasise that according to the nature of market-oriented 

organisations from the private sector, we cannot speak of a trend that affects these organisations. 

Driven by the rationale of profit-maximisations, these organisations develop, produce and market 
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commercial products and services by definition. Although it is not a new trend anymore, 

representatives of professional sports clubs refer to a continuing commercialisation of their 

operations at present and in the future, which is increasingly fostered by the digital transformation, 

for example with the introduction of eSport teams, and internationalisation, for example in the context 

of partnering with sponsors and professional sports clubs from abroad. According to our interviewees, 

commercialisation appears to be affecting sport organisations from the non-profit and public sector 

as well, although its magnitude is less emphasised. Whereas non-profit sport clubs see the need of 

generating new income from commercial activities and improving their service quality due to external 

pressures from private fitness and health service providers, we hardly see a trend of commercialisation 

of the public sector. What we certainly observe is the emergence of private sector organisations, such 

as in education and health care, which increasingly offer services that traditionally public sector 

organisations have provided. 

While digitalisation and commercialisation are perceived to be mega-trends by all interviewees and to 

affect sport organisations from most sectors, we find a different situation concerning 

internationalisation. Representatives from sport organisations from the private sector refer to 

international markets as being even more important than the domestic market, which is also reflected 

in the fact that English is lingua franca in these organisations. Representatives of professional sport 

clubs regard internationalisation as important, whereby we need to consider contextual factors, such 

as the nature of the professional club. While a professional football club from the Bundesliga (first 

league) regards internationalisation as a necessity and therefore engages in international activities, it 

is not the case for a professional handball club from the first league according to the limited popularity 

of the sport on a global scale. Representatives of non-profit sport organisations find limited relevance 

of internationalisation for their working environment, and we can regard this trend to be close to non-

existent in sport organisations of the public sector. 

We have to conclude that we did not achieve our goal to gain a deeper understanding of further trends 

that the interviewees perceive to exist and affect their organisations remarkably. Therefore, we are 

not in a position to draw conclusions whether there are similarities or differences between sport 

organisations from the four sectors. However, there appears to be the awareness that sport 

organisations will need to pay more attention in the future concerning the sustainability and social 

responsibility in their activities as well as concerning good governance and ethical business practices. 

Whether these phenomena will transform into (mega-) trends in the sport labour market needs to be 

investigated in future studies. In this context, we see one limitation of our methodological approach. 

Since, according to the results of our quantitative survey, digitalisation, commercialisation and 

internationalisation were identified as mega-trends, we specifically asked for more details concerning 

these trends in the qualitative study. Therefore, we assume that the interviewees were too focused 

on or biased by these specific questions, resulting in less information on further trends than we 

expected. After we have presented and discussed our findings concerning our first field of enquiry, we 

now turn our attention to the second field of enquiry – competencies of future sport managers 

required by the labour market. 

3.2 Competencies  

It was our second study objective to examine competencies that future sport managers need to 

possess. Moreover, we aimed at identifying those competencies that the representatives of the sport 
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organisations from the four sectors consider particularly important. In order to consider structural, 

process-related and situational factors of the respective sport organisation, the interviewees were 

asked to describe contexts, in which these important competencies are needed. Our goal was explicitly 

to differentiate competencies that we would consider specific knowledge in sport management and 

other competencies, such those largely referred to as “soft skills”.  

According to Weinert (2001), competencies mean cognitive abilities and skills that individuals possess 

or have acquired in order to solve certain problems, as well as motivational, volitional and social 

dispositions that are needed to use the problem solving successfully and responsibly in variable 

situations. For the purpose of our study, we have used the competence explorer by Heyse & Erpenbeck 

(2004, p. XXII) in order to allocate the competencies that the interviewees have mentioned and 

discussed to four competence classes. The four competence classes include:  

1. P = Personal competencies (e.g., self-management, reliability, willingness to learn); 

2. A = Activity and action competencies (e.g., flexibility, ability to handle stress, goal-oriented 

management); 

3. M = Methods and professional competencies (e.g., analytical talent/ability, project 

management, specialized knowledge); 

4. S = Socio-communicative competencies (e.g., team skills, language proficiency, ability to 

solve problems).   

The results from our previous quantitative study show that socio-communicative competencies are 

most vital for future sport managers. The survey measured the importance of various competencies 

on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = not at all important; 5 = very important).  

Table 5 shows the five most important competencies for future sport managers according to the 

quantitative survey. 

Table 5: Most important future competencies in general (own illustration) 

n = 51 Mean SD 

1. Teamwork (S) 4,63 0,627 

2. Networking (S) 4,63 0,662 

3. Oral communication (S) 4,58 0,605 

4. Decision making skills (A) 4,58 0,572 

5. Capacity for applying knowledge in practice (A) 4,54 0,541 

Although the top five competencies appear to be important across all sectors, we find differences in 

importance in different types of sport organizations from the four sectors, which can be associated 

with sector-specific characteristics. Table 6 shows the most important competencies for sport 

managers in sport organizations in different sectors, according to the results of our previous 

quantitative survey. 
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Table 6: Most important future competencies according to sectors (own illustration) 

Overall  Non-Profit 

Sports 

Organizations 

Professional 

Clubs 

Public Sports 

Sector 

Private Sport 

Businesses 

Teamwork Networking Networking Problem solving 

skills 

Teamwork 

Networking Marketing Decision making 

skills 

Teamwork Ethical 

commitment 

Oral communication Digital 

marketing 

Teamwork Leadership skills Social 

intelligence 

Decision making skills Strategic 

planning and 

development 

Ability to work 

autonomously 

Capacity for 

applying 

knowledge in 

practice 

Service 

orientation 

Capacity for applying 

knowledge in practice 

Decision making 

skills 

Oral 

communication 

Organizational 

skills 

Capacity for 

applying 

knowledge in 

practice 

Since teamwork, networking and oral communication are competencies, which the respondents to 

the quantitative survey considered most import for future sport managers in sport organizations across 

all sectors, we asked the interviewees to elaborate on whether and why these competencies are 

relevant for future sport managers. Again, the interviewees were asked further to describe contexts, 

in which these competencies are important4. After having identified digitalisation as one key trend for 

the sport management labour market, we also attempted to understand to what extent competencies 

related to digitalisation, such as digital marketing, the use of virtual media/platforms and the use of 

social media are regarded as important competencies for the representatives of the sport 

organisations from the four sectors and in which contexts these competencies are important in their 

working environments. 

As part of our content analysis, we applied deductive and inductive coding in a first step. In total, we 

were able to code 268 segments to different competence characteristics. The code cloud in Figure 1 

allows us to quantify the competence characteristics that were described. As we can see, the 

interviewees mentioned teamwork, networking, decision-making and oral communication most 

often, when they spoke about competencies. We need to be cautious again, if we want to draw 

conclusions from the code cloud, since we asked the interviewees explicitly about these competencies, 

while other competencies emerged from the interview situation. 

                                                           
4 If the interviewees spoke about one of the three competencies without specifically being asked in our related 
question, we used the competence “decision-making skills” for the interviewees to further elaborate on the most 
important competencies for future sport managers in their organisations. 
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Figure 1: Code cloud showing the competence characteristics mentioned most often in the interviews 

(own illustration) 

In a second step, we allocated the competence characteristics to one of the four classes of the 

competence explorer (Heyse & Erpenbeck, 2004, p. XXII). Figure 2 shows the overall distribution of 

these characteristics within the four classes of the competence explorer.  
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Figure 2: Coded segments classified according to the competence explorer (own illustration, according 

to Heyse & Erpenbeck, 2004, p. XXII) 

From the code cloud in Figure 1, we can strongly confirm the findings from the previous quantitative 

survey concerning the three most important competencies. However, other competencies emerged 

from the interviews, which the representatives of the sport organisations from the four sectors 

perceived to be important for future sport managers in their relevant organisation. For a better 

understanding of the competence characteristics in the four classes, as well as similarities and 

differences between the sport organisations from the four sectors, we will present and discuss our 

findings for each class of competence individually. 

3.2.1 Personal Competencies 

We found that the interviewees perceived personal competencies to be of little importance, as 

compared with the other competence classes to follow. From the coded segments, only three 

characteristics emerged which we determined to be personal competencies. From the descriptions of 

the interviewees, the affinity to sport emerged as an outstanding personal competence. All 

interviewees had positive associations with the affinity to sport and for most interviewees it meant a 

competence that future sport managers should necessarily possess, as one representative from a 

sporting goods manufacturer (private sector) points out: 

“They need to have a soft spot for sports. I consider that as very important in our case, because everyone 

here […] is in some way connected to sports. Due to this, they, especially sports econonomists, are people 

who study economics, but all of them have a huge soft spot for sports.” (P2) 

P: Personal 
Competence; 19

A: Activity and 
Action 

Competence; 58

S: Socio-
communicative 
Competence; 

119

M: Methods and 
Professional 

Competence; 72

Coded Segments
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Although this specific interview account explicitly refers to sport managers or sport economists, most 

of the other interviewees did not associate the affinity to sport with the occupational area of sport 

management or sport economics. Moreover, this affinity is expressed in the involvement of future 

employees in sport in one way or another, such as outside of their job (for example as coach and 

recreational athlete), which the interviewees regards as important to understand the necessities and 

peculiarities of the sport sector. The interviewees often linked the affinity to sport to other 

competencies that they perceived to be critical (for example teamwork, communication skills, 

leadership, humour and passion). We found repeated references in the interview materials to the link 

between sport affinity and other competencies, which suggests that there is a strong coherence across 

all types of sport organisations from the four sectors being subject to our study. We suggest that we 

can derive interesting implications for recruitment processes in sport organisations from this strong 

finding, as sport affinity seems to weigh stronger than other qualifications (see chapter 3.3).  

Furthermore, the interviewees referred to leadership and responsibility as two vital personal 

competencies. Again, we found that both competencies were not mentioned in isolation, but rather in 

the context of either socio-communicative competencies, such as leadership linked to teamwork, or in 

the context of activity and action competencies, such as responsibility linked to the ability to make 

decisions. In order to present similarities and differences concerning the importance of personal 

competencies across all four sectors, we present exemplary interview accounts in Table 7. 
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Table 7: Exemplary interview accounts from representatives of sport organisations concerning 

personal competencies (own illustration) 

Non-Profit Sector 

“A special situation is, how do I deal with the 10, 15 

instructors who are on duty in the club, how do I lead 

them. So for me, management behaviour and 

leadership skills are definitely something that belongs 

into the field of soft skills.” (NP3) 

“And very important in the whole field of human 

resources and especially human resources 

development, personnel management, if I transfer 

this to us: we are working with 120 coaches here. And 

of course, coaches somehow are a particular breed of 

individuals.” (NP2) 

Professional Clubs 

“Absolutely! Yes. Because this alone shows the 

passion and emotion, that someone, if someone 

studied sports, that they naturally have a high affinity 

for the field of sports, and we are a football club.” (C1) 

“But this [leadership] is a skill that should definitely be 

taught. Because it is about managers. So actually you 

could apply the executive coaching here, as well.” (C3) 

 

Private Sector 

“And I think this is essential, that they are able to 

decide independently, by themselves. Often, there is 

no help available. If you are, and you know that as 

well, if you are somewhere out there, then you are on 

your own. Then you are standing next to the dealer 

and you need to say, oh, how do I do that now? On a 

Sunday, sometimes it is on a weekend, you can’t just 

call anyone, it’s on you then. Then you are 

responsible, in this moment. This is not so easy.” (P2) 

 

 

We can conclude that an affinity to sport is an essential competence that future sport managers need 

to possess. However, it weighs very strong that future employees possess this affinity, in the sense of 

an innate or intrinsic motivation, regardless of a degree in sport management or sport economics 

(which may certainly imply such an affinity). Leadership skills are often regarded as unique skills in 

sport, and the literature refers to strong leaders on the pitch (for example team captain) and at the 

side-line of the pitch (for example coach) (Molan, Matthews & Arnold, 2016). Therefore, we do not 

find it surprising that leadership skills are also regarded critical in management in different types of 

sport organisations. As opposed to other types of sport organisations, non-profit sport clubs and 

federations are characterised by two types of employees, paid staff and volunteers. Therefore, we find 

that there are special leadership skills needed with future sport managers in these organisations. 

Furthermore, we need to consider that volunteers in general but also (volunteer) coaches in particular 

sometimes have their own special characteristics and behaviours, which requires adequate leadership. 

Leadership is regarded as critical in professional sport clubs as well. Taking over responsibility was 

highlighted by one representative from the private sector. However, it becomes very clear from the 

interview materials that personal competencies, such as affinity to sport, leadership, and responsibility 

are often linked to other competencies, such as socio-communicative competencies. We will now focus 

in more detail on our findings concerning competence characteristics from this class. 
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3.2.2 Socio-communicative Competencies 

From the interview materials, we found that the representatives of the sport organisations from the 

four sectors ascribed the highest importance to socio-communicative competencies. However, it is 

important to note that almost all representatives referred to “soft skills” at some point in the interview, 

in particular when asked in our open-ended questions regarding important competencies. We suggest 

that, based on their diverging subjective understandings, the interviewees used the term “soft skills” 

almost as a panacea to refer to competencies that they found difficult to describe, but were different 

to professional competencies, such as knowledge. More often than not, the interviewees emphasised 

these “soft skills” or social competencies, by referring to them before turning their attention to the 

more sport management specific competencies (methods and professional competence) in our open-

ended questions regarding important competencies. We do not regard this finding as too surprising, 

as the three most important specific competencies according to our previous quantitative survey all 

lie within the class of socio-communicative competencies. The results show, however, that we need to 

consider socio-communicative competencies as a complex phenomenon, as we can see in exemplary 

interview accounts from our sample in Table 8. 

Table 8: Exemplary interview accounts from representatives of sport organisations concerning socio-

communicative competencies (own illustration) 

Non-Profit Sector 

“But what is much more important are the social 

skills, of course, you still need to demonstrate those 

here, as well. Most of the employees here […] do have 

contact with the outside world, so it is important for 

them to be able to cater to their counterpart and, 

most importantly, to put themselves in their place.” 

(NP1) 

Professional Clubs 

“have high social skills, because what is important for 

us, by working in an area, be it communication or 

sales, you deal with other areas a lot, and that is why 

the topic is social skills, how can I eventually function 

in a group, how can I function in collaboration with 

others.” (C2) 

Private Sector 

“But then also, yes, also social skills, it is the 

organisation, well, in our case, we also have a lot of 

contact to customers outside. Be it to our […] 

customers, be it to the dealers out there, and in my 

opinion, these soft skills sometimes get lost a bit.” (P2) 

Public Sector 

“So it requires, let’s say, the whole bundle of skills in 

dealing with people, of course. Capacity for empathy, 

being able to listen, patience, also the question of how 

to optimally support students in our case, and maybe 

also colleagues, in their plans.” (PU3) 

 

Within the context of socio-communicative competencies, the interviewees repeatedly mention what 

in German is known as “Fingerspitzengefühl” which combines tact, intuition and sensitivity to different 

situations and personalities. This term is also closely related to empathy, which was referred to by one 

representative of a non-profit sports confederation and one representative from an institution of 

higher education. There are two further socio-communicative competencies, which the interviewees 

perceived to be particularly important: problem solving skills and service/customer orientation. As 

service/customer orientation was also among the top five important competencies of future sport 

managers in the private sector in the quantitative analysis, it is no surprise that all three 

representatives of sport organisations from the private sector highlighted this competence in the 
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interviews. According to the representatives of the professional sport clubs and non-profit sector sport 

organisations, service/customer orientation is an important competence in these sport organisations 

as well. 

Although we find an orientation towards the customer in the sport organisations from all four sectors, 

we need to differentiate between the meanings of customer for the interviewees. The representatives 

of non-profit sport organisations, private sector organisations, and professional sport clubs focused 

either on end consumers, sales representatives, and sponsors or on member clubs. The 

representatives of public sector organisations, on the other hand, did not accentuate the 

customer/service orientation within their individual fields of work.  

It is no surprise that the representatives of the sport organisations from the four sectors presented 

more detailed descriptions about the competencies, which we asked them to elaborate on in the 

interviews more specifically (in the same importance order)5. We found that the representatives 

perceived teamwork to be most important, according to the number of coded segments (33). 

Moreover, teamwork appears to be most critical to the representatives from the private sector sport 

organisations, who highlighted this competence more often than any other competence. More 

emphasised, they unanimously described teamwork as a prerequisite for successful work in their 

respective organisations. The representatives of the professional clubs also highlighted this teamwork 

in combination with the development of “cross functional and interdisciplinary tasks/teams”. The 

representatives of the sport organisations from the non-profit and public sectors were more reluctant 

with highlighting teamwork as a competence of highest importance. The answers showed that 

teamwork is desirable, but not an absolute necessity. One of the representatives explains the 

ambivalence to teamwork within the non-profit sector as follows:  

“Teamwork, I am convinced here, as well, is a great skill. On the other hand, I can tell you, that many of 

our organisations, you need to picture them as rather compartmentalised organisations. I will never 

forget the manager of a regional association who said the only one to talk to is the mirror, because I am 

the only one in the office. So, in many places we also have very, very small organisations who have one 

full-time employee, and the question is, what is teamwork there? Then, teamwork of course is the 

cooperation between full-time and honorary staff, and then teamwork is one of the key skills. I only want 

to aim at interpreting the question of teamwork again.” (NP3) 

It appears that the interviewees regard teamwork as a competence, which they perceive to be more 

relevant for the internal workings of the organisations. However, concerning the competence “cross 

functional and interdisciplinary tasks/teams”, we suggest that there is also an external perspective on 

teamwork, which some representatives of the sport organisations from the four sectors might rather 

associate with networking, as the same representative from a non-profit sport organisation states: 

“All right, then let’s start with networking, I am absolutely sure here, networking is a very high skill that 

is required in organised sports. Organised sports is based on a big network, as well, obviously not only 

organised sports, but the networking of organised sports within the respective environment, in the 

political environment, the social environment, so networking is most definitely a key skill that is required 

to get by well as sports manager in organised sports.” (NP3) 

                                                           
5 Annex 2 in the attachments shows the distribution of the three most important overall competencies as 
mentioned by the interviewees in the open ended questions. 
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When we look at the interview materials concerning the socio-communicative competence 

networking, it is striking to notice that only two of the interviewees mentioned the importance of 

networking before being asked about this competence specifically. After being asked, however, almost 

all interviewees perceived networking to be an important facet across all sectors. However, we find 

that the interviewees ascribe different meanings to networking, which we associate with different 

subjective understandings and contextual factors. Several representatives distinguished internal and 

external networking as two different aspects, giving internal networking more weight than possessing 

an external network from the very beginning. One representative from a sporting goods manufacturer 

illustrates this difference, as follows: 

“There is a relatively large number of jobs with almost no external touchpoint (I: yes). And of course, 

there are things, of course most of the things we do are external, and here, but that depends on the job, 

external or internal (sic). (I: Okay) But no matter where, you will always have a relatively high number of 

people who you should be in touch with regularly in a meaningful way, so that you are able to rely on 

that, if necessary, and to discuss things in a trustworthy manner.” (P1) 

One representative of a sport organisation from the private sector highlights informal communication 

methods and refers to these as “modern networking” as an essential competence in the sector. 

Another representative argues that the competence of relationship management is something that is 

innate to the individuals.  

Similar to networking, there were only five of the interviewees, who mentioned oral communication 

as an important competence in the open question (two interviewees representing sport organisations 

from the private sector). When asked specifically, the representatives of the private sector sport 

organisations and professional clubs regarded oral communication as a competence that plays a vital 

role in the daily work of sport managers, interlinked with the expectation of proficiency in a foreign 

language (minimum English) and aspects of internationalisation. Moreover, they often perceive strong 

oral communication skills as a prerequisite for successful work. For the representatives of sport 

organisations from the non-profit sector oral communication skills are equally essential. Since 

internationalisation affects non-profit organisations only to a lesser extent, it is not surprising that the 

representatives from the sector do not regard English language proficiency as an importance 

competence. Furthermore, oral communication as a competence does not stand alone. Rather, the 

representatives mention oral communication skills in the context of networking and persuasiveness. 

We did not find oral communication to be an important competence for the representatives of public 

sector sport organisations, for whom other competencies appear to be more critical. 

3.2.3 Activity and Action Competencies 

We found five distinguished activity and action competencies to emerge from our content analysis: 

capacity to make decisions, passion, practical application, critical reflection and flexibility/mobility. 

Overall, all of the above appear to be relevant for future sport managers in the organisations in the 

four sectors. However, we found one particular competence to stand out: the capacity to make 

decisions. The interviewees ascribed much more meaning to this capacity than just “making a (top-

down) decision”. Moreover, they emphasised that there is a necessity for future sport managers to 

back up and stand by their decisions, i.e. to demonstrate responsibility for these decisions in the end. 

It became evident, however, that not all future sport managers will be in the situation of making 
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(difficult) decisions. According to one representative from a non-profit sport organisation, guidance 

and preparation of (future) decisions are also associated with this specific competence. For the 

representatives of sport organisations from the private sector, on the other hand, decision-making is 

a vital competence that is necessary on a daily basis for future sport managers. One representative 

from a sporting goods manufacturer illustrates:  

“One example from my old role in sports marketing, I made an offer to a player manager who has a 

player in the first league in a big country, and the agent came back and said, I have another offer from 

Puma, they offer 100.000 euros more per year (I: Yes) for wearing their shoes and you have until the day 

after tomorrow to decide whether you match the offer, then we’ll work with you, otherwise we’ll go to 

Puma. Then he needs to decide how to deal with that and I would say, this is an everyday situation for a 

player manager, he does not have to be in a permanent department, he then needs to take a decision 

about figures in the range of 100.000 or several millions, how to deal with that (I: Yes). Which alternatives 

do I have, do I have players who offer the same, how is the market situation, do I believe him or did he 

bluff?” (P1) 

Clearly decision-making is not a competence that stands alone. In many situations in the working life 

of sport managers, decisions are often made in a team rather than by one single person, which 

highlights the equal need for socio-communicative competencies, such as teamwork and empathy. 

The capacity to make decisions is also linked with prioritising tasks and activities, which in turn is a 

prerequisite for effective and efficient working processes. In these decision-making situations, it 

appears to be vital that future sport managers will have a well-balanced set of competencies available. 

The representatives of the sport organisations from the private sector and of professional sport clubs 

recognise that not all decisions will necessarily be the right decisions. However, they mention this 

parenthetically, which lets us conclude that the ability to make a decision weighs more than always 

making the right decision. 

Next to the capacity to make decisions, passion is another competence deemed important for future 

sport managers by interviewees in certain sectors. Most of the interviewees mention passion at some 

point. While passion is sometimes tangent to sport affinity, the analysis of the interviews yield another 

form of passion for a specific company, brand or product. The representatives of private sector sport 

organisations and professional sport clubs expect future employees to identify themselves with the 

brand and to be able to show this transparently (or at least demonstrate an understanding of the 

concept of organisational or brand identification), as one representatives from a sporting goods 

manufacturer illustrates by referring to a job interview situation:  

“And even if that person only dressed up for that day, it still is (sic), if I know what they are wearing there, 

if I were to apply for a job with Adidas, then I would buy a pair of Adidas shoes for 30 euros somewhere, 

in an outlet, if necessary, and I would put on a shirt and jeans. You know?” (P3) 

Organisational identification seems to be part of a “cultural fit” that companies are looking for today 

(Wien & Franzke, 2016). Next to this interpretation of identification, passion also stands for both 

modesty and ardour at the same time, as this quote from a representative of a professional sport club 

shows: 

“As I said, in the beginning I prepared the potato salad myself, you have to do that, too. So, there is this, 

there is this margin, you can’t think [yourself] too good for small things. Uli Hoeneß also said, I’ll be 
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greenkeeper here, if need be, if Bayern Munich is going through [bad] times. Well, he will never have to 

do that but at least he needs to be willing to do it and every employee needs to feel that.” (C3) 

The interviewees emphasised the capacity of applying knowledge to practice as an important 

competence. However, when dealing with this competence in the interviews, some representatives 

expressed criticisms addressed at the institutions of higher education. One interviewee pointed out 

that it is the responsibility of the institutions of higher education to react to the requirements of the 

labour market, and complained about their seeming lack of engagement in this context. Another 

representative, from a slightly different angle, explains that the process of transformation of 

theoretical knowledge (gained from institutions of higher education) into palpable, practical 

knowledge takes a couple of years and presupposes practical experience (in the sport labour market). 

Yet another representative differentiates between the theoretical knowledge and the guidance or 

control of putting this knowledge into practice, by pointing out that future sport managers do not have 

to know how to apply everything practically but rather understand the risks and opportunities of 

specific situations (theoretically) and handle them accordingly (practically). 

The literature recognises critical thinking as a “central competence of university graduates in a variety 

of professional fields, including sport management” (Zakus, Malloy & Edwards, 2007, 133). Our content 

analysis found that critical reflection is an important competence for all representatives of sport 

organisations from the public sector, as one professor from an institution of higher education 

described:  

“I believe that for this reason, sports managers need to be more and more trained to question these 

things. Not only to understand how things correlate, but to evaluate developments. That they are 

enabled to, let’s say, not find or acquire knowledge during their training, but to ask themselves whether 

that knowledge is correct and to examine things critically.” (PU1) 

The other representatives, however, did not focus on crtical thinking, nor declared ethical thinking an 

important competence that future sport managers need to possess. This finding is quite surprising as 

ethical commitment resulted to be the second most important competence for sport organisations 

from the private sector according to our previous quantitative study. The interviewees also regarded 

flexibility and mobility of future employees as important activity and action competencies. 

3.2.4 Methods and Professional Competencies 

Within the class of methods and professional competencies, three main pillars emerged from the 

interview materials: digital competencies, analytical skills and specialized (sport management) 

knowledge.  

In the context of digital competencies, the interviewees, referred to digital marketing and general IT-

skills, as being particularly important. However, we need to treat these findings with caution, since we 

included one question in our interview guide that asked the interviewees about the relevance of digital 

competencies for future sport managers, in particular. In this context, it is interesting to note that only 

three representatives mentioned IT-skills as important competencies, before being asked specifically 

(all within the context of the first question of the interview guide concerning digitalisation as a trend 

for the future). Therefore, we suggest it conceivable that the representatives would not have focused 

on digital competencies without the prompt.  
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When exploring the results in more detail, we find that all interviewees expect an intermediate level 

of competence in the use of generic IT-skills. Any further competencies in this area, be it digital 

marketing, social media management or the use of virtual media/platforms are what one interviewee 

calls “nice to have”. Although digitalisation affects sport organisations from all sectors strongly, the 

interviewees associate the necessity of these competencies more with IT/digitalisation specialists as 

compared to generalist sport managers (see chapter 3).  

Analytical skills combine personal competencies with methods and professional competence (Heyse & 

Erpenbeck, 2004). Representatives of all sport organisations from the four sectors refer to “thinking 

analytically” and “acting analytically” at some stage in their interviewees. Often, analytical skills refer 

to (big) data analysis with specific software. In particular, future sport managers need to understand 

how to structure, analyse and visualize information and results. It is an interesting finding that most 

interviewees believe that future sport managers will need to be graduated from an institution of higher 

education in order to possess these competencies. 

We found much variation, when we the interviewees talked about specialised knowledge. Therefore, 

we are not in a position to delineate clearly between different sectors. Many of the representatives 

appeared to be reluctant when speaking about specialised sport management knowledge as a 

prerequisite for future sport managers. While most interviewees recognised the responsibility of 

institutes of higher education to provide students with the necessary specialized knowledge, they 

often complained about the fact that this specialised knowledge is difficult to then apply to practice. 

We found that only the representatives of sport organisations from the non-profit and public sector 

elaborated on certain areas where they perceived that specialised knowledge was useful.  

3.2.5 Conclusions  

It was the objective of our second field of enquiry to gain deeper descriptions from the interviewees 

about the importance of certain competencies, which future sport managers need to possess in order 

to work successfully in one of the sport organisations from the four sectors, as represented in our 

sample. We applied deductive and inductive coding, from which 268 codes segments of competence 

characteristics emerged in the end. Teamwork, networking, oral communication and the capacity to 

make decisions were the competencies mentioned most often by the interviewees. However, we need 

to treat this finding with caution, because, based on the findings from our previous quantitative survey, 

we asked the interviewees specifically to give detailed information concerning these competencies. 

We realised that without this particular prompt, the interviewees might have referred to these 

competencies to a remarkably lesser extent. We used the competence explorer by Heyse & Erpenbeck 

(2004, p. XXII) to allocate the coded segments of competence characteristics in the four competence 

classes (1) personal competencies, (2) socio-communicative competencies, (3) activity and action 

competencies and (4) methods and professional competencies. 

Personal competencies appeared to be of least relevance to the interviewees. The affinity to sport 

emerged as a crucial personal competence in the sport organisations across all sectors. It is interesting 

to note that the interviewees did not necessarily associate the affinity to sport with a sport 

management degree. In addition, we found leadership and responsibility to be important personal 

competencies in all sport organisations except those from the public sector. The interviewees from 

non-profit sport organisations emphasise the importance of special leadership skills, since future sport 
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managers need to lead two types of employees within these organisations: paid staff on the one hand 

and volunteers on the other. Representatives from professional sport clubs emphasise leadership 

skills as well, and some regard it as an important ingredient in a sport management curriculum at an 

institution of higher education. However, it becomes very clear from the interview materials that 

personal competencies, such as affinity to sport, leadership, and responsibility are often linked to other 

competencies, such as socio-communicative competencies. 

From the number of the coded segments of competence characteristics, we can conclude that the 

interviewees ascribe the highest importance to socio-communicative competencies. We noticed that 

most interviewees referred to so-called “soft skills” as an important competence, which future sport 

managers need to possess. However, we found that the interviewees used the term in various ways, 

most often when they meant a competence not assignable to “knowledge”. Therefore, we need to 

understand socio-communicative competencies as a complex phenomenon. Teamwork appeared to 

be the single most important competence. Socio-communicative competencies, which are particularly 

important in sport organisations from the non-profit sector, include empathy, which emerged as an 

inductive category in our content analysis, customer/service orientation and networking. 

Interestingly, teamwork was not a competence that the interviewees from non-profit sport 

organisations regarded as particularly important. As most important socio-communicative 

competencies in professional sport clubs, the interviewees highlighted customer/service orientation, 

teamwork, networking and oral communication skills. For the representatives of private sector sport 

organisations, teamwork was the competence that they referred to most often. Moreover, they 

regarded it as an essential competence for future sport managers to work in their organisations. In 

addition, networking in general and “modern networking” as a form of informal communication within 

the organisation was regarded as important in private sector organisations. The same applied to oral 

communication skills, whereby the interviewees made a particular relevance of English language 

proficiency for future sport managers. Furthermore, customer/service orientation plays an important 

role in the private sector as well. The representatives of the public sector referred to networking as in 

important competence.  

The capacity to make decisions emerges as the most critical activity and action competence across all 

sectors. However, the interviewees referred to different aspects of decision-making, such as showing 

responsibility for decisions taken, decision-making as a team process, as well as guiding and preparing 

decisions as part of the decision making process. The other activity and action competencies which are 

relevant include passion, applying theoretical knowledge into practice, critical reflection and 

flexibility/mobility. Passion or organisational identifications appear to be critical in professional sport 

clubs and private sector sport organisations. It is interesting to note that neither critical thinking nor 

ethical thinking (second most important competence according to the results of the previous 

quantitative study) were regarded as important in the private sector.  

When it comes to methods and professional competencies, we find it difficult to find similarities and 

differences between sport organisations from the four sectors. There emerged three main pillars in 

this competence class, which are relevant across all sectors: digital competencies, analytical skills and 

specialised (sport management) knowledge. Concerning the latter, specialised knowledge was 

perceived to be helpful in non-profit and public sector sport organisations. Generic IT-skills are 

regarded as important competencies across all sectors. However, more specialised digital 
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competencies appear to be less important for sport management graduates, since the employers seem 

to prefer IT/digitalisation specialists for jobs in this regard.  

3.3 Job Development, Qualifications and Recruitment  

3.3.1 Job Development 

From the results of the previous quantitative survey, we can conclude that there are two large 

functional areas, which promise to become more important in the future and develop new job 

opportunities in the sport management labour market. These functional areas were summarised as 

“PR & (Social Media-) Marketing” and “Project Management”. In our qualitative study, we asked the 

participants whether they agreed with this result as well as to explain the consequences and meanings 

of this development to them. We had some difficulties with the latter functional area as many of the 

interviewees were irritated by the term “project management” as a future job position as the quote 

of one representative from a professional sport club shows: 

“Project management is a […] matter of definition for me. It is too woolly for me, because project 

management is something that I expect from everyone in every department.” (C1) 

Following this idea of project management as a prerequisite for other jobs, we asked the interviewees 

to describe what other positions they would consider to be developing within their organization. All 

representatives of the private sector sport organisations and professional sport clubs focused on 

positions within sales, linking this to the commercial activities, which these organisations (increasingly) 

undertake. The same representatives describes the importance of sales as a functional area for the 

club: 

“In our case, the fastest growing areas right now are the sales areas, because of course we prioritise the 

topic commercialisation in the short, medium and long term and structure our sales areas 

correspondingly.” (C1) 

Representatives of the the public and non-profit sectors referred to the importance of consultants as 

a necessity within their sectors. The representatives of the non-profit sector argued that, due to the 

professionalisation of the sector, the umbrella organisations need to support the federations and non-

profit sports clubs with consultants specific to their needs. One representative of the public sector 

talked about the need for consultants for the local authority districts and cities concerning both facility 

management and the application for and organisation of sport events.  

We found support from two representatives of sport organisations from the non-profit sector and 

professional sport clubs concerning the results from the previous quantitative survey, which suggest 

that the functional area of “PR & (Social Media-) Marketing” grow fastest and offer new job 

opportunities in various sectors. Table 9 presents exemplary interview accounts of the representatives 

of sport organisations from three sectors concerning growing job opportunities in “PR & (Social Media-

) Marketing”. As we can see, we do not find support for the importance of this functional area in the 

future for sport organisations from the public sector. 



   

30 
 

Table 9: Exemplary interview accounts from representatives of sport organisations concerning growing 

job opportunities in the functional area of PR & (Social Media-) Marketing (own illustration) 

Non-Profit Sector 

“Well, Public Relations devours more and more 

resources, you can say it like that. Do good and make 

it known has top priority here, as well. But it is not the 

case that we need a higher number of people in this 

sector.” (NP1) 

“It is indeed true, yes. It applies to us, if I compare that 

now. Seven years ago, when I started in the 

association, there was actually nobody responsible for 

that area of communication, marketing. But it was 

rather an interface and in the end, we represented it 

via the professional team’s department. So there is (I: 

mm-hm) a department. And now we have it here, now 

there are already ten people in the area 

communication, marketing, sponsoring, which for us 

is always linked with project management. That 

means, definitely.” (NP2) 

“One point that for sure is going to grow, I do believe 

this, is the issue of marketing. So, where could 

associations market services that they offer, in a 

different way. And I could easily imagine that there 

will be potential to hire people there.” (NP3) 

Professional Clubs 

“Of course, by now we have one for marketing and 

one for public relations. Previously, one position was 

responsible for both.” (C3) 

“And the topic digital content, social media, is of 

course […] also a field that is growing.” (C2) 

Private Sector 

“Well, it’s just this PR story again, which is extremely 

important, of course, because we want to tell our 

stories to others, and we need to tell these stories, and 

what media would you use. Well, I don’t know when 

[we have] started a print campaign lately. To publish 

something in Sport Bild, yes. It’s just like, it develops 

on and on […].” (P3) 

 

 

As we can conclude from the interview accounts, “PR & (Social Media-) Marketing” present a growing 

functional area. However, this functional area might not be the most important for all sport 

organisations from the four sectors in the future. The representatives of sport organisations from the 

private sector and one representative of a professional sport club emphasised sales repeatedly as their 

key functional areas for the future. We find it interesting to notice that the representatives from public 

sector sport organisations did not ascribe importance to “PR & (Social Media-) Marketing”, which we 

would relate to the fact that public sector organisations do not provide their services on markets. 
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3.3.2 Qualifications 

Following aspects of growing functional areas in the sport management labour market, we then asked 

the participants to describe the qualifications6 that a future sport manager would need to possess to 

successfully master the requirements in these functional areas. The results from our content analysis 

find a consensus between the interviewees that there were no hard prerequisites for the 

aforementioned jobs in the sport organisations in the four sectors. This consensus aligns with previous 

research and literature on the topic (Heinemann et al., 1990; Kaiser & Beech, 2012) and highlights the 

complexity of the sport management labour market. According to this research, we cannot yet speak 

of a specific sport management profession and this will most certainly not change in the next decade 

or so.  

We were particularly interested to understand whether the interviewees differentiated between 

bachelor and master graduates on the one hand and different types of higher education institutions 

on the other, concerning the requirements of job positions within their organisations. From the coded 

segments of our content analysis, we find important aspects associated with qualifications: 

specialisation, work experience, level of education, type of institution of higher education and other 

qualifications. The results reflect that a master’s degree alone means no added value for the 

representatives of the sport organisations in our sample. All interviewees depicted previous work 

experience (for example internships) as an essential asset that sets applicants apart from each other. 

Therefore, master’s degree programmes at institutions of higher education, which give room for 

internships within their curricula give more opportunities for graduates to gain work experience and 

in doing so meet the requirements from the sport management labour market. The interviewees 

ascribe no meaning to the type of institution of higher education from which future sport managers 

graduated. Likewise, they gave little or no importance at all to the type of degree they have earned 

from these institutions. Three interviewees had a founded overview of the different sport 

management programmes. However, they did not express any binding preferences of a specific 

programme from which future sport managers needed to graduate in order to meet their job 

requirements. One interviewee talked about a cooperation with a specific educational programme and 

emphasised the importance of this cooperation for selecting future sport managers for vacant 

positions. Table 10 presents exemplary interview accounts from the representatives of the sport 

organisations from the four sectors.  

  

                                                           
6 Specific degree, specialisation, previous work experience etc.  
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Table 10: Exemplary interview accounts from representatives of sport organisations concerning 

required qualifications in the sport management labour market (own illustration) 

Non-Profit Sector 

“Well as I’ve said, I then have a look at what he or she 

has done. And also the important things, such 

personality building things. If I read that someone was 

on travel for a year, I think it is sensational. Yes, it is 

rather great than somehow bad. So I prefer that over 

someone who somehow did ten quick internships in a 

row.  […] So, in concrete terms: When it comes to 

applications, I don’t even have a look at any 

certificates.” (NP2) 

“Internships are important, but not too many. Rather 

one, two longer ones. Because then you develop a 

profile more easily than when just having a quick look 

here and there, that is very, very difficult.” (NP1)  

Professional Clubs 

“Well, I believe that sports management certainly is a 

good prerequisite. We also hired a few sports 

managers with degrees in […] sports economics. I 

don’t believe that what a sports manager brings along 

compared to a business administration graduate is a 

hiring criterion to the left or to the right. For us, both 

are study programmes that offer the prerequisites for 

being hired, as well as some other study 

programmes.” (C2) 

Private Sector 

“Yes, not necessarily anything specific, we hire people 

with different degrees.” (P1) 

 

Public Sector 

“To be honest, it would be all the same to me. […] 

What matters to me is that there is a passion for what 

he wants to do here, yes. Whether it is someone with 

a Bachelor, a Master or another degree, would make 

no differnce to me.” (PU3)  

When asked specifically about differences between the various types of institutions of higher 

education (for example public, private, and part time), we can conclude that this aspect did not have 

any meaning to the interviewees. Furthermore, they clearly expressed, that they would not prefer 

graduates with a master’s degree over graduates with a different type of degree when filling job 

vacancies. We find this result to be surprising, as we would have expected an investment in a master’s 

degree to be of special value to the graduates. We also expected the representatives to associate 

different meanings to different types of institutions of higher education. We find one exception from 

a sport organisation from the public sector, where the level of qualification determines the salary that 

one individual employee receives according to relevant effective bargaining agreements.  

3.3.3 Recruitment  

Finally, we asked the representatives of the sport organisations from the four sectors to describe their 

recruitment processes. Table 11 presents our findings from the previous quantitative survey and shows 

that sport organisations use a multitude of different recruitment instruments. The objective of asking 

about recruitment instruments as an open-ended question in the interview was to find out which of 

these recruitment tools is the most useful for the individual organization.  
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Table 11: Recruitment of future employees in different types of sport organisations (own illustration) 

From the interview material, we find that in general; the sport organisations from the four sectors 

pursue individual strategies when recruiting new employees. However, we need to treat the results 

with caution, since not all interviewees considered themselves responsible or competent to speak 

about recruitment processes. In some cases, they speculated how it might be done in their 

organisation and trusted the specific departments/persons responsible to do their job. The three 

representatives of private sector sport organisations were confident about the “right” candidates 

finding them rather than going out to look for them. We find this result to very interesting, which might 

be the result of an effective signalling strategy of these organisations, in the sense of a good reputation 

or strong employer brands. The representatives of the sport organisations from the non-profit sector, 

on the other hand, referred to a very strong competition (also in terms of financial issues) with sport 

organisations from the other sectors for future sport management professionals and the challenges in 

finding the “right” people for the job.  

Table 12 presents exemplary interview accounts on recruitment processes in the sport organisations 

from the four sectors. 

  

Recruitment of Future Employees (n=53) % 

Announcements in organization's home page 83 % 

Personal contacts / word of mouth 82 % 

Internal announcements 64 % 

Internships 60 % 

External announcements (in print media) 53 % 

Online career portals 49 % 

Social media 49 % 

Employment agency/Recruitment consultant 21 % 

Database of prior candidates 17 % 

Student research projects 17 % 

Business networks (LinkedIn, XING) 11 % 

Fairs and professional events 4 % 

Ads on Facebook or Google 4 % 

Newsletter 4 % 
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Table 12: Exemplary interview accounts from representatives of sport organisations concerning 

recruitment processes in the sport management labour market (own illustration) 

Non-Profit Sector 

“Especially when you have a great need, and we have 

grown considerably in the last years, then sometimes 

you need people with prior experience, with quality. 

And then the question is: where, how you find them. 

And this means that we really use classical job 

advertisements then. That means, we currently have 

one or two of them published. And we then publish 

them in the respective portals, sports portals, at 

universities.” (NP2)   

Professional Clubs 

“Internships. It is actually the only one, because there 

you see these soft skills in day-to-day operations.” 

(C3) 

“Well, we also have positions in the operating or 

assisting areas, where we take people directly from 

university, who proved themselves in internships here. 

This is also one way, but a way that is getting less and 

less common.”  (C2) 

Private Sector 

“Then of course also via connections. Yes, via people 

you know. And the freelance employees also via word-

of-mouth recommendations. At the respective 

universities, this has proven to be the best way. 

People who are recommended by other people. This is 

the most effective way.” (P2) 

Public Sector 

“Of course, there often are network structures, for 

example from students who get involved in the region, 

in the city, and who communicate that they are doing 

such a training, so to say. And it can often be seen that 

in the end, someone who is well connected and 

positioned locally, no matter whether it was publicly 

advertised or not, that that someone already holds a 

seat reservation somehow.” (PU2) 

Two interviewees from non-profit sport organisations mentioned co-operations with institutions of 

higher education and internal recruitment processes through internships or academic projects. Further 

means of recruitment in the sector include print announcements, online announcements on their 

homepage, internal career portals as well as external online career portals.  

One representative of a professional sport club referred to recruitment through internships as the 

most frequent way, while another representative explains internship recruitment was common in the 

past, but has lost in importance at present and for the future. The third representative spoke of a 

variety of ways in finding future employees, depending on the position and highlights the role that 

networks play within recruitment processes. One representative of a professional football club spoke 

about an assessment centre as part of the recruitment process. In that sense an internship can help to 

“get a foot into the door, but not necessarily as an invitation to enter“ (C2).According to the 

representatives from professional sport clubs, there is no lack of applicants and interested future 

employees in this sector. The challenge, however, would be finding the correct fit for the specific job.  

All three interviewees representing private sector sport organisations refer to their homepage as a 

relevant recruitment tool. One representative highlights a collaboration with institutions of higher 

education for talent acquisition. Two representatives mention freelancers and/or internships as a first 

step towards a career within the organisation. This sector stands out with claiming to use recruitment 

consultants and chargeable online services such as LinkedIn and StepStone. None of the 

representatives seemed to be concerned with finding employees. Moreover, they referred to an 

abundance of applications for jobs.  
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For some job offers in public sector sport organisations, the law requires to use official announcements 

in the traditional sense of print media as well as their own home page. One of the representatives 

mentions informal networks, which emerged as an informal type of recruitment process. The other 

two representatives make distinctions between hierarchy levels of the positions. While the higher 

positions follow the traditional announcement, positions within specific projects or departments on 

an intermediate hierarchy level also make use of the parallel path of internal agreement next to the 

official/formal announcement as mentioned in the quote above (Table 12). 

3.3.4 Conclusions 

Concerning the fastest growing functional areas, we conclude that the field is quite diverse. 

Interestingly, as opposed to our previous qualitative survey, the interviewees did not recognise project 

management as a functional area that grows, but rather as a necessary function, which supports other 

functional areas. PR & (Social Media-) Marketing appears to provide new job opportunities in the four 

sectors. However, in some sport organisations from the private sector and professional sport clubs, 

sales appears to be more important as a result of an expansion of commercial activities in these 

sectors. Representatives of the public and non-profit sectors referred to the importance of consultants 

as a necessity within their sectors. 

In terms of qualifications, we found a consensus between the interviewees that there were no hard 

prerequisites for the aforementioned jobs in the sport organisations in the four sectors. A degree in 

sport management or sport economics does not prove to be a unique quality characteristic for the 

representatives from the four sectors. In addition, there are no preferences associated with a Master’s 

or Bachelor’s graduate when filling job vacancies in these organisations. Moreover, a Master’s degree 

alone might not prove to offer an added value. When it comes to the type of institution of higher 

education, from which future sport managers graduated, we were not able to identify any preference. 

What weighs more for the organisations in all sectors is work experience, for example gained in 

internship programmes. 

In terms of recruitment, all sport organisations appear to apply different strategies. They range from 

traditional print and online job posts in newspapers and industry journals to homepages. For private 

sector sport organisations, online career portals or social networks are important. Some 

representatives highlight the importance of internships as a recruitment tool, but this is not an 

important tool in all organisations. Public sector sport organisations stick to traditional job 

announcements due to legal requirements, however, there are also informal networks that emerge 

as a recruitment tool. 

4. Conclusion and Outlook 

This report presents our findings from qualitative interviews with twelve experts of sport organisations 

from the four sectors: (1) non-profit sport clubs and federations, (2) professional sport clubs, (3) 

private sector and (4) public sector. We wanted to find out whether qualification requirements of sport 

management graduates differ across sectors. The current qualitative study is part of the Erasmus + 

project New Age of Sport Management Education in Europe (NASME) and involved semi-structured 

interviews focusing on the three comprehensive themes on three major fields of enquiry: (1) trends, 

(2) competencies, and (3) job development, qualifications, and recruitment concerning the field of 
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sport management for different types of sport organisations. We conducted the interviews between 

December 2018 and February 2019 as a follow-up-study on the main results of a previous quantitative 

survey within the same project, from which the three main fields of enquiry emerged. (1) The previous 

study found digitalisation, commercialisation and internationalisation to be three mega-trends, which 

affect the sport management labour market at present and in the future. (2) We found that 

networking, teamwork and oral communication, and decision-making skills are considered very 

important competencies that future sport managers need to possess to work successfully in sport 

organisations in the four sectors. Furthermore, the respondents to the survey indicated that digital 

competencies (digital marketing, virtual media, and social media). (3) The fastest growing jobs in the 

sport management labour market appeared to be in PR & (social media) marketing and project 

management. Sport organisations use a variety of recruitment tools, when it comes to filling job 

vacancies. In alignment with post-qualitative perspectives on research, we acknowledge that theory-

free knowledge does not exist (Smith & Hodkinson, 2009) and as such, our interpretation is partial and 

situated. Based on the results, we asked the interviewees to provide detailed descriptions concerning 

the three major themes.  

What follows is a short conclusion, which attempts to link the findings of the three major fields of 

enquiry for the sport organisations in each sector. Digitalisation appears to be a trend for non-profit 

sport clubs and federations which certainly affects their organisations in delivering their services. 

However, digitalisation does not appear to be a key trend. The socio-demographics of the individuals 

in clubs and federations are diversified, which means that the non-profit sport sector will also need to 

use traditional forms of service delivery, most certainly supported by processes of digitalisation. In 

addition, non-profit sport organisations tend to have difficulties to implement digital structures and 

processes due to financial constraints. Financial constraints increase the need for non-profit sports 

clubs to engage in commercial activities to generate new income. Furthermore, these organisations 

attempt at improving their service quality, partly also as a result of external pressures from private 

sector sports organisations, such as fitness studios and health service providers. However, 

commercialisation does not appear to be a trend yet that affects non-profit sport organisations 

notably. Because of their domestic reach, internationalisation does not affect non-profit sport 

organisations. An increasing service or customer orientation is also reflected in the importance of this 

socio-communicative competence for future sport managers in these organisations. Furthermore, 

empathy and networking are important socio-communicative competencies in non-profits. Next to an 

affinity to sport, leadership skills are important personal competencies, mainly because non-profit 

organisations strongly rely on volunteers, which require a special form of leadership. The capacity to 

make decisions emerged as an important activity and action competence, while specialised 

knowledge as well as generic IT skills mean critical methods and professional competencies. The need 

for specialised knowledge might be related to the fact that consultants are regarded as important jobs 

in non-profit sport organisations in the future. 

For professional sport clubs, digitalisation is more than just a trend that affect their organisations. In 

fact, it means a prerequisite for staying competitive in their markets or environments. Moreover, 

digitalisation is regarded as a key trend that might spur the commercialisation and internationalisation 

of professional sport clubs, as we can observe with a growing number of professional eSports teams 

as part of a professional club. Internationalisation, such as collaborating with sponsors or professional 

sport clubs from abroad, plays an increasingly important role. However, we need to consider the 
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specificity of sport: while it is easier for clubs with globally popular sports, such as football or 

basketball, to internationalize, it is less feasible to do so for clubs with a regional/domestic popularity, 

such as handball. While leadership is an important personal competence, it is the socio-communicative 

competencies in particular, that stand out in importance for professional sport clubs. These 

competencies include customer/service orientation, teamwork, networking and oral communication 

skills. While customer service/orientation means an important competence, which is needed for the 

ongoing commercialisation in the sector, oral communication skills (also in combination with English 

language proficiency) is critical for increasing international business in these organisations. The 

capacity to make decisions and passion are essential activity and action competencies, while digital 

competencies and analytical skills are critical methods and professional competencies (as noted 

across all sectors). Alongside an ongoing commercialisation and an increasing digitalisation, the fastest 

growing functional areas are within PR & (social media) marketing and sales. Professional sport clubs 

recruit future sport managers in a variety of ways. For some it is the traditional job post in a newspaper 

or industry journal, while for others an internship opens the door for new sport managers to find a job 

in a professional sport club. It also appears that some professional sport clubs are associated with 

strong employer brands, since it is the right candidates that actively approach the clubs. 

Similar to professional sport clubs, digitalisation means a key driver for future competitiveness in the 

market for private sector sport organisations. The digital transformation affects both internal working 

processes, such as logistics, and external processes, such as marketing and sales, positively. Likewise, 

it functions as a stimulus for commercial activities and internationalisation. Since private sector sport 

organisations offer commercial products per definition, we do not regard commercialisation as a trend 

in this sector. For most of the sport organisations in our sample, global business activities contribute 

to revenues much more than domestic activities, which means that internationalisation affects these 

organisations strongly at present and in the future. An affinity to sport means an important personal 

competence in private sector sport organisations as well. As partly relevant to descriptions from sport 

organisations from the other sectors, the representatives from private sector sport organisations do 

not necessarily associate an affinity to sport with a degree in sport management or sport economics, 

but more with a (volunteer) activity in sport, such as recreational athlete or coach. Leadership skills 

appear to be important as well, and competence development in this aspect is recommended to be an 

integral part of sport management study programmes. Since the survival of private sector sport 

organisations heavily depend on their customers, it is hardly surprising that service/customer 

orientation results to be an important socio-communicative competence in private sector sport 

organisations. Moreover, the representatives from these organisations regarded teamwork as a 

prerequisite for successful work in their respective organisations – they did not refer to any other single 

competence more often or thoroughly. In addition, networking in general and “modern networking” 

as a form of informal communication within the organisation was regarded as important in private 

sector organisations. The same applied to oral communication skills, whereby the interviewees made 

a particular relevance of English language proficiency for future sport managers. In many of these 

organisations, English is the commonly used company language due to their largely international 

business activities. As in other sectors, the capacity to make decisions emerged as an important action 

and activity competence. In addition, passion for and identification with the organisation is critical to 

future sport managers. We found it surprising to learn that the representatives from the sector did not 

specifically refer to critical and ethical thinking, which emerged as one of the most important 

competencies in our previous quantitative survey. As with other sectors, digital competencies play an 
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important role in an increased digital environment in private sector sport organisations. However, it is 

more the generic IT-skills, which are important for future sport managers than specialised digital 

competencies, which are more expected from IT specialists. Both the mega-trends affecting private 

sector sport organisations and the required competencies support the finding that the fastest growing 

positions are in the areas of sales and PR & (social media) marketing. In order to recruit future sport 

managers, these organisations use a variety of tools. However, it appears from our interview results, 

that private sector sport organisations use (business) social media and online career portals more 

often than the organisations from the other sectors. 

Digitalisation, commercialisation and internationalisation are trends that affect sport organisations 

from the public sector to some extent. However, their magnitude appears to be lower. Digitalisation 

will affect processes of information delivery and administration of public sport infrastructure. 

Commercialisation does not affect public sport organisations directly. We observe an increasing 

amount of sport organisations emerging from the private sector, which take over services that are 

regarded as traditionally public services, such as in education (institutions of higher education) and 

health. Internationalisation does not appear to have any remarkable effect on sport organisations 

from the public sector. In the context of important competencies for future sport managers, we realise 

that methods and professional competencies, such as specialised knowledge, are more important in 

public sector sport organisations than the other three competence classes. Neither affinity to sport 

nor teamwork seem to be particularly relevant. We conclude that our findings concerning important 

future competencies in sport organisations in the public sector can be associated with the bureaucratic 

logic of these organisations, which appear to necessitate methods and professional competencies 

more importantly. We find a similar association concerning the fastest growing functional areas, 

which are less related to PR & (social media) marketing and sales. As with sport organisations in the 

non-profit sector, there appears to be an increasing need of consultancy work in the context of public 

sport infrastructure and events on a communal or regional level. Concerning recruitment, public sector 

sport organisations also seem to use more traditional job announcements, which are partly due to 

legal requirements. However, there are also informal networks that emerge as a way of recruitment 

in the public sector.  

We can conclude that our main findings from the previous quantitative study are reflected in the 

interview accounts described by the twelve representatives of sport organisations from the four 

sectors. Digitalisation, commercialisation and internationalisation are mega-trends. However, their 

importance varies between the four sectors. There did not appear to be further mega-trends to 

emerge, which might be the result of a limitation in our research design. However, we see an increasing 

awareness about aspects of sustainability and good governance in sport organisations in some sectors. 

Whether these aspects will transform into mega-trends and whether other trends will emerge in the 

near future is an interesting avenue for future qualitative research.  

An increasing awareness of these aspects might also imply that future sport managers need to be able 

to think critically and ethically, which has not emerged as an important competence in our 

interviewees (although it was indicated as one of the top competencies in sport organisations from 

the private sector in the previous quantitative study). Concerning important competencies required 

for future sport managers, in general, we conclude from the interviewees that so-called “soft skills” 

are of major importance. We found that the interviewees almost used the term as a panacea to refer 
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to competencies that are different to methods and professional competencies, such as knowledge. We 

therefore recommend conducting further qualitative research concerning the subjective meanings of 

these “soft skills” with employers in the sport management labour market. From these findings, we 

suggest that there is a paradigm shift concerning recruitment policies as well. While methods and 

professional competencies, as proven with good grades in transcripts of records and degrees, 

appeared to the major quality characteristics of a sport management graduate in the past, the 

employers in the sport management labour market, regard personal, socio-communicative and activity 

and action competencies as quality labels. For example, travelling during studies might have been 

interpreted as slack in the past, it is now regarded as an important activity to gain foreign language 

and intercultural skills. It is a further interesting finding that almost all sport organisation regard an 

affinity to sport as an important personal competence. However, they do not necessarily assume that 

a graduate with a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree in Sport Management or Sport Economics possesses 

this affinity to sport. This finding may have interesting implications for recruitment of future sport 

managers, as well as for institutions of higher education when selecting applicants for sport 

management study programmes. In terms of recruitment, the sport organisations from the four 

sectors use a variety of different ways of recruiting new employees. Some recruitment processes are 

more common in some sectors than in others. While sport organisations from the private sector use 

(business) social media and online career portals more often, sport organisations from the public 

sector more commonly use traditional forms, such as job advertisements. However, some sport 

organisations in the public sector fill vacancies differently, such as being the results of informal network 

relationships. We see this because of a broader diversification of recruitment processes across the 

sectors. 

It is an interesting finding from our interviews that a Master’s Degree alone means no benefit for the 

various sport organisations from the four sectors. What weighs more for these organisations is 

previous work experience (for example internships) in setting applicants apart from each other. 

Therefore, master’s degree programmes at institutions of higher education, which give room for 

internships within their curricula give more opportunities for graduates to gain work experience and 

in doing so meet the requirements from the sport management labour market. Furthermore, the 

employers in the field ascribe no meaning to the type of institution of higher education from which 

future sport managers graduated. Likewise, they gave only little or no importance at all to the type of 

degree they have earned from these institutions. In addition, there seem to exist no binding 

preferences of a specific programme from which future sport managers needed to graduate in order 

to meet their job requirements. We recommend more research in this regard, in particular to 

understand the reasons for this apparent indifference on the part of employers in the sport 

management labour market regarding qualifications of future sport managers concerning the meaning 

of a specific study degree or type of institution of higher education.  

Concluding, we found a multitude of differences across sectors as well as within the individual sectors 

themselves. The results offer interesting avenues for further research from various perspectives, 

including the perspective of graduates/employees, the role of institutes of higher education as well as 

more profound accounts of expectations of employers in all sectors. Acknowledging the limitations of 

the semi-structured interview and possible bias of the specific representatives, we are optimistic about 

having highlighted interesting findings for each of the representatives and sectors. These findings can 

and should be used for the (further) development of curricula for sport management programmes. 
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Furthermore, it is desirable that these results are presented to and reflected on with current sport 

management students, prospective employers and the scientific community. Without this reflection 

and proactive support of all three parties, institutions of higher education will continue to teach 

knowledge and promote the acquisition of competencies that may not be relevant to future employers 

and hence restrict the employability of graduates.  
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6. Attachments 

Annex 1: Code Book  

1 Facts and Numbers 2 

2 Quotes 36 

3 Paraphrases 16 

4 Assessment 0 

     4.1 Opportunity 63 

     4.2 Challenge 87 

     4.3 Important 37 

     4.4 Neutral 15 

5 Trends 2 

     5.1 Other Trends 16 

     5.2 Digitalisation 44 

     5.3 Commercialisation 24 

     5.4 Internationalisation 26 

6 IHE and Labour Market 0 

     6.1 Internships 8 

     6.2 Differences 19 

     6.3 Responsibility 38 

     6.4 Cooperation 26 

7 Competencies 0 

     7.1 Methods and Professional Competence 0 

          7.1.1 Analytical Skills 13 

          7.1.2 Digital Competencies 6 

               7.1.2.1 Digital Marketing 14 

               7.1.2.2 Virtual Media/Platforms 3 
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               7.1.2.3 Social Media 10 

               7.1.2.4 IT-Skills 6 

          7.1.3 Specialized Knowledge 20 

     7.2 Activity and Action Competence 0 

          7.2.1 Flexibility/Mobility 8 

          7.2.2 Capacity to make decisions 22 

          7.2.3 Practical Application 9 

     7.3 Socio-communicative Competence 0 

          7.3.1 Social Competencies 20 

          7.3.2 Problem Solving 11 

          7.3.3 Service/Customer oriented 7 

          7.3.4 Language Proficiency (English) 6 

          7.3.5 oral communication 16 

          7.3.6 Networking/Relation Management 22 

          7.3.7 Teamwork 33 

     7.4 Personal Competence 0 

          7.4.1 Intercultural/international 

competence 
4 

          7.4.2 Sport affinity 9 

          7.4.3 Passion 11 

          7.4.4 Critical Reflection 8 

          7.4.5 Leadership 6 

          7.4.6 Responsibility 4 

8 Jobs 0 

     8.1 Other 3 

     8.2 Sales 1 

     8.3 Consultant 2 

     8.4 Facility Management 1 

     8.5 Lawyer 2 

     8.6 IT 5 

     8.7 PR 14 

     8.8 Project Management 11 

9 Qualifications 0 

     9.1 Specialization 22 

     9.2 Other Qualifications 18 

     9.3 Work Experience 19 

     9.4 Type of Institute 21 

     9.5 Level of Education 22 

10 Recruitment 0 

     10.1 Internships 5 

     10.2 Network 6 

     10.3 Internal 3 

     10.4 IHE 8 

     10.5 Other 2 

     10.6 Newspaper 7 

     10.7 Homepage 7 

     10.8 Online Platform 9 

11 Socio Demographic Data 13 
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Annex 2: Distribution of occurrence of the competencies teamwork, networking and oral 

communication without specific indication  

 Alias Teamwork Networking Oral  

Communication 

C1 Yes No No 

C2 Yes No No 

C3 Yes Yes No 

NP1 No Yes Yes 

NP2 No No Yes 

NP3 No No No 

P1 Yes No No 

P2 No No Yes 

P3 Yes No Yes 

PU1 Yes No No 

PU2 Yes No No 

PU3 Yes No Yes 

 


