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Chapter 6
Germany: Sports Clubs as Important 
Players of Civil Society

Svenja Feiler and Christoph Breuer

Abstract In Germany, about 90,000 sports clubs exist which allow a wide range of 
different population groups taking part in affordable sports offers. As such, German 
sports clubs can be regarded as the foundation for various sports-related areas, 
including mass sports and recreational sports, health sports, and competitive as well 
as elite sports. By providing both sports offers and nonsports offers (e.g. social 
gatherings) to their members, clubs fulfil important societal functions. The results 
of the underlying comparative European study, which took into account sports clubs 
as well as their members and volunteers, underpin these functions. The results of 
both the club survey and the member survey in Germany show that sports clubs play 
a vital role for the welfare of society because clubs are active in various societal 
areas which are on the political agenda and therefore play an important role in 
German sports policy. These areas include among others health promotion, social 
integration, social cohesion, education, democratic participation, and voluntary 
work. In their role as important players for the welfare of society, clubs can receive 
direct public support in the form of subsidies as well as indirect support such as the 
free or cheap usage of public sports facilities.

6.1  Sports Policy and Historical Context

Germany is a Federal Republic with 16 states, numerous communities, and a total 
population of about 82.9 million inhabitants (Destatis 2019). The sport system in 
Germany is, similar to the political structure of the country, divided in organisations 
on three levels: the national level, the state level, and the community level. Almost 
90,000 sports clubs (Deutscher Olympischer Sportbund [DOSB] 2018) are located 
at the basis of the sports system and are thereby the main provider for mass sports 
in Germany.
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Over the past decades, programmes and activities of sports clubs in Germany 
have changed due to various external influences. The traditional focus on competi-
tive and elite sports has partly been replaced or supplemented by focusing on pro-
grammes for specific population groups, health sports, and collaborations (Breuer 
and Feiler 2017d; Nagel et al. 2015). Thereby, programmes offered by sports clubs 
are crucial for educational purposes, youth development, social matters, crime pre-
vention, health, and the integration of different populations groups, e.g. migrants 
and disabled people, which brings sports clubs on the political agenda as policy 
implementers. In their role as mass sports providers and social integrative actors, 
clubs largely contribute to public welfare (Rittner and Breuer 2004), which is in turn 
valued by public institutions through direct subsidies, e.g. public funding for special 
projects addressing different population groups, health sports programmes, elite 
sports, and collaborations (Feiler et al. 2018b), and indirect support, like the free or 
cheap usage of public sports infrastructure (Heinemann 2005). Regarding the latter, 
almost two-thirds of the sports clubs in Germany use public sports facilities. From 
these clubs, about 50% have to pay a usage fee, which corresponds to about one- 
third of all German sports clubs. The other way round this means that the usage of 
public sports facilities is free for almost half of the clubs using them (Breuer and 
Feiler 2019). This type of indirect public support mainly takes place at the commu-
nity level, since the provision of sports facilities is a core task of municipalities in 
Germany (Deutscher Bundestag 2014).

The integrative potential of sports clubs in Germany is further underpinned by 
the high level of organisation of club sports in Germany. The 90,000 sports clubs 
count about 27.4  million memberships, resulting in almost every third German 
inhabitant being a member of a sports club (DOSB 2018). A representation of such 
high population shares cannot be found in any other organisational form of the third 
sector in Germany, which stresses the integrative character of sports clubs for 
German society (Rittner and Breuer 2004) and legitimises public support.

Apart from the sports clubs, which are located at the basis of the sports system, 
also community sports confederations are situated on the local level. On the federal 
state level, 16 federal state sports confederations are responsible for the interests of 
local sports confederations and sports clubs. The 16 federal state sports confedera-
tions have set up diverse policies related to educational purposes, health promotion, 
and social integration. However, due to the federal structure of the country, each 
federal state sports confederation can set up its own policies and programmes. On 
the national level, the German Olympic Sports Confederation (DOSB) is the 
umbrella organisation for organised sports in Germany.

Overall, German sports policy is based on three main principles: autonomy of 
sports, subsidiarity of sports funding, and cooperative partnership between public 
institutions and sports organisations (Bundesministerium des Innern [BMI] 2019a). 
The history of Germany helps to understand the roles of governmental and non- 
governmental actors in the area of sports in general and for sports clubs in particu-
lar. The centralisation of sports in the Third Reich most likely led to Germany 
having no own ministry of sports today since there was a strong post-war concern to 
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re-establish sports as part of civil society (Bergsgard et al. 2007; Heinemann 1996). 
Consequently, the role of the national government is limited in terms of supporting 
grass roots sports in Germany. Instead, federal states and municipalities develop 
policies autonomously and have the greatest influence on sports in their respective 
region. The decentralisation of power is thereby a characteristic which results from 
Germany’s history.

Consequently, different governmental levels fund different areas of sports. The 
national level is responsible for areas of national interest. Thus, funding from this 
level is only given to elite sports. The national sports budget amounted to about 
EUR 168.3 million in 2016 (BMI 2019b). On the other side, direct funds to sports 
clubs are mainly distributed from the community level and partly also from the 
federal state level. In this regard, the federal state level mainly supports competitive 
sports, e.g. clubs with squad athletes (Haring 2010). However, most of the direct 
public subsidies for sports clubs which are bound to various regulations that mainly 
reflect policy goals (for an overview of regulations, see Feiler et al. 2018b) come 
from communities and municipalities, where the funding of sports and particularly 
sports clubs is regulated by local sports policies (Langer 2006). Since Germany has 
numerous communities, sports policies on the local level can be diverse. 
Nevertheless, the core areas of sports policies across Germany and its communities 
have common underlying principles (Hockenjos 1995) and are related to similar 
areas like health promotion, social integration, youth sports development, core 
sports matters (e.g. sports equipment), facility funding, as well as collaborations 
with other organisations (e.g. schools, other sports clubs, health insurance). For 
example, if a sports club sets up programmes for women or people with disabilities, 
the amount of public subsidies from the federal state level increases (Feiler et al. 
2018b). Thus, clubs which address policy goals such as the integration of disabled 
people by setting up certain sports activities are in a good position to receive public 
support, provided that the clubs applied for subsidies.

Apart from funding which is related to the above named activities or projects, 
sports clubs in Germany can receive basic funding, which is related to the number 
of club members, youth members, and qualified coaches (cf. Feiler et al. 2018b). 
Nevertheless, funding on all governmental levels depends on the available yearly 
budget and is not a legal obligation (Voigt 2006).

Overall, sports clubs in Germany are seen by public institutions as valuable 
actors in implementing policy goals such as health promotion, social integration, 
and youth development. Moreover, recent pressing societal issues, like, for 
 example, the refugee wave coming to Germany in 2015, are addressed by sports 
clubs through different programmes and projects. In such cases, sports clubs can 
ask for public support from different governmental levels. Oftentimes, support will 
also be given to clubs through subsidies from sports confederations, either on the 
community or federal state level, which pass on public money to sports clubs 
(Haring 2010).
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6.2  Structure and Context

Due to the large number of sports clubs in Germany, clubs are diverse with regard 
to different structural factors. One of these factors is club size, which is measured 
based on membership numbers. On average, the size of sports clubs in Germany in 
2015 amounted to 365 members, which was comparable to sports clubs in Norway 
and Denmark (Breuer et  al. 2017). However, club size of German sports clubs 
ranges from very small to very large clubs, with about one-third of clubs having 
between 101 and 300 members and about one-fifth being rather small clubs with 
less than 50 members. In contrast, about 7% of clubs have more than 1,000 mem-
bers (see Fig.  6.1). Such large sports clubs are rather uncommon in many other 
European countries. In Germany, large sports clubs with more than 1,000 members 
and especially with more than 2,500 members are particularly found in large cities 
with more than 500,000 inhabitants (Breuer and Feiler 2017b).

Club size is a critical factor within the organisational capacity of voluntary sports 
clubs, not only in Germany (cf. Doherty et al. 2014; Wicker et  al. 2014), and is 
related to the social functions of sports clubs, which are analysed in this book. For 
example, club size has been found, among others, to have a significant impact on the 
participation of members in organisational democracy, with participation being 
higher in smaller sports clubs (Ibsen et al. 2019). On the other hand, different stud-
ies found no significant effect of club size on volunteering (Schlesinger and Nagel 
2013) and the decision to stop volunteering (Schlesinger and Nagel 2018). Moreover, 
the amount of time spent for volunteering has been found to decrease with increases 
in club size (Swierzy et al. 2018). Furthermore, clubs that have put a focus on offer-
ing health sports offers have been found to be rather larger clubs (Breuer et  al. 
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Fig. 6.1 Club size (number of members; club survey, n = 20,513)
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2013b). Thus, in terms of volunteering and democracy, smaller sports clubs seem to 
be better positioned, while health sports are more frequently offered in large 
sports clubs.

Looking at the development of club size of German sports clubs over the last 
5 years, about half of the clubs state that membership numbers have remained more 
or less stable. On the other hand, about one quarter of clubs both report to have 
experienced either decreases or increases in membership numbers, with 6% of the 
clubs in Germany stating to have experienced a large increase in members, while 
5% state membership numbers have largely decreased since 2010 (see Fig. 6.2).

Sports clubs in Germany, as in other European countries, face different organisa-
tional problems. Since clubs would not exist without members, the recruitment and 
retention of club members is a problem that has been observed for many years in 
Germany, with a tendency of clubs reporting increases in the size of this problem 
(Breuer and Feiler 2017e). In 2015, about 7% of the sports clubs in Germany 
reported to have a very big problem in terms of the recruitment and retention of 
members, and almost one-fifth of the clubs rated the problem as big. On the other 
side, about 17% of clubs had no problem with retaining or recruiting members (see 
Table 6.1). Research found that the organisational capacity of sports clubs is related 
to organisational problems, for example, sports clubs which have a strategic policy 
and a higher share of women on the board reported smaller problems with recruiting 
and retaining members, while traditional sports clubs and clubs in larger communi-
ties reported larger problems (Wicker and Breuer 2013).

5 21 49 19 6

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

large decrease (more than 25%) moderate decrease (11-25%)

roughly unchanged (+/- 10%) moderate increase (11-25%)

large increase (more than 25%)

Fig. 6.2 Membership development within the last 5 years (club survey, n = 16,665)

Table 6.1 Problems with recruitment/retention of members (club survey, n = 15,087)

No 
problem 
(%)

A small 
problem (%)

A medium 
problem (%)

A big 
problem 
(%)

A very big 
problem (%)

Problems with 
recruitment and retention 
of members

17 26 31 19 7
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Apart from club size, another characteristic of sports clubs is their age, respec-
tively, their foundation year. Sports clubs in Germany have a long history and tradi-
tion. Every tenth German sports club has been founded before 1900, with a few 
clubs actually dating back to the thirteenth century (mainly traditional shooting 
clubs). Moreover, every fifth sports club was founded between 1900 and 1929. Not 
surprisingly, only few clubs were set up during the period of 1930 and 1945, with 
the World War II falling into this time. However, with the end of World War II, new 
sports clubs were founded, which resulted in more than 40% of today’s existing 
sports clubs having foundation years between 1946 and 1989, when the Berlin Wall 
fell. In the years after the German reunification, more than one-tenth of the today 
existing sports clubs were founded, and a similar share of clubs (13%) stems from 
the period since the year 2000 (see Fig. 6.3).

A further characterising factor of sports clubs is the type in terms of offering 
sports. It is distinguished between sports clubs that offer only one single type of 
sport, e.g. swimming, and sports clubs that offer a variety of different sports, e.g. 
tennis, hockey, and judo. In Germany, the majority of sports clubs are single sport 
clubs, while 42% of the clubs offer different types of sports and are thereby charac-
terised as multisport clubs (see Fig. 6.4). In Germany, single sport clubs are rather 
smaller clubs, while multisport clubs tend to have larger numbers of members 
(Breuer and Feiler 2017b). An explanation for the comparably high prevalence of 
multisport clubs in Germany could be that traditional gymnastic clubs have 
expanded over time and integrated new sports offers, e.g. ball sports, athletics, and 
swimming (Langenfeld 1986). Moreover, some clubs might have merged with other 
clubs from the same region.

As mentioned above, the variety of sports clubs in Germany in terms of size is 
large. In addition to the size and the type of clubs, sports clubs particularly differ 
according to the actual sports they offer. Sports clubs in Germany offer numerous 
different sports, from “A” like “Aerobic” to “Z“ like “Zumba”. The top ten offered 
sports from clubs in Germany in 2015 are presented in Table 6.2.

Almost one-third of all sports clubs in Germany state to offer health sports and 
football. With regard to football, this is not surprising since Germany is home to 
about 25,000 football clubs and almost 7.1  million memberships (DOSB 2018) 
which makes football the most popular sport in Germany, both on the grassroots as 
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Fig. 6.3 Year of foundation (club survey, n = 16,735)
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well as on the professional level. In terms of health sports, an increasing number of 
sports clubs engages in this area. This could be a reaction of clubs to demographic 
changes in the German population, with the share of the elderly in the German 
population becoming larger (Destatis 2015), and the demand for health-enhancing 
sports offers thereby increasing.

Apart from football and health sports, about one-fourth of German sports clubs 
offer gymnastics, which also incorporates health-enhancing aspects. Gymnastics 
has a long tradition in the history of German sports clubs, with the establishment of 
the so-called Turnvereine (meaning gymnastics clubs) dating back to the nineteenth 
century (Heinemann and Horch 1981). Thus, the popularity of gymnastics in the 
organisational setting of sports clubs has remained until today. Moreover, one out of 
five German sports clubs provides the opportunity to practise apparatus gymnastics. 
Further frequently offered sports are table tennis and volleyball, which seem to be 
more popular in Germany than in other European countries (Breuer et al. 2017). But 
also fitness and aerobics, tennis, track and field, as well as walking and Nordic 
walking are offered by more than every tenth German sports club.

To provide the opportunity of offering all the different types of sports, an ade-
quate sports infrastructure is necessary. In this regard, almost half of the sports clubs 
in Germany are in possession of own sports facilities (see Table 6.3). Compared to 
other European countries, the share of sports clubs having their own facilities is 

58 42
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single sport club multisport club

Fig. 6.4 Single or multisport club (club survey, n = 17,464)

Table 6.2 Most common 
sports offered by sports clubs 
(top ten; club survey, 
n = 17,387)

Rank Sport %

1 Health sports 30
2 Football 30
3 Gymnastics 23
4 Apparatus gymnastics 20
5 Table tennis 17
6 Volleyball 16
7 Fitness/aerobics 15
8 Tennis 14
9 Track and field 12
10 Walking/Nordic walking 11
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only higher in the Netherlands (Breuer et al. 2017). In addition to own sports facili-
ties, about two-thirds of the sports clubs in Germany also use public sports facilities. 
From those clubs that use public sports facilities, about half of them have to pay a 
usage fee, meaning conversely that for half of Germany’s sports clubs that make use 
of public sports infrastructure this usage is for free (see Table 6.3). The provision of 
public sports infrastructure for clubs for free or only for a low usage fee is part of 
the German sports policy and public funding regulations (Heinemann 2005) and is 
justified with the positive societal effects that sports clubs produce.

Related to public funding, it is evident that public subsidies are an important 
income source for German sports clubs. Apart from membership fees and dona-
tions, particularly public subsidies from the community or municipality are relevant 
to sports clubs: more than half of the German sports clubs receive subsidies from the 
local level (Feiler et al. 2018b). Overall, the share of direct public subsidies from 
different governmental levels makes up about 9% of all revenue the clubs receive 
(see Table 6.3).

As described above, German sports clubs use different kinds of sports facilities. 
The availability of sports facilities is compared to other problems that German 
sports clubs are facing, rather a moderate problem. While 8% of clubs perceive a 
very big problem due to the availability of sports facilities, almost half of the clubs 
see no problem in this regard (see Table 6.4). However, it is evident that structural 
factors play an important role in terms of the perceived size of the problem. Based 
on data from the German Sport Development Report (Breuer et al. 2013a), it was 
found that clubs which are situated in smaller communities perceive fewer problems 
due to the availability of sports facilities, while clubs in larger communities with 
more than 500,000 inhabitants perceive the problem to be larger. A similar effect 

Table 6.3 Ownership of facilities, payment of usage fees, and the share of revenues that stem 
from public funding (club survey, own facilities n = 15,293, public facilities n = 15,309, usage fee 
for public facilities n = 9,846, and share of revenues n = 7,641)

Share of clubs 
that use own 
facilities (%)

Share of clubs 
that use public 
facilities (%)

Share of clubs that pay usage 
fee for public facilities (% of 
clubs that use public facilities)

Share of total revenues in 
clubs that stem from 
direct public funding (%)

49 65 51 9

Table 6.4 Problems with the availability of facilities and the financial situation (club survey, 
availability of facilities n = 14,891, financial situation n = 15,114)

No 
problem 
(%)

A small 
problem (%)

A medium 
problem (%)

A big 
problem 
(%)

A very big 
problem (%)

Problems with the 
availability of sports 
facilities

48 21 13 10 8

Problems with the 
financial situation of the 
club

41 26 20 8 4
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was observed for club size, with larger clubs seeing larger problems (Breuer et al. 
2013a). The latter is likely to be the case since larger clubs offer more sports oppor-
tunities and therefore are in need of more sports facilities. Another interesting find-
ing is that clubs that possess their own facilities have smaller problems due to the 
availability of sports facilities, while clubs that use public sports facilities have 
larger problems (Breuer et al. 2013a). An explanation is that clubs, which are using 
public sports facilities, have to share such facilities with other clubs and schools, 
which restricts their available usage time, while clubs that have their own facilities 
do not have to share them with others. Overall, the availability of an adequate sports 
infrastructure is vital for sports clubs in fulfilling their role as sports providers for a 
wide range of different population groups.

Similar to the problem of the availability of sports facilities, problems related to 
the financial situation of the club are averagely smaller in Germany than in most 
other European countries (Breuer et al. 2017). Nevertheless, 12% of the sports clubs 
in Germany perceive a big or very big problem due to the financial situation of the 
club (see Table  6.4). However, it needs to be considered that particularly sport- 
specific differences play an important role with regard to the perceived financial 
problem. For example, football clubs rate this problem averagely higher than clubs 
without football offers (Breuer and Feiler 2017c). An explanation is that football 
clubs, even in the low leagues, have large expenses for player payments, which are 
very unusual in other sports in Germany.

An important resource for sports clubs are the people that run the club, either on 
a voluntary (see Sect. 6.6) or paid basis. In terms of paid employees, it is found that 
almost half of the German sports clubs actually employ paid staff (see Table 6.5). 
Taking into account that one of the key characteristics of non-profit sports clubs is 
the running of clubs mainly by volunteers (Horch 1994), this figure might appear 
high. However, it needs to be considered that this number includes paid staff in four 
different areas: administration and management, sports and training, sports and 
competition, as well as other tasks. The largest share of paid employees in German 
sports clubs (about two-thirds of all paid staff) works in the area of sports and train-
ing, i.e. in the roles of coaches and instructors. Additionally, about one-fifth fulfil 
other tasks in the clubs, e.g. in the areas of facility management or maintenance 
work. Every tenth paid employee works in the management and administration of 
sports clubs, and only about 4% fulfil tasks in the area of sports and competition, i.e. 
as referees (Breuer et al. 2017).

In addition to the described areas in which paid staff work in sports clubs in 
Germany, about 8% of the clubs also employ a paid manager, mostly on a part-time 
basis (see Table 6.5).

Table 6.5 Paid staff and paid 
manager(s) in clubs (club 
survey, paid staff n = 14,817, 
paid manager(s) n = 14,502)

Share of clubs 
with paid staff 
(%)

Share of clubs 
with paid 
manager(s) (%)

49 8
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Taking a look at the development of paid staff in sports clubs in Germany over 
the last 5 years, it becomes very clear that the number has remained unchanged in 
the majority of clubs (82%). However, about 14% of clubs report to have increased 
the number of paid staff, while only 4% of clubs rather employed less paid employ-
ees (see Fig.  6.5). Employing more paid staff might be a possibility to face the 
increasing bureaucracy in German sports clubs which volunteers are confronted 
with (Breuer and Feiler 2015).

6.3  Sports Participation and Health Promotion

As described in the previous section, about one-third of German sports clubs offer 
health sports. Apart from this measure, clubs were asked about their attitude towards 
health-enhancing sports offers. The results show that more than one quarter of the 
sports clubs in Germany agree or totally agree with the statement that the club is 
committed to offering health-enhancing physical activity programmes. However, 
almost half of the clubs rather do not agree, and 25% are undecided. On the other 
hand, the majority of German sports clubs feels that their offered sports are suitable 
as health-enhancing physical activities (see Table 6.6).

Thus, despite the fact that more clubs do not have special health programmes 
than clubs having such offers, the large majority of sports clubs in Germany feels 
that their core sports offers are still valuable in terms of positive health effects. A 
reluctance to install special health sports offers, despite the fact that health promo-
tion is a policy goal and can be subsidised, might have different reasons. First, clubs 
might not be willing to initiate such programmes if they are not in line with their 
club traditions and core club goals (cf. Garrett 2004). Second, clubs might not have 
the human or financial resources to offer health sports because such programmes 
call for certain prerequisites that need to be fulfilled (qualified coaches, sports 
equipment, etc.).

1 3 82 10 4

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

large decrease (more than 25%) moderate decrease (11-25%)

roughly unchanged (+/- 10%) moderate increase (11-25%)

large increase (more than 25%)

Fig. 6.5 Development in the number of paid staff in the last 5 years (club survey, n = 10,030)
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Looking at the survey of sports clubs’ members in Germany, the results show 
that about one-third of club members participate in club sports offers twice a week. 
Almost every fourth club member even takes part in club offers three times a week 
or more often and 28% state to participate once a week. Only a small share of club 
members participates on a monthly or less frequent basis (see Fig. 6.6). Thus, the 
majority of German sports club members are rather active regularly, which is a posi-
tive finding in terms of individual and collective health effects.

As shown above, more than half of the club members take part in club sports 
programmes twice or more times per week. Correspondingly, a similar share of 
members also takes part in sporting competitions, namely, 52% of the members (see 
Table 6.7).

Moreover, a quarter of all surveyed club members states not being active in com-
petitions anymore, and 23% have never been active. Thus, although not taking part 

Table 6.6 The attitude of clubs towards health-enhancing physical activity (club survey, offering 
health-enhancing physical activity programmes n = 15,208, sports clubs disciplines suit health- 
enhancing physical activity n = 15,147)

Don’t 
agree at 
all (%)

Don’t 
agree 
(%)

Undecided 
(%)

Agree 
(%)

Totally 
agree (%)

Our club is committed to offering 
health-enhancing physical activity 
programmes

20 27 25 15 12

Our club feels that our sports 
discipline(s) is/are suitable as 
health-enhancing physical activity

3 6 20 37 34
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Fig. 6.6 Frequency of sports participation (member survey, n = 1,900)
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in competitions, club members frequently take part in sports offers, showing that 
apart from competitive goals, members seem to follow other aims by taking part in 
club sports, e.g. social and health-enhancing goals. Thereby, sports clubs in Germany 
fulfil their role in being on the one hand the basis for talent development and elite 
sport promotion and on the other hand valuable actors for society by producing 
health effects through regular mass sports activities of the members.

6.4  Social Integration

Sports clubs in Germany differ largely from commercial sport providers due to their 
goals and philosophy. The main goal of sports clubs is to provide sports offers to 
their members. Due to relatively low membership fees (Breuer and Feiler 2017d, 
2019), especially compared to other sports providers (Breuer et al. 2016), the formal 
entry barriers to sports clubs are generally low (although differences between differ-
ent sports exist). This enables different population groups to participate in club 
sports offers. In this regard, about 60% of the sports clubs in Germany (totally) 
agree that their club tries to offer sports to many different population groups and 
that the club particularly strives to help socially vulnerable groups (e.g. migrants, 
low-income people) to become better integrated in the club (see Table 6.8). The aim 
of the majority of sports clubs in Germany to work also for social integration is 
obvious, has a long tradition, and can be related to the overall solidarity culture 
(Horch 1994) which has its historical background in the German Turnvereine 
(Nagel 2006).

However, the clubs’ aim to work for social integration does not necessarily mean 
that different vulnerable population groups are automatically well represented in 
sports clubs. In the following, the representation of four population groups, namely, 

Table 6.7 Participation in competitive sports (member survey, n = 1,907)

Yes (%) No, but I used to (%) No, never (%)

Participation in competitive sports in the club 52 25 23

Table 6.8 Attitudes of sports clubs towards the integration of different population groups (club 
survey, offer sports to as many population groups n = 15,313, helping socially vulnerable groups 
n = 15,063)

Don’t 
agree at all 
(%)

Don’t 
agree 
(%)

Undecided 
(%)

Agree 
(%)

Totally 
agree (%)

Our club tries to offer sports to as 
many population groups as possible

8 12 23 35 24

Our club strives to help socially 
vulnerable groups become better 
integrated into our club

1 7 30 44 17
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people with disabilities, people with a migration background, the elderly, as well as 
women in sports clubs is presented (see Table 6.9).

Almost one-third of sports clubs in Germany has no members with a disability, 
and in roughly two-thirds of the clubs, the share of disabled people among members 
lies between 1% and 10%. Considering that the population share of people with dis-
abilities amounted to 9.3% in 2015 (Destatis 2017), people with disabilities seem to 
be underrepresented in sports clubs in Germany. However, compared to other 
European countries, the share of clubs with no disabled members is almost the low-
est, with only England having proportionately fewer clubs with no disabled mem-
bers (Breuer et al. 2017).

With regard to people with a migration background, the share of clubs with no 
such members amounts to 22%, and in more than half of the clubs in Germany, the 
share of members with a migration background is between 1% and 10%, while 17% 
of the clubs state that migrants make up between 11% and 25% of their members. 
On average, the population share of people with a migration background amounted 
to 21% in 2015, although large differences existed between the eastern federal states 
(former Eastern Germany – GDR) and the western part (Breuer and Feiler 2017a).

A different picture is evident for the following two population groups: women 
and elderly. Only small shares of clubs report to have no members from these two 
groups, while one-third of clubs reports member shares of the elderly between 11% 
and 25%, and almost a quarter of the clubs have member shares of people older than 
64 between 26% and 50%. Pertaining to women, almost half of the clubs have a 
female share of members between 26% and 50%. Nevertheless, compared to the 
overall German population, women are still underrepresented in German sports 
clubs. This pattern is also found in sports clubs in many other European countries 
(Breuer et al. 2017).

To increase the share of members from the different population groups, various 
sports clubs in Germany have installed special initiatives. However, the shares of 
clubs with initiatives differ with regard to the different population groups. Pertaining 
to people with disabilities and people with a migration background, almost every 
fifth sports club has become active in setting up special measures for these two 
groups, while the shares of clubs with initiatives for the elderly and for women are 
higher: 38% of all sports clubs in Germany have set up special initiatives to increase 
sports participation of the elderly in sports clubs. Regarding women, 30% of the 
clubs have installed special initiatives. Thus, the two population groups which are to 

Table 6.9 Representation of different population groups in sports clubs (club survey, people with 
disabilities n = 13,378, people with migration background n = 13,317, elderly n = 14,080, women 
n = 20,513)

0% 1–10% 11–25% 26–50% 51–75% More than 75%

People with disabilities 29 64 4 1 1 1
People with migration background 22 54 17 5 1 1
Elderly (65+ years) 7 25 33 23 10 3
Women 3 9 18 46 17 7
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a larger extent underrepresented in sports clubs in Germany, namely, the disabled 
and migrants, are less considered with special initiatives than women and the elderly 
(see Fig. 6.7). Offering sports for people with disabilities usually calls for special 
equipment, facilities, and qualified coaches. Thus, a lack of these resources might 
prevent clubs from installing such offers.

Apart from special initiatives that aim to integrate different population groups in 
the clubs, the overall goal of social integration and fostering social aspects play a 
major role in sports clubs in Germany. This is due to their social orientation and the 
club goals that are based on the interests of their members. Apart from the key aim 
of offerings sports to their members, goals of sports clubs often focus on intangible 
benefits (Nagel 2006). Three quarters of the clubs in Germany (totally) agree to set 
high value on companionship and conviviality, while the share of clubs (totally) 
agreeing to set high value on sporting success and competition is with 38% compa-
rably lower (see Table 6.10). Thus, the specific role of sports clubs for social inte-
gration, apart from traditional competitive motives, is underpinned.

The social orientation of sports clubs in Germany is well-received by their mem-
bers, as the following numbers show: more than one-third of club members reports 
to stay behind after trainings, matches, or competitions to socialise and chat with 
other members at least once a week, and further 16% do this once every 2 weeks. 

30

38

19

18

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

women

elderly (65+ years)

people with migration background

people with disabilities

Fig. 6.7 Share of clubs that have special initiatives for different population groups (club survey, 
people with disabilities n  =  12,766, people with migration background n  =  12,750, elderly 
n = 13,146, women n = 12,290)

Table 6.10 Attitudes of sports clubs towards companionship and conviviality as well as sporting 
success and competitions (club survey, companionship n = 15,753, competitive sports n = 14,981)

Don’t agree 
at all (%)

Don’t 
agree (%)

Undecided 
(%)

Agree 
(%)

Totally 
agree (%)

Our club sets high value on 
companionship and conviviality

1 5 20 38 37

Our club sets high value on 
sporting success and competition

12 18 32 26 12
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On the other hand, 14% of the members report to never stay behind. Thus, this form 
of informal gathering is frequently used by the majority of members. Additionally, 
official social gatherings by the clubs are also well accepted by clubs members in 
Germany, although the frequency is lower than in the informal meetings (see 
Table 6.11). However, this might be due to the fact that official social gatherings 
probably do not take place every week but rather every month.

The importance of social aspects of sports clubs, apart from taking part in the 
sports offers, becomes further evident when looking at more results of the member 
survey: 84% of club members in Germany have made new friendships through the 
participation in the club, and 62% report to socialise with people they did not know 
before joining the sports clubs (see Fig.  6.8). Thus, new social relationships are 
formed based on the membership in sports clubs.

The importance of social relations among club members is further underlined by 
the fact that nearly no club members in Germany state that they do not know any 
other people from the club by name. In contrast, almost one-third of the club mem-
bers know 21 to 50 members, and a further third knows more than 50 members by 
name (see Table 6.12).

Table 6.11 Frequency of participation in the club’s social life (member survey, social gatherings 
n = 1,967, stay behind after trainings n = 1,844)

Never 
(%)

Once a 
year or 
less 
(%)

Once 
every 
half- 
year 
(%)

Once every 
3 months 
(%)

Once a 
month 
(%)

Once 
every 
2 weeks 
(%)

At least 
once a 
week 
(%)

Participation in the 
club’s social gatherings

8 26 32 20 8 2 4

Stay behind after 
trainings, matches, or 
tournaments to talk to 
other people from the 
club

14 6 5 10 14 16 35

62

84

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

socialise with people which I did not know
before

new friendship through participation in the
club

Fig. 6.8 Formation of social relations (member survey, new friendship n = 1,882, socialise with 
people n = 1,858)
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The strong relationship and emotional attachment of members to their sports 
club is well documented by the following numbers: more than three quarters of all 
club members in Germany (strongly) agree to be proud to belong to the club. 
Moreover, over half of the members also state that the club is one of the most impor-
tant social groups they belong to, underpinning the great potential of sports clubs in 
terms of social cohesion. Apart from that, values like respect for other people are 
lived in sports clubs, which is proven by 85% of club members stating that other 
people from the club show respect for their own personality (see Table 6.13).

Overall, the results of both the club survey and the member survey in Germany 
underline the great social importance of sports clubs, and it becomes once more 
clear that sports clubs are a social phenomenon (Rittner and Breuer 2004). Club 
goals include, apart from offering sports programmes to their members, also intan-
gible benefits for members, namely, the creation of social relationships. From the 
members view, club membership seems to be twofold, namely, goal-oriented in 
terms of participating in sports and value-oriented in terms of the appreciation for 
the social integrating atmosphere the clubs create (Klenk et al. 2017).

6.5  Democratic Decision-Making and Involvement

One of the key characteristics of voluntary organisations like sports clubs is their 
democratic structure. Clubs are communities of solidarity (Horch 1994), and mem-
bers of sports clubs have the possibility to participate in decision-making since each 
member (usually aged 16 and older) has the right to vote in the yearly general 

Table 6.12 Number of people from the club known by name (member survey, n = 2,069)

None 
(%)

1–2 
people 
(%)

3–5 
people 
(%)

6–10 
people 
(%)

11–20 
people 
(%)

21–50 
people 
(%)

More than 50 
people (%)

People 
known by 
name

1 2 5 9 20 31 32

Table 6.13 Attitudes of members towards social life in the club (member survey, proud to belong 
n = 1,848, most important social group n = 1,950, respect me for who I am n = 1,831)

Strongly 
disagree (%)

Partially 
disagree (%)

Neutral 
(%)

Partially 
agree (%)

Strongly 
agree (%)

I am proud to belong to the 
club

3 5 15 31 47

The club is one of the most 
important social groups I 
belong to

8 17 20 26 29

Other people from the club 
respect me for who I am

1 1 13 39 46
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assembly. In this context, more than 70% of German sports clubs aim at involving 
members when making important decisions. This is not surprising since decision- 
making in sports clubs is based on democratic principles, meaning that members are 
eligible to vote annually in the general assembly. Moreover, about one-third of clubs 
delegate decision-making from the club board to committees. However, almost 40% 
rather do not delegate decision-making to lower club levels (see Table 6.14). This is 
most likely especially the case in smaller, single sport clubs where delegating is not 
necessary or useful.

As stated above, sports club members have the possibility to participate in 
decision- making processes, especially by taking part in the general assembly. 
According to the results of the member survey, almost half of the surveyed sports 
club members in Germany reported that they took part in the last general assembly 
(see Fig.  6.9). Although this result means that the other half of club members 
refrained from taking part in decision-making in the general assembly, the share of 
participants appears rather high. An explanation for the high share of members par-
ticipating in the general assembly could be that rather engaged members took part 
in the member survey, whereas members that usually stay away from club meetings 
might have also stayed away from taking part in the survey. This assumption might 
be underpinned by results of a recent multi-level study that investigated democratic 
participation in voluntary sports clubs. The results revealed that members’ 

Table 6.14 Attitudes of sports clubs towards democratic decision-making and involvement (club 
survey, involve members in decision-making n = 15,291, delegate decision-making n = 15,063)

Don’t agree 
at all (%)

Don’t 
agree (%)

Undecided 
(%)

Agree 
(%)

Totally 
agree (%)

Our club aims to involve members 
when making important decisions

1 4 23 42 30

Our club delegates decision- 
making from the board to 
committees

18 20 28 23 11

49 51

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

yes no

Fig. 6.9 Participation at last general assembly (member survey, n = 2,137)
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participation in association democracy is related to the overall activity of members 
in sports clubs, i.e. in voluntary work and social activities. Thus, members that are 
generally more involved in the club also take part more frequently in decision- 
making processes (Ibsen et al. 2019).

Apart from the yearly general assembly, sports club members have further pos-
sibilities of taking part in democratic processes, e.g. by participating in member or 
club meetings, by speaking out their opinion to responsible persons in the club, and 
by sharing their views with other members. In German sports clubs, members par-
ticularly talk with other members about their views several times within 1 month. 
This applies to 27% of the surveyed members. On the other side, a similar share of 
club members states to never participate in member or other club meetings, and 
every fifth club member also never speaks his/her mind to key persons in the club 
(see Table 6.15). Thus, German sports club members seem to prefer participating in 
rather informal meetings with other members than in more formal democratic struc-
tures where club officials are involved. It seems that talking to other members who 
are likely to be friends is easier for most members than giving their opinion to club 
officials. However, as described above, the general assembly as a formal meeting is 
visited by almost half of the surveyed members.

A slight reluctance to participate in decision-making processes of German sports 
club members is underlined by further results of the member survey: almost 40% of 
the club members report never having tried to participate in decision-making pro-
cesses of their respective sports club. Another 12% of members state that it is over 
a year ago since their last attempt to influence decision-making in the club. On the 
other hand, every fifth sports club member has last attempted to take part in decision- 
making within the last month (see Fig. 6.10). Thus, there seem to be two extreme 
member groups, either never participating (39%) or frequently participating (36%).

Despite not being overly active in taking part in decision-making processes, the 
majority of German sports club members (about two-thirds) thinks that they under-
stand how the club actually functions. On the other side, every tenth member does 

Table 6.15 Broader democratic participation of members (member survey, participation in 
member meetings n = 1,933, speak my mind to key persons n = 1,725, share my view with other 
members n = 1,768)

Never 
(%)

Once a 
year or 
less (%)

Once 
every 
half-year 
(%)

Once every 
3 months 
(%)

Once a 
month 
(%)

Several 
times a 
month (%)

Participation in 
member meetings or 
other club meetings

27 36 14 10 9 5

I speak my mind to key 
persons in the club

21 18 15 16 13 17

I share my views with 
other members in the 
club

14 13 12 16 18 27
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not know how the club is run (see Fig. 6.11). It is likely that members which are not 
interested and do not care about the functioning of the club are mainly interested in 
making use of the sports club offers, i.e. they are rather goal-oriented than 
value-oriented.

Overall, the results show that democracy plays an important role in German 
sports clubs, which is not surprising since a democratic structure is one of the key 
constitutive features of sports clubs (Horch 1994). Nevertheless, not all club mem-
bers seem to be interested in taking part in decision-making processes.

6.6  Voluntary Work

Voluntary work is a key resource for sports clubs. The importance of voluntary work 
for sports clubs is underlined by the clubs attitudes. About three quarters of the 
German sports clubs (totally) agree that their club should be run exclusively by 

39 12 6 7 15 21

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

never more than 1 year ago 7-12 months ago

4-6 months ago 1-3 months ago within the last month

Fig. 6.10 Time since last attempt to influence decision-making in the club (member survey, 
n = 2,084)

3 8 22 31 37

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
strongly disagree partially disagree neutral partially agree strongly agree

understanding of
how the clubs 
functions

Fig. 6.11 Member’s knowledge of how the club functions (member survey, n = 1,926)
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volunteers. Only 3% do not agree at all to this statement. Moreover, more than 90% 
of the sports clubs think that all members can do voluntary work, regardless of their 
qualification. Compared to other European countries, this attitude is stronger in 
German clubs (Breuer et al. 2017) and underpins that clubs could not exist without 
voluntary work and could not offer affordable club programmes. In line with this 
attitude is the refusal of three quarters of the German clubs towards the thinking that 
members are customers who cannot be expected to contribute with voluntary work. 
This is likely to be due to the fact that sports clubs are member organisations where 
members receive mutual benefit from sharing common interests. These interests are 
reflected in the club goals. To achieve these club goals, financial and human 
resources are necessary. Particularly in cases of scarce financial resources, volun-
tary work can to a certain extent substitute money (Coates et al. 2014). However, not 
all clubs are of the opinion that their members demonstrate passion and energy for 
the necessary work: while 38% (totally) agree to this statement, almost one in five 
clubs rather does not agree (see Table 6.16). This dilemma is a typical free-rider 
problem (Anderson et al. 2004; Anheier 2014): all members benefit from voluntary 
work done by some of them and have thereby no incentive to contribute themselves.

Pertaining to the actual numbers of volunteers in German sports clubs, it first 
needs to be differentiated between volunteers in fixed positions, i.e. on the board 
level and the executive level (e.g. coaches), and volunteers in no fixed positions, i.e. 
voluntary helpers. Activities of voluntary helpers are typically parents driving to 
competitions, people helping with social events, baking cakes, etc. (Feiler et  al. 
2018a). On average, volunteers in fixed positions in sports clubs in Germany in 
2015 made up about 13% of all members of the respective club, while volunteers in 
no fixed position amount to 17% of the sports clubs’ members (Breuer et al. 2017).

Looking at the distribution of the number of volunteers, about one-third of the 
clubs in Germany states to have between 11 and 20 volunteers in the club in fixed 
positions, while roughly a quarter each reports to have between 6 and 10 volunteers 

Table 6.16 Attitudes of sports clubs towards voluntary work (club survey, run by volunteers 
n = 15,757, members as customers n = 13,566, demonstrating passion n = 14,043, all members can 
be volunteers n = 14,210)

Don’t 
agree at 
all (%)

Don’t 
agree 
(%)

Undecided 
(%)

Agree 
(%)

Totally 
agree (%)

Our club should be run exclusively by 
volunteers

3 7 15 26 49

Our club considers members as 
customers that cannot be expected to 
contribute with voluntary work

41 33 17 7 2

Our club’s members demonstrate 
passion, dedication, and energy for the 
work that needs to be done

3 16 43 25 13

All members can be volunteers 
regardless of their qualifications

1 1 4 27 67
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or between 21 and 50 volunteers (see Table 6.17). Of course, the number of volun-
teers is related to structural club characteristics, especially club size and club type.

In terms of volunteers in no fixed positions, about a quarter of the sports clubs in 
Germany state to have between 21 and 50 voluntary helpers, while 22% of the clubs 
report to have between 0 and 5 volunteers without a fixed position. Also here, num-
bers will differ depending on club size and type.

Taking a closer look at the kind of tasks that volunteers in fixed positions fulfil in 
German sports clubs (see Fig. 6.12), it becomes clear that the majority of these vol-
unteers, namely, on average about two-thirds, work on the board level. Moreover, a 
quarter of the volunteers are coaches or instructors, while only 5% have a position 
as referee or official. Additionally, a small share of the volunteers fulfils other tasks 
(e.g. maintenance work or facility management). Looking at paid staff in fixed posi-
tions (as described in Sect. 6.2), the distribution is different: About two-thirds of 
paid staff work in the area of sports and training, i.e. as coaches or instructors, while 
only every tenth paid employee in German sports clubs works in the management, 
i.e. on board level (Breuer et al. 2017).

As mentioned above, volunteers are vital for the existence of sports clubs. 
However, the key problems that sports clubs are facing are related to the recruitment 

Table 6.17 Total number of volunteers in clubs (club survey, fixed position(s) n = 14,569, no fixed 
position(s) n = 14,600)

Range (number of volunteers) 0–5 6–10 11–20 21–50
More 
than 50

Total number of volunteers in fixed position(s)  
(share of clubs in %)

10 26 33 23 8

Total number of volunteers in no fixed position(s)  
(share of clubs in %)

22 18 21 25 14

67 26 5 3

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

board level coaches/instructors referees/officials others

Fig. 6.12 Distribution of volunteers in fixed positions according to their tasks (club survey, 
n = 14,569)
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and retention of volunteers. More than half of the sports clubs in Germany reported 
in 2015 to have a big or very big problem due to the recruitment and retention of 
volunteers on the board level. Only 7% of the clubs reported no problem at all. But 
not only volunteers on the board level are hard to recruit and retain, also the binding 
and retention of voluntary coaches and instructors was reported as a big or very big 
problem by almost 40% of the German sports clubs and even 43% reported (very) 
big problems regarding the recruitment and retention of referees (see Table 6.18).

Problems with recruiting and retaining volunteers for sports clubs in Germany 
are not a new phenomenon. However, the severity of these problems has increased. 
A longitudinal study of sports clubs in Germany reveals that particularly the prob-
lem of recruiting and retaining volunteers on the board level as well as recruiting 
and retaining coaches and instructors have constantly increased over the last 
12 years (Breuer and Feiler 2017e).

The development of increasing problems in terms of recruiting and retaining 
volunteers is underlined by the perceived development of the number of volunteers 
in German sports clubs over the last 5 years. Although two-thirds of the clubs stated 
that the number of volunteers remained more or less stable, every fifth sports club 
reported a moderate decrease (minus 11–25%) in volunteer numbers. A large 
decrease of the number of volunteers (minus more than 25%) was reported by 4% 
of the German sports clubs. On the other side, every tenth sports club reported a 
moderate increase in the number volunteers, and 2% reported a large increase (see 
Fig. 6.13). Overall, the share of clubs that reported a decrease in the number of 
volunteers over the last 5 years exceeded the share of clubs that reported an increase. 
This result is in line with the perceived increase of clubs’ problems related to 
volunteers.

To address the scarcity of volunteers and the resulting problems for sports clubs, 
the clubs in Germany regularly take on different measures and initiatives to recruit 
and retain volunteers. An overview of these measures is given in Table 6.19.

The large majority of sports clubs in Germany, namely, 75%, encourages and 
motivates its volunteers verbally, i.e. through personal conversations. Moreover, 
clubs organise parties and social events for their volunteers to strengthen cohesion 

Table 6.18 Problems with the recruitment and retention of volunteers (club survey, board level 
n = 15,100, coaches/instructors n = 15,018, referees/officials n = 14,166)

No 
problem 
(%)

A small 
problem 
(%)

A medium 
problem 
(%)

A big 
problem 
(%)

A very big 
problem 
(%)

Problems with the 
recruitment and retention of 
volunteers on the board level

7 16 24 31 22

Problems with the 
recruitment and retention of 
coaches/instructors

13 20 28 26 13

Problems with the 
recruitment and retention of 
referees/officials

22 15 21 24 19
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and the feeling of group identity. A further measure to retain volunteers is paying for 
their qualification. This measure is used by almost half of the German sports clubs. 
Moreover, about a quarter of the clubs inform their members that they are expected 
to volunteer, and every fifth club expects, this also from the parents of children that 
are members. Only less than a fifth of the clubs value the work of their volunteers 
with benefits in kind. Clubs might choose such measures as studies on the motives 
of volunteers in German sports clubs have shown that people engage in voluntary 

4 19 65 10 2

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

large decrease (more than 25%) moderate decrease (11-25%)

roughly unchanged (+/- 10%) moderate increase (11-25%)

large increase (more than 25%)

Fig. 6.13 Development in the number of volunteers in the last 5 years (club survey, n = 14,481)

Table 6.19 Measures taken by sports clubs to recruit and retain volunteers (club survey, encourage 
verbally n = 14,309, social gatherings n = 14,309, recruit through current network n = 14,309, pay 
for training n = 14,309, inform members n = 14,309, inform parents n = 14,309, benefits in kind 
n = 14,309, recruitment outside n = 14,309, management n = 14,309, written strategy n = 14,309, 
club does not do anything in particular n = 14,922)

Yes 
(%)

The club encourages and motivates its volunteers verbally 75
The club arranges parties and social gatherings for the volunteers to strengthen group 
identity

66

The club mainly recruits through the networks of current volunteers and members 60
The club pays for volunteers to take training or gain qualification 46
The club informs members that they are expected to contribute with voluntary work 27
The club informs parents of children who are members that they are expected to 
contribute with voluntary work

20

The club rewards its volunteers with benefits in kind 19
The club tries to recruit volunteers from outside existing club members 10
The club has a volunteer or paid staff member with specific responsibility for volunteer 
management

8

The club has a written strategy for volunteer recruitment 3
The club does not do anything in particular 13
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work in sports clubs mainly because of the community orientation and less because 
of personal benefits (e.g. Braun 2003).

In terms of recruiting volunteers, about 60% of the clubs recruit through the 
networks of existing volunteers and members, whereas every tenth club tries to 
recruit new volunteers from outside the club. What strikes is that only few clubs 
(8%) have a staff member that is responsible for volunteer management and even a 
smaller share of clubs in Germany (3%) has a written strategy for volunteer recruit-
ment (see Table 6.19). The latter is unfortunate since studies have shown that par-
ticularly a strategic policy and a responsible person for volunteer management can 
reduce problems related to the recruitment and retention of volunteers (Wicker and 
Breuer 2013, 2014).

Despite increasing problems for clubs related to sufficient volunteers, the fre-
quency of voluntary work in German sports clubs is impressive. About 6% of the 
surveyed club volunteers stated to be active as a volunteer in their sports clubs 
5 days a week or even more. Further 24% reported to volunteer for the club 2 to 
4 days per week, and 17% were active once a week. Only 8% of the volunteers were 
active once a year or less (see Table 6.20). Thus, almost half of the surveyed volun-
teers reported to be active in voluntary work on a weekly basis.

Not only the frequency of volunteering is interesting to look at but also the num-
ber of hours spent by volunteers in fixed positions per month. The distribution of the 
monthly working hours of German sports clubs’ volunteers reveals that almost a 
quarter of the surveyed volunteers report to work either between 6 and 10 hours per 
month, between 11 and 20 hours per month, or between 21 and 50 hours per month. 
Moreover, 5% of the volunteers report to do voluntary work of even more than 
50 hours per month for their club (see Table 6.21). The results are similar to the 
results of a recent study on German football and track and field clubs which revealed 
an average of 23 hours of monthly voluntary work, in this case for volunteers in 
fixed and non-fixed positions (Swierzy et al. 2018).

Table 6.20 Frequency of voluntary work of volunteers (member survey, n = 1,555)

Once a 
year or 
less 
(%)

Once 
every 
6 months 
(%)

Once 
every 
quarter 
(%)

Once a 
month 
(%)

Every 
other 
week 
(%)

Once 
a 
week 
(%)

2–4 days 
a week 
(%)

5 days a 
week or 
more 
(%)

Frequency of 
voluntary 
work of 
volunteers

8 13 12 12 8 17 24 6

Table 6.21 Hours spent on voluntary work by volunteers in fixed positions on an average month 
in the season (member survey, n = 975)

0–5 6–10 11–20 21–50
More 
than 50

Hours spent on voluntary work of members  
per month (share of volunteers in %)

23 24 24 24 5
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Overall, it becomes once again clear that voluntary work is a key resource for 
sports clubs in Germany. The majority of clubs aim at running their club solely by 
volunteers, and only few clubs actually employ paid staff, especially for managerial 
tasks. However, recruiting and retaining volunteers are constant problems for sports 
clubs, which clubs try to address by installing different measures.

6.7  Conclusion

Overall, it can be concluded that sports clubs in Germany are the foundation for 
various sports-related areas: mass sports and recreational sports, health sports, and 
competitive as well as elite sports. By providing sports offers and nonsports offers 
to their members, clubs fulfil important societal functions. This well-known postu-
lation is further stressed by the results of the underlying study, which took into 
account sports clubs in Germany as well as their members and volunteers. The 
results of both the club survey and the member survey in Germany show that sports 
clubs play a vital role for the welfare of society. This conclusion can be drawn since 
sports clubs are active in various areas which are part of sports policy (cf. BMI 
2019a; Feiler et  al. 2018b), such as health promotion, social integration, social 
cohesion, democratic participation, and voluntary work.

In terms of health promotion, more than 70% of German sports clubs are of the 
opinion that their sports offers are suitable as health-enhancing physical activity. 
Considering that more than 80% of the club members take part in the clubs’ sports 
programmes at least once a week or more frequently, the overall function of sports 
clubs in terms of health promotion is evident. Thereby, clubs fulfil functions that 
sports policy is addressing, in this case health promotion. Moreover, offering health 
sports offers by sports clubs can be seen as a reaction to demographic changes in 
Germany, as the population share of the elderly is growing (Destatis 2015).

Regarding social integration, it became clear that the majority of sports clubs is 
aiming to provide sports offers to a wide range of different population groups. In 
this regard, 56% of German sports clubs (totally) agree to the statement that the club 
is trying to offer sports to as many population groups as possible (Breuer and Feiler 
2017d). This applies particularly to socially vulnerable groups, such as people with 
a migration background and people with disabilities, which are also on the agenda 
of various sports policies on different political levels (cf., Feiler et  al. 2018b). 
However, the results also showed that, compared to the respective population share, 
these two groups are still underrepresented in sports clubs in Germany. What should 
be considered in this regard, and particularly pertaining to people with a migration 
background and also refugees (which came to Germany in 2015 in great numbers), 
is that differences between different sports clubs exist: people with a migration 
background and refugees are far better and in greater numbers integrated in football 
clubs than in clubs providing other sports. For example, 56% of football clubs (sin-
gle sport clubs only offering football) state that refugees take part in their normal 
sports offers, while only one-fifth of sports clubs without football offer such 
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opportunities to refugees (Breuer et al. 2018). Moreover, sports federations have set 
up various projects and programmes since 2015 to offer opportunities for refuges to 
take part in club sport. For example, the project “Willkommen im Sport” (“Welcome 
to sports”) has the goal to introduce refugees in Germany in the sense of a welcome- 
culture to sports and exercise offers of clubs (DOSB 2019).

Apart from offering core sports programmes, it became clear that sports clubs 
put high value on social cohesion, by promoting the feeling of community and con-
viviality. This attitude is a core goal of many German sports clubs (Breuer and 
Feiler 2017d; Breuer and Feiler 2019) and is well-received by the majority of sports 
clubs members, which join clubs following two main goals: participating in sports 
programmes and socialising with other club members. This aspect particularly dis-
tinguishes voluntary sports clubs from commercial sports providers since the social-
ising function is much higher in sports clubs than, for example, in commercial 
fitness centres (Ulseth 2004). In Germany, more than half of the surveyed club 
members stated that the sports club is among the most important social groups they 
belong to, which underlines the social integrative function of clubs. Moreover, clubs 
that put high value on conviviality report smaller problems related to the recruit-
ment and retention of members and volunteers (Wicker and Breuer 2013).

In addition to their social function, sports clubs are often called schools of 
democracy due to their democratic structures and the possibilities for members to 
take part in decision-making processes. The results of the underlying study show 
that members in German sports clubs are slightly reluctant to participate in formal 
democratic processes where club officials are involved, while members are more 
active when it comes to speaking their mind to other club members. However, the 
majority of members feels well-informed about how the club functions, which 
implies a rather high involvement of club members with their respective sport club.

Lastly, sports clubs are voluntary organisations, implying that the key resource 
for sports clubs is voluntary work. The majority of sports clubs in Germany is of the 
opinion that their club should exclusively be run by volunteers. Taking into account 
that voluntary work is usually unpaid (except for a possible expense allowance), the 
value of voluntary work for society which is conducted every week in sports clubs 
in Germany is huge. Based on data from the German Sport Development Report 
2015/2016 (Breuer and Feiler 2017d), the total working hours of volunteers per 
month amounted to 22.9 million which were served by volunteers with the aim of 
attaining public welfare purposes. Taking the total working hours and an average 
hourly wage rate of EUR 15, the yearly added value of voluntary work in sports 
clubs in Germany amounts to approximately EUR 4.1  billion (Breuer and 
Feiler 2017d).

Despite the valuable work which is day by day conducted by volunteers in 
German sports clubs, clubs are increasingly struggling due to problems related to 
the recruitment and retention of volunteers. Particularly the problems of recruiting 
and retaining volunteers on the board level as well as coaches and instructors have 
increased over the past 12 years (Breuer and Feiler 2017e). Therefore, clubs need to 
find possibilities and measures to address these pressing problems. What could 
actually help is setting up long-term plans and a clear strategic concept for the club. 
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Research has shown that such measures are valuable to diminish volunteer prob-
lems (Breuer and Feiler 2017c; Wicker and Breuer 2013).

References

Anderson, G. M., Shughart, W. F., & Tollison, R. D. (2004). The economic theory of clubs. In 
C. K. Rowley & F. Schneider (Eds.), The encyclopedia of public choice (pp. 499–504). Boston: 
Springer.

Anheier, H. K. (2014). Nonprofit organizations. Theory, management, policy (2nd ed.). London: 
Routledge.

Bergsgard, N. A., Houlihan, B., Mangset, P., Nødland, S.  I., & Rommetvedt, H. (2007). Sport 
policy. A comparative analysis of stability and change. Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann.

Braun, S. (2003). Zwischen Gemeinschaftsorientierung und Selbstverwirklichung. Motive zu 
freiwilligem Engagement [Between community orientation and self-realisation. Motives for 
volunteering]. In J.  Baur, & S.  Braun (Eds.), Integrationsleistungen von Sportvereinen als 
Freiwilligenorganisationen [Integration services of sports clubs as volunteer organisations] 
(pp. 242–267). Aachen: Meyer & Meyer.

Breuer, C., & Feiler, S. (2015). Bürokratiebelastungen für Sportvereine [Bureaucray burdens for 
sports clubs]. In C. Breuer (Ed.), Sportentwicklungsbericht 2013/2014. Analyse zur Situation 
der Sportvereine in Deutschland [Sport Development Report 2013/2014. Analysis of the situa-
tion of sports clubs in Germany] (pp. 195–230). Köln: Sportverlag Strauss.

Breuer, C., & Feiler, S. (2017a). Integrationsleistungen der Sportvereine in Deutschland [Integration 
services of sports clubs in Germany]. In C. Breuer (Ed.), Sportentwicklungsbericht 2015/2016. 
Band I. Analyse zur Situation der Sportvereine in Deutschland [Sport Development Report 
2015/2016. Volume I. Analysis of the situation of sports clubs in Germany] (pp. 101–194). 
Hellenthal: Sportverlag Strauss.

Breuer, C., & Feiler, S. (2017b). Methode [Method]. In C. Breuer (Ed.), Sportentwicklungsbericht 
2015/2016. Band I. Analyse zur Situation der Sportvereine in Deutschland [Sport Development 
Report 2015/2016. Volume I.  Analysis of the situation of sports clubs in Germany] 
(pp. 780–803). Hellenthal: Sportverlag Strauss.

Breuer, C., & Feiler, S. (2017c). Situation und Entwicklung der Fußballvereine 2015/2016 [Situation 
and development of football clubs 2015/2016]. In C. Breuer (Ed.), Sportentwicklungsbericht 
2015/2016. Band II. Weiterführende Strukturanalysen [Sport Development Report 2015/2016. 
Volume II. Further structural analyses] (pp. 78–120). Hellenthal: Sportverlag Strauss.

Breuer, C., & Feiler, S. (2017d). Sport Development Report 2015/2016. Analysis of the situation of 
sports clubs in Germany. Abbreviated version. Hellenthal: Sportverlag Strauss.

Breuer, C., & Feiler, S. (2017e). Sportverein im Wandel – Zur Entwicklung der Sportvereine in 
Deutschland von 2005 bis 2015 [Sports club in change – On the development of sports clubs 
in Germany from 2005 to 2015]. In C.  Breuer (Ed.), Sportentwicklungsbericht 2015/2016. 
Band I. Analyse zur Situation der Sportvereine in Deutschland [Sport Development Report 
2015/2016. Volume I. Analysis of the situation of sports clubs in Germany] (pp. 243–263). 
Hellenthal: Sportverlag Strauss.

Breuer, C., & Feiler, S. (2019). Sportvereine in Deutschland. Organisationen und Personen. 
Sportentwicklungsbericht für Deutschland 2017/2018  – Teil 1 [Sports clubs in Germany. 
Organisations and internal stakeholder. Sport Development Report for Germany 2017/2018 – 
Part 1]. Bonn: Bundesinstitut für Sportwissenschaft.

Breuer, C., Feiler, S., & Wicker, P. (2013a). Sportstättensituation deutscher Sportvereine [Situation 
of German sports facilities]. In C. Breuer (Ed.), Sportentwicklungsbericht 2011/2012. Analyse 
zur Situation der Sportvereine in Deutschland [Sport Development Report 2011/2012. Analysis 
of the situation of sports clubs in Germany] (pp. 161–178). Köln: Sportverlag Strauss.

6 Germany: Sports Clubs as Important Players of Civil Society



148

Breuer, C., Feiler, S., & Wicker, P. (2013b). Strategien und ihre Bedeutung [Strategies and their 
meaning]. In C. Breuer (Ed.), Sportentwicklungsbericht 2011/2012. Analyse zur Situation der 
Sportvereine in Deutschland [Sport Development Report 2011/2012. Analysis of the situation 
of sports clubs in Germany] (pp. 179–219). Köln: Sportverlag Strauss.

Breuer, C., Wicker, P., & Swierzy, P. (2016). Angemessene Mitgliedschaftsbeiträge in den Fußball- 
und Leichtathletikvereinen des WFLV [Reasonable membership fees in football and athletic 
clubs of the WFLV]. Köln: Deutsche Sporthochschule Köln.

Breuer, C., Feiler, S., Llopis-Goig, R., Elmose-Østerlund, K., Bürgi, R., Claes, E., et al. (2017). 
Characteristics of European sports clubs. A comparison of the structure, management, volun-
tary work and social integration among sports clubs across ten European countries. Odense: 
University of Southern Denmark.

Breuer, C., Feiler, S., & Rossi, L. (2018). Situation und Entwicklung der Fußballvereine in 
Deutschland 2017/2018. Sonderauswertung des Sportentwicklungsberichts für Deutschland 
[Situation and development of football clubs in Germany 2017/2018. Special analysis of the 
Sport Development Report for Germany]. Köln: Deutsche Sporthochschule Köln.

Bundesministerium des Innern. (2019a). Federal sport policy. https://www.bmi.bund.de/EN/top-
ics/sport/federal-sport-policy/federal-sport-policy-node.html. Accessed 31 Jan 2019.

Bundesministerium des Innern. (2019b). Die Finanzierung des Sports. [Financing of sports]. 
https://www.bmi.bund.de/DE/themen/sport/sportfoerderung/finanzierung-des-sports/finan-
zierung-des-sports-node.html?cms_showtable=1. Accessed 1 Apr 2019.

Coates, D., Wicker, P., Feiler, S., & Breuer, C. (2014). A bivariate probit examination of financial 
and volunteer problems of non-profit sport clubs. International Journal of Sport Finance, 9(3), 
230–248.

Destatis. (2015). Bevölkerung Deutschlands bis 2060. 13. koordinierte 
Bevölkerungsvorausberechnung [German population until 2060. 13th coordinated population 
projection]. Wiesbaden: Statistisches Bundesamt.

Destatis. (2017). Sozialleistungen. Schwerbehinderte Menschen [Social benefits. People with dis-
abilities]. Wiesbaden: Statistisches Bundsamt.

Destatis. (2019). Statistische Wochenberichte. Bevölkerung und Arbeit – Monatszahlen [Statistical 
weekly reports. Population and work – Monthly figures]. Wiesbaden: Statistisches Bundesamt.

Deutscher Bundestag. (2014). 13. Sportbericht der Bundesregierung [13th Sports report of the 
Federal Government]. Drucksache 18/3523. Berlin: Deutscher Bundestag.

Deutscher Olympischer Sportbund. (2018). Bestandserhebung 2018 [Annual survey 2018]. 
Frankfurt: Deutscher Olympischer Sportbund.

Deutscher Olympischer Sportbund. (2019). Projekt: “Willkommen im Sport” [Project: “Welcome 
to sports”]. https://integration.dosb.de/inhalte/projekte/wis-willkommen-im-sport-fuer-
gefluechtete/. Accessed 10 Apr 2019.

Doherty, A., Misener, K., & Cuskelly, G. (2014). Toward a multidimensional framework of capac-
ity in community sport clubs. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 43(2 Suppl), 124–142.

Feiler, S., Rossi, L., & Hallmann, K. (2018a). Germany. In K. Hallmann, & S. Fairley (Eds.), 
Sports volunteers around the globe. Meaning and understanding of volunteering and its soci-
etal impact (Sports Economics, Management & Policy 15, pp. 103–113). Cham: Springer.

Feiler, S., Wicker, P., & Breuer, C. (2018b). Public subsidies for sports clubs in Germany: Funding 
regulations vs. empirical evidence. European Sport Management Quarterly, 19(5), 562–582. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2018.1541915.

Garrett, R. (2004). The response of voluntary sports clubs to sport England’s Lottery funding: 
Cases of compliance, change and resistance. Managing Leisure, 9(1), 13–29.

Haring, M. (2010). Sportförderung in Deutschland. Eine vergleichende Analyse der Bundesländer 
[Sports promotion in Germany. A comparative analysis of the Federal States]. Wiesbaden: VS 
Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Heinemann, K. (1996). Sports policy in Germany. In L. Chalip, A. Johnson, & L. Stachura (Eds.), 
National sports policies: An international handbook (pp. 161–186). London: Greenwood Press.

Heinemann, K. (2005). Sport and the welfare state in Europe. European Journal of Sport Science, 
5(4), 181–188.

S. Feiler and C. Breuer

https://www.bmi.bund.de/EN/topics/sport/federal-sport-policy/federal-sport-policy-node.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/EN/topics/sport/federal-sport-policy/federal-sport-policy-node.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/DE/themen/sport/sportfoerderung/finanzierung-des-sports/finanzierung-des-sports-node.html?cms_showtable=1
https://www.bmi.bund.de/DE/themen/sport/sportfoerderung/finanzierung-des-sports/finanzierung-des-sports-node.html?cms_showtable=1
https://integration.dosb.de/inhalte/projekte/wis-willkommen-im-sport-fuer-gefluechtete/
https://integration.dosb.de/inhalte/projekte/wis-willkommen-im-sport-fuer-gefluechtete/
https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2018.1541915


149

Heinemann, K., & Horch, H.-D. (1981). Soziologie der Sportorganisation [Sociology of sports 
organisations]. Sportwissenschaft, 11(2), 123–150.

Hockenjos, C. (1995). Öffentliche Sportförderung in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland. Darstellung 
und finanztheoretische Analyse [Public sports promotion in Germany. Presentation and finan-
cial theory analysis]. Frankfurt A. M.: Europäischer Verlag der Wissenschaften.

Horch, H.-D. (1994). On the socio-economics of voluntary associations. Voluntas: International 
Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 5(2), 219–230.

Ibsen, B., Elmose-Østerlund, K., Feiler, S., Breuer, C., Seippel, Ø., Van der Roest, J.-W., & 
Scheerder, J. (2019). Democratic participation in voluntary associations: A multilevel anal-
ysis of sports clubs in Europe. Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit 
Organizations, 30(5), 1148–1163. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-018-00088-y.

Klenk, C., Schlesinger, T., & Nagel, S. (2017). Zum Zusammenhang von Mitgliederinteressen und 
Vereinszielen [On the relationship between member interests and club goals]. In L. Thieme 
(Ed.), Der Sportverein – Versuch einer Bilanz [The sports club – Trying to draw a balance] 
(pp. 273–294). Schorndorf: Hofmann.

Langenfeld, H. (1986). Von der Turngemeinde zum modernen Sportverein. Stationen auf dem 
175-jährigen Weg von Jahn bis Weyer [From the gymnastic community to the modern sports 
club. Stations on the 175-year journey from Jahn to Weyer]. In G. A. Pilz (Ed.), Sport und 
Verein [Sports and clubs] (pp. 15–42). Reinbek: Rowohlt.

Langer, M. (2006). Öffentliche Förderung des Sports. Eine ordnungspolitische Analyse [Public 
sport promotion. A regulatory analysis]. Berlin: Duncker & Humblot.

Nagel, S. (2006). Sportvereine im Wandel. Akteurtheoretische Analysen zur Entwicklung von 
Sportvereinen [Sports clubs in change. Actor-theoretical analyses of the development of sports 
clubs]. Schorndorf: Hofmann.

Nagel, S., Schlesinger, T., Wicker, P., Lucassen, J., Hoeckman, R., van der Werff, H., & Breuer, 
C. (2015). Theoretical framework. In C. Breuer, R. Hoeckman, S. Nagel, & H. van der Werff 
(Eds.), Sport clubs in Europe. A cross-national comparative perspective (Sports Economics, 
Management & Policy 12, pp. 7–27). Cham: Springer.

Rittner, V., & Breuer, C. (2004). Gemeinwohlorientierung und soziale Bedeutung des Sports 
[Welfare orientation and social meaning of sports] (2nd ed.). Köln: Sport & Buch Strauß.

Schlesinger, T., & Nagel, S. (2013). Who will volunteer? Analysing individual and structural fac-
tors of volunteering in Swiss sports clubs. European Journal of Sport Science, 13(6), 707–715.

Schlesinger, T., & Nagel, S. (2018). Individual and contextual determinants of stable volunteering 
in sport clubs. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 53(1), 101–121.

Swierzy, P., Wicker, P., & Breuer, C. (2018). The impact of organizational capacity on voluntary 
engagement in sports clubs: A multi-level analysis. Sport Management Review, 21(3), 307–320.

Ulseth, A.-L. B. (2004). Social integration in modern sport: Commercial fitness centres and volun-
tary sport clubs. European Sport Management Quarterly, 4(2), 95–115.

Voigt, F. (2006). Kommunale Sportsubventionen in Deutschland. Bundesweite Quer- und 
Längsschnittstudien zur Umsetzung des neuen Steuerungsmodells in den kommunalen 
Sportverwaltungen [Municipal sports subsidies in Germany. Nationwide cross-sectional and 
longitudinal studies for the implementation of new public management in municipal sports 
administration]. Berlin: Lit.

Wicker, P., & Breuer, C. (2013). Understanding the importance of organizational resources to 
explain organizational problems: Evidence from nonprofit sport clubs in Germany. Voluntas: 
International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 24(2), 461–484.

Wicker, P., & Breuer, C. (2014). Exploring the organizational capacity and organizational prob-
lems of disability sport clubs in Germany using matched pairs analysis. Sport Management 
Review, 17(1), 23–34.

Wicker, P., Breuer, C., Lamprecht, M., & Fischer, A. (2014). Does club size matter? An examina-
tion of economies of scale, economies of scope, and organizational problems. Journal of Sport 
Management, 28(3), 266–280.

6 Germany: Sports Clubs as Important Players of Civil Society

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-018-00088-y

	Chapter 6: Germany: Sports Clubs as Important Players of Civil Society
	6.1 Sports Policy and Historical Context
	6.2 Structure and Context
	6.3 Sports Participation and Health Promotion
	6.4 Social Integration
	6.5 Democratic Decision-Making and Involvement
	6.6 Voluntary Work
	6.7 Conclusion
	References


