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DEVELOPING MANAGEMENT THEORY FROM SPORTS:
INSIGHTS FROM ASSOCIATION FOOTBALL

ABSTRACT
PURPOSE

This paper explores how research on association football (also referred to as ‘soccer’ in the US)
published in leading management and strategy journals contributes to the advancement of general
management theory. By leveraging football as a viable field of scholarly investigation, this study
offers an overview of the ways in which it has been employed as a research laboratory within
management scholarship and the types of theoretical contributions that have emerged. Finally, it
identifies an agenda for future research.

DESIGN / METHODOLOGY / APPROACH

The study adopts a systematic literature review based on the PRISMA Guidelines. Articles were
retrieved from the Scopus and Web of Science databases, searching the keywords “football” and
“soccer”, and filtered to include only ABS-ranked journals in management, strategy, organization, and
leadership. The final sample consists of 68 articles, published between 1970 and 2025. Rather than
focusing on a mere description of the chronological alignment of relevant papers, we applied a coding
scheme that extracted, from each article, the central theoretical contribution, the dominant theoretical
lens, the level of analysis, and the role of football as an empirical setting for management research.

FINDINGS

We document an increase in football-based research in management journals over recent years, and
the significant emergence of strategy, organization, and institutional perspectives, alongside the more
established field of sports economics. We clustered the selected literature around four domains:
performance and strategy; governance and regulation; leadership and managerial labor; identity,
culture, and meaning. Across these domains, association football is used in different ways to support
theory testing, extension and refinement, or conceptual development, drawing on unique features of
the industry such as performance transparency and data granularity, regulatory density and frequency,
and deeply rooted symbolic meaning.

ORIGINALITY

By systematically reviewing football-based research in general management and strategy journals,
this study offers an integrated view of how football has been used as an empirical setting for theory
advancement. This approach is an alternative to sport management scholarship that typically adapts
established theories to address industry-specific research questions within football.

Keywords: association football, PRISMA guidelines, soccer, management research, performance,
governance and regulation, leadership, organizational identity, culture, meaning



INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, sports have become increasingly prominent empirical settings in the
social sciences, reflecting their growing economic weight, cultural salience, and exceptional data
richness. In management scholarship, this expansion has crystallized into two partially overlapping
but analytically distinct streams: sport management, which focuses on the organization and
governance of sport as an industry in its own right, and management research with sports data,
which leverages sporting contexts as theoretically generative laboratories to study broader
organizational, strategic, and behavioral phenomena. The latter stream has been actively tracked and
legitimized through dedicated initiatives—most notably the annual Professional Development
Workshop on ‘Using Sports Data to Advance Management Theory’!, and the Academy of
Management Discoveries Special Issue on sport as a setting for management theory (Aversa et al.,
2025)—as well as a growing body of review work documenting how different sports have informed
diverse scholarly conversations (e.g., Aversa and Hallila, 2021; Day et al., 2012; Fonti et al., 2023;
Laurell and Séderman, 2018; Wolfe et al., 2005).

While these contributions offer valuable panoramic views of the field, they remain largely sport-
agnostic, emphasizing which theories have been studied using sports rather than how the distinctive
properties of specific sports enable particular kinds of management inquiry. Even when such an
exercise has been attempted (e.g., Fonti et al., 2023), evidence about the sport-theory links remains
anecdotal and scattered, without any systematic attempts to map all opportunities each specific sport
offers. As aresult, we still lack a comprehensive, granular understanding of how a single sport can
be systematically mobilized to address a wide range of management questions by exploiting the

unique structure, scale, and temporal depth of its data. Sport-agnostic reviews can document which

! The Professional Development Workshop on ‘Using Sports Data to Advance Management Theory’ has been hosted
at the Academy of Management (AOM) Annual Conference since 2015.



theories have been tested across sporting contexts, but they can hardly connect theory and empirical
work with the precision that a bounded setting allows. By focusing on a single sport, it is possible to
map systematically how that sport’s specific framework—competitive structure, institutional
architecture, data, and symbolic meanings—can fit specific conversations.

Hence, we ask: how can a specific sports features be leveraged to advance various
conversations in management literature? More specifically, this review addresses two research
questions. RQ1: What temporal trends characterize football-based research published in general
management and strategy journals? RQ2: What contributions has football-based research made to
the advancement of management theory, and how can football s distinctive empirical setting be more
systematically mobilized to advance it?

Association football (or soccer?) is especially well suited to fill this gap. Born in 1863, with the
formal codification of its rules in England, it has grown to become the most widely practiced sport
globally, with hundreds of millions of registered and unregistered amateur players, deeply embedded
grassroots systems, and strong participation across all continents (Dobson and Goddard, 2011). At the
professional level, football comprises a dense ecosystem of national leagues and international
competitions—such as continental tournaments and global championships—characterized by
recurring seasons, standardized rules, promotion—relegation systems, and extensive historical records.
This combination of global diffusion, institutional variety, competitive intensity, and fine-grained
longitudinal data makes football a particularly rich setting and industry for management research, yet
one whose potential has not been systematically reviewed or theorized. By focusing specifically on
football, our review responds to this gap and aims to clarify, at a granular level, how a sport’s

particular features have been—and can be—used to advance core debates in the management field

2 The term ‘soccer’, often dismissed erroneously as an ‘Americanization’, is a 19th-century derivation of
‘association football’ (Taylor, 2008). In this article we shall refer to association football as simply ‘football’.



beyond the boundaries of sport itself. The specific ways in which each of these features generates
distinctive opportunities for management research are illustrated in the ‘Agenda for Future Research’
section and summarized in Table I'V.

Besides its substantive focus, this review pursues an explicitly methodological ambition. By
investigating football as a single, bounded industry, we aim to develop and illustrate a systematic
approach for mapping the empirical features of a specific sport—such as its competitive structure,
institutional layering, data granularity, temporal rhythms, and global interconnectedness—onto
clusters of extant management research. Rather than organizing prior work solely by analytical lenses
or dependent variables, this approach foregrounds how particular characteristics of the football
setting enable, constrain, or privilege certain types of research questions and designs. In doing so, we
show how contributions that use football data coalesce around recurring empirical opportunities,
while other opportunities remain underexplored despite the richness of the setting. This mapping
exercise not only helps to organize a fragmented body of literature but also provides a transferable
methodological template for future reviews of other sports and data-rich industries, thereby enabling
scholars to align empirical contexts with theoretical ambitions and to identify promising avenues for
cumulative and generative management research.

METHOD

This study adopts a systematic literature review (SLR) methodology (Gough et al., 2017),
drawing on articles published in journals of general management, strategy, organization, and
leadership. Data were extracted using Scopus and Web of Science to ensure consistency. We adopt
the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines to
ensure transparency, replicability, and methodological rigor (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009)—Figure 1
illustrates the application of the PRISMA workflow.

[Insert Figure 1 about here]



The initial search applied the keyword string (“football OR soccer”) to publications between
1970 and 2025. In Scopus, the search initially yielded 77,195 records. By restricting results to
English-language articles published in journals, classified under Business, Management and
Accounting; Economics; and Decision Sciences, we reduced the sample to 6,115 publications. We
embrace the Chartered Association of Business Schools (ABS) as our ranking reference, consistent
with established practice in systematic literature reviews in management and strategy. The ABS
academic journal guide is widely considered a benchmark database of journals of international
standard, offering comprehensive and granular coverage of all relevant subfields. By retaining only
journals included in the ABS Academic Journal Guide, we obtained 3,663 records.

To eliminate a terminological ambiguity that could inflate the dataset, a further manual screening
excluded studies that focus on American or Australian football, where the keyword “football” refers
to sports (and industries) other than association football. This process reduced the sample to 2,581
articles. To ensure analytical focus, and consistent with standard methodological practice in
systematic reviews, only journals with a minimum ABS ranking of 3 were retained, resulting in 681
articles (see Table A-I in Appendix A). Further limiting the analysis to journals in management,
strategy, organization, leadership, and entrepreneurship produced a final Scopus dataset of 63 articles
(see Table A-II in Appendix A).?

The search on Web of Science followed the same procedure, yielding an initial set of 58,792
records belonging to the WoS Core Collection. Limiting the search to English-language publications
classified under Business and Economics reduced the sample to 5,556 articles. After removing papers

not included in the ABS Guide (2,452) and/or covering American or Australian football (764), the

3 Our selection includes ABS 4*, ABS 4, and ABS 3 journals, which, in the Chartered ABS Academic Journal Guide
2024, are described as follows: ‘Journals of Distinction’; ‘Top journals in their field’; and ‘Highly regarded
journals’, respectively.



population was restricted to 2,340 articles. Applying a minimum ABS ranking of 3 resulted in 787
articles (see Table A-III in Appendix A). As with Scopus, the final selection was limited to journals in
management-related fields, producing a final WoS dataset of 63 articles.

Final dataset

Comparison of the Scopus and Web of Science datasets revealed 60 articles common to both
sources, 3 articles exclusive to Scopus, and 3 articles exclusive to Web of Science. Additionally, two
relevant articles were not captured by the search because none of the keywords appeared in the title
or in the abstract. Pazzaglia et al. (2012) was identified through a database of management articles
compiled for a related project; Kilduff et al. (2016) emerged from a bibliographic review of
management articles using sports settings (Aversa and Hallila, 2021). Both articles were judged
relevant to the review’s scope and therefore added by the authors following standard practice in
systematic literature reviews for manually including articles identified through complementary
search strategies (Brunton et al., 2017). Merging the two datasets and adding the latter two articles
resulted in a final sample of 68 academic contributions (Table I), which were then coded by one of
the authors using a theory-driven coding scheme, whose dimensions were derived from the
conceptual framing of the review prior to the coding exercise, consistent with the a priori coding
structure recommended for theory-advancing systematic reviews (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009;
Durach et al., 2017). The review’s specific focus on how football contributes to management theory,
rather than on what topics it covers, motivated the selection of four coding dimensions: (i) the central
theoretical contribution of each article; (i1) the dominant lens mobilized; (iii) the level of analysis—
individual, team, club, league, or industry; and (iv) the specific analytical advancement that football
provided. These dimensions were selected before coding commenced and applied consistently to all
68 articles in the sample. The coding scheme and its application were reviewed and validated by the

co-authors. The full coding table is available in Appendix B.



[Insert Table I about here]

FINDINGS

Temporal trends in football-based management research

To examine the temporal evolution of academic publications on association football within the
sampled journals, we first draw on the Scopus population of 2,581 articles, including all ABS-ranked
sport management and general management journals to provide historical and contextual
background. This allows us to place the sub-selection of 68 theory-focused articles within a broader
academic conversation involving football before our thematic analysis. Figure 2 plots the annual
volume of publications in this broadened sample.

[Insert Figure 2 about here]

The annual frequency represents the number of articles published in each specific year, while
cumulative frequency is the running total of all articles published up to that year, which shows
exponential growth. The former shows year-to-year variations in the research activity, displaying
peaks and accelerations; the latter highlights the overall, substantial growth of extant literature over
time. The trend reveals a sustained and accelerating increase in scholarly attention over time, with
intense growth from the early 2000s onwards, and a marked intensification during the last decade,
suggesting an evolution of football-based research, from an initially marginal setting, into an
increasingly attractive area of inquiry.

Within this broader population, the annual frequency is non-monotonic and reflects phases of
intensification that coincide with major transformations in the industry of association football. Trend

accelerations can be observed in the dotted line of annual frequency, as a consequence of major



industry breakthroughs: the Bosman ruling (1995)*, the explosion of media rights (early 2000s), the
Financial Fair Play regulations’ (early 2010s), concerns about industry sustainability (late 2010s),
and the pandemic (early 2020s). The commercial expansion of elite competitions, the
internationalization of ownership and fan markets, and the increasing robustness of governance and
regulation, all contributed to enhancing football’s relevance in advancing management research. As a
result, academic investigation has become progressively aligned with concerns in strategic
management, including performance, leadership and managerial action, organizational culture, and
institutional frameworks.

Still on a descriptive basis within this broader population, the pattern also suggests a qualitative
shift in disciplinary orientation. While early contributions were predominantly grounded in sports
economics, more recent work increasingly draws on strategy, organization studies, and institutional
theory. This shift is reflected in the growing presence of football-based articles in ABS-ranked
management journals, signaling broader disciplinary recognition of their theoretical relevance.

The trajectory documented in Figure 3 establishes a clear empirical basis for examining how
football-based research contributes to management theory, providing a foundation for the thematic
and conceptual analysis that follows.

[Insert Figure 3 about here]
Historical origin of football research in social sciences and management research

Academic interest in association football kicked off in the early 1970s, initially grounded in

4 The Bosman ruling was a landmark European Court of Justice decision establishing the right of professional
football players to move freely between clubs in the EU territory upon contract expiry, without a fee being payable
by the purchasing club. Its impact on labor market dynamics in European football is considered fundamental,
triggering a sharp increase in player mobility and international transfers, a drop in the value of intangible assets
booked by European clubs, and even a shift in accounting practices (Amir and Livne, 2005).

3> UEFA’s Financial Fair Play Regulations, introduced in 2011 and subsequently reformed as the UEFA Club
Licensing and Financial Sustainability Regulations (2022), are a set of regulations requiring clubs competing in
European competitions to maintain a balance between football-related expenditures and revenues, with the aim of
improving long-term financial sustainability across the industry.



microeconomic analyses of the industry. Building on foundational contributions in sports economics
(Rottenberg, 1956; Neale, 1964) and stimulated by the publication of the Report of the Committee on
Football (1968) in the UK, known as the ‘Chester Report’, Sloane (1971) provided the first
theorization of the economic and organizational structures of professional football in England.
Sloane’s seminal work identified clubs as legal entities whose objectives can diverge from those of
conventional business enterprises. He proposed utility maximization as an alternative to both the
neoclassical profit maximization and the commonly assumed win maximization objectives. Since
then, football clubs have been studied as distinctive organizational forms.

Subsequent research expanded this early focus, examining demand and attendance functions
(Hart et al., 1975; Bird, 1982; Peel and Thomas, 1992), followed by an extensive debate on
competitive balance and uncertainty of outcome. Central to this literature was the question of causal
relationships between on-pitch competitive balance and fan demand (Késenne, 2000; Szymanski,
2001; Fort and Quirk, 2004). Parallel streams of research addressed club objectives and ownership
models (Hoehn and Szymanski, 1999; Késenne, 2006; Garcia-del-Barrio and Szymanski, 2009), as
well as the structural differences between North American closed leagues and European open
tournaments (Fort, 2000; Noll, 2002; Dobson and Goddard, 2011). All these studies were grounded
in the academic stream of microeconomic research.

From the 1990s, the advent of satellite pay-TV allowed the centralization of football’s
broadcasting rights, stimulating landmark commercial initiatives—the formation of the English
Premier League in 1992 and the transformation of the European Cup into a structured tournament
(the UEFA Champions League) in 1992. From there, association football evolved rapidly into a fully
globalized industry, consolidating its position as the world’s most popular sport (Giulianotti and

Robertson, 2012). As clubs engaged in fierce competition for financial resources, new scholarly



attention also turned to sustainability, governance, and regulation.

From the early 2010s, management studies also began to devote systematic attention to
association football. Institutional, organizational, and strategic complexity required analytical lenses
beyond traditional sports economics, encouraging the application of management and organization
theories to that particular setting. Sport management journals provided an initial forum for this
expanding conversation, with outlets such as Sport, Business and Management, European Sport
Management Quarterly, Journal of Sport Management, and Sport Management Review publishing a
growing body of work addressing governance, strategy, leadership, and organizational change within
football firms. Table II displays the number of articles published in ranked sport management
journals between 1971 and 2025—970 in total. Over 40% of the sample (408) was covered by the
four aforementioned sport journals with a focus on management.

[Insert Table II about here]

More recently, general management and strategy journals have also adopted professional
football as a research context to advance broader academic debates. While sport management studies
typically adapt established theories to address industry-specific research questions within football,
contributions in general management and strategy journals leverage the industry’s distinctive
characteristics—its global scale, multi-billion-euro revenues, regulatory hybridity, data richness, and
clear performance metrics—to test, extend, or challenge theories applicable across organizational
contexts. The accelerating pace of publications within sport-related ABS journals (Figure 4) suggests
that association football is increasingly recognized not merely as a sectoral case, but as a theoretically
generative empirical laboratory. Interest from ABS-ranked sports journals ignited earlier than from
general management journals—in the late 1990s—with exponential growth thereafter. Besides

management and strategy, economics provided another area of intense debate (152 articles) in sport



journals—other streams developed around marketing, finance, tourism and hospitality, politics and
policies. Sports economics increasingly addressed football’s looming financial crises (e.g., Dietl and
Franck, 2007; Lago et al., 2006; Haugen and Solberg, 2010; Vrooman, 2007) and their roots in
governance and regulatory failures (e.g., Andreff, 2007), the plurality of institutional logics in
organizations (Gammelsater, 2010; Senaux, 2011), the efficiency of different ownership structures
(Rohde and Breuer, 2018), and overspending and soft budget constraints (Storm, 2012). Academic
conversations covered specific breakthrough regulations, like UEFA Financial Fair Play (e.g.,
Schubert, 2014; Peeters and Szymanski, 2014; Ahtiainen and Jarva, 2022; Dimitropoulos et al.,
2016; Dimitropoulos and Scafarto, 2021; Martin-Magdalena et al., 2026) and possible evolutions of
football’s institutional framework (Ruberti, 2024). Other streams include the role and effectiveness of
management (Morrow and Howieson, 2014; Ziilch et al., 2020; Buzzacchi et al., 2021) and the
efficiency of player markets (Dawson et al., 2000; Dobson and Gerrard, 1999).

Overall, the academic conversation on association football appears quite fragmented, covering
heterogeneous themes, some of which are also debated in non-sport journals in the fields of
economics, management, organization, finance, accounting, governance, sociology, politics, and
others. Together, these sections draw on the broader Scopus population to provide historical
grounding for the thematic analysis of the 68 screened articles that follows, placing them in the
context of a longer disciplinary trajectory.

[Insert Figure 4 about here]
Association football as a theoretically viable empirical setting

To investigate how research published in leading management and strategy journals contributed

to the advancement of general management theory, we systematically reviewed the selected sample

of 68 articles and analyzed them through a theoretically informed coding scheme (see Appendix B).



We moved beyond a mere catalogue of topics to examine the particular ways in which football has
enriched management scholarship.

The emerging evidence shows that football is not employed exclusively as an illustrative setting,
but as a context offering specific advantages for theory development. Across the reviewed literature it
functions consistently as a structured empirical arena, in which core assumptions of theory can be
tested, refined, and possibly challenged, providing conclusions extendable to more frequently studied
industries whose data are not readily available, where agents’ actions and reactions are not
immediately visible, and where causal relations remain obscure. Additionally, clubs constitute
homogeneous and thus comparable corporate structures, subject to dense and frequently reviewed
sets of regulation, whose performance can be objectively measured in standardized contests (matches
and tournaments) regularly repeated over time. This makes longitudinal performance comparisons
useful. Finally, clubs are corporate vehicles (and football itself is a stratified industry) in which
identity, values, and symbolic meaning are strongly embedded in organizational culture.

While the reviewed studies engage with diverse scholarly traditions, their contributions to
general management theories are not uniform. Across the sample, three broad analytically distinct
types of contribution emerge. Drawing the boundaries broadly, theory testing accounts for 25 articles,
theory extension for 21, and conceptual development or theory building for 22—a broadly even
distribution, suggesting that football has been mobilized across the full spectrum of theoretical effort,
rather than being confined to a single (or dominant) type of contribution. These distinctive modes of
research cut across the four broad substantive domains—performance, governance, leadership, and
identity. To illustrate how different categories of theoretical contributions are distributed, Table I1I
summarizes the role played by football as an empirical setting and the dominant form of contribution

associated with each stream of research.



[Insert Table III about here]

Thematic structure of football-based management research

As described in the Method section, our classification follows a theory-driven coding logic designed
to capture the theoretical domains through which football contributes to management theory, rather
than merely focusing on the underlying empirical phenomena. This process revealed four recurring
theoretical domains, representing conversations in which football was mobilized as a theoretically
productive industry. Domains are conceived as distinct, although not mutually exclusive, and several
studies in the sample span multiple domains. Borders between performance metrics and managerial
leadership, for example, are necessarily vague as causal relationships could well require joint
analysis of mutual implications, so distinct clusters could be merged into one, should a broader
perspective be adopted. A study of short- and long-term effects of management replacement on
performance (Hughes ez al., 2010) could fall in either cluster B1 or B3, depending on whether
performance outcomes or inputs (its managerial ingredients) prevail. Therefore, articulation into
domains should not be taken as rigid—performance outcomes can normally also be affected by
institutional environments, regulations, and managerial efforts. Where ambiguities emerge, our
classification reflects the central research question(s) and the main contribution(s), rather than the
empirical phenomenon alone.

Before turning to the thematic analysis, it is worth summarizing some descriptive features of the
sample. In terms of research methods, 45 papers employ quantitative approaches (either alone or in
combination with other methods), 18 employ qualitative approaches, 1 combines quantitative and

qualitative methods, 2 are conceptual or theory-building, and 2 adopt analytical or formal modeling.



In terms of level of analysis, the sample covers a range of organizational centers of focus at distinct
levels: 22 papers focus on the individual level, 21 on the firm level (understood broadly as the club or
the league), 9 on firm/individual combinations, 6 on the industry level, 4 on the team level, 3 on
firm/industry combinations, 2 on multiple levels, and 1 on the community level. These categories
should be read with some degree of flexibility, as boundaries between levels are not always clear-
cut—‘individual’ may refer to players, referees, player dyads within teams, or others, while ‘firm’
may refer to a club or a league depending on the study context.

Each of the four domains displays specific features making football an ideal setting for research:
comparability of firms embedded in the similarity of organizations (clubs) and governance structures
across national championships; homogeneity of regulation, frequency and recurrence of norm
production; labor mobility and managerial turnover; similarity of managerial roles; symbolic
intensity and culture specificity, making football a value-driven industry in the eyes of non-market
stakeholders. The clear predominance of performance studies in the sample reflects the centrality of
accountability in managerial literature and the inherent causal relationship between outcomes, on the
one hand; managerial decisions, organizational frameworks, regulatory production, institutional

background, cultural roots and other emerging variables, on the other.

Association football as a laboratory for performance in management research

Similarly to other sports, football contributes to management literature through its systematic
interpretation as a real-life laboratory to explain performance heterogeneity. The 37 articles classified
in this cluster often cite sport’s transparent performance metrics (visible results, public scrutiny),
standardized competitive structure, and repeated evaluation cycles (due to the recurrence of matches

and tournaments) to examine how resources, incentives, rivalry, and behavioral responses translate



into measurable outcomes. Bartling ef al. (2015) match behavioral outcome variables from public
data (goals, cards, and substitutions in the Premier League and the German Bundesliga) with
expectations embedded in bookmakers’ betting odds, thus overcoming a common empirical
limitation in observing field expectations. Moliterno et al. (2014) draw on behavioral theories to
observe how performance feedback depends on meaningful benchmarks referred to as ‘aspiration
levels’—again, football provides an ideal setting to observe performance aspirations through clearly
defined reference groups (the teams). Similarly, in Greve et al. (2021), abundant data available on
match events like dribbles, fouls, goals, passes, shots, tackles, and touches allow the assessment of
behavioral decision-making dynamics in a loss-aversion environment, at both the organizational and
individual levels. Margolin et al. (2025) study the effects of real-time performance feedback on
employees’ effort and decision quality, taking as an empirical case the introduction of the Video
Assistant Referee (VAR) in football games and its impact on the quality of human referee calls,
concluding that real-time feedback improves the quality of agents’ decisions under stressful
conditions.

Other studies mobilize resource-based and human capital perspectives, leveraging football’s
labor mobility and team interdependence to examine resource orchestration, productivity, and
competitive advantage (Brady ef al., 2008; Fainshmidt ef al., 2017; Peeters et al., 2021). Glennon et
al. (2025) find a causal relationship between the employment of skilled immigrant players and their
clubs’ on-pitch performance. Békés and Ottaviano (2025) focus on social interaction instead,
revealing through regressions how cultural homophily—assumed between pairs of players sharing
the same nationality—enhances collaboration, proxied by the frequency of passes within superstar
teams. Gong et al. (2018) adopt an original perspective, studying the effects of adverse team

performance on individual career choices, thus using performance as an independent variable. Data



from the Italian Serie A are used in Radaelli ez al. (2018) to analyze the effects of human capital
selection and deployment on performance, and in Lanza and Simone (2025) to assess the
complementarity between novel and existing human capital in the quest for competitive advantage in
a context of high mobility of resources.

Incentive and accountability mechanisms form another recurrent thread. Football’s compressed
evaluation cycles and clear performance metrics allow scholars to observe effort responses with
unusual precision. Miklos-Thal and Ullrich (2016) empirically demonstrate how the career
opportunity of being selected for the European Championship national squad provides implicit effort
incentives for a player: using a sample of German Bundesliga players, quantitative data (shots on
goal, ball contacts, etc.) and grades assigned by sport magazines after each game, the authors
conclude that players almost certain to be selected receive a negative incentive to perform from the
imminent European Championship, for fear of injuries and fatigue, whereas those with intermediate
probabilities tend to increase their efforts in their club. Ozdemir et al. (2022) cite sport’s functionality
to isolate causal relationships between worker salary and variations in productivity, due to the
abundance of objective data of individual players for competing clubs over different seasons—
regression analysis highlights a negative relation between salary premia and performance
inconsistencies. Della Torre ef al. (2018) use OLS analysis to document pay disparities, confirming a
positive relation between salary and performance that is less stringent for migrant than for domestic
players—this conclusion bears interesting implications for pay inequity in talent-dominated
industries. Incentives are also central in Ong and Reynolds (2025), from the point of view of rule-
breaking behavior and its performance consequences, in a sub-cluster focusing on behavioral
responses under performance pressure. Competitive intensity and rivalry dynamics further enrich this

domain.



Doyle et al. (2022) stress the relevance of past outcomes (i.e., winning vs. losing streaks) and
future expectations (i.e., underdog vs. favorite standing) for competitive transgressions (e.g., yellow
cards, dangerous tackles), revealing asymmetrical behavioral responses between underdogs and
favorites, while Kocher et al. (2012) identify psychological pressure effects in competitive settings
using data on penalty shootouts, although effects of first-mover advantage appear more blurred. In all
these studies, football’s zero-sum structure amplifies behavioral mechanisms central to competitive
strategy but often invisible in less transparent markets.

Methodological contributions exploit football’s data richness to strengthen causal inference,
which is typically challenging in social sciences, where randomization or quasi-randomization in
natural experiments is complex. Narita ef al. (2023) illustrate propensity score approaches using
observational football data from the Italian Serie A (a methodological approach suggesting promising
implications). Pazzaglia et al. (2012) adopt a mixed research method, both quantitative and
qualitative, to analyze the impact of soft variables like knowledge, anger, and pressure on
performance, challenging the traditional view that organizational routines are not transferable
through employee mobility. Here, football functions as a unique methodological asset, enabling
rigorous identification strategies.

Finally, a sub-cluster of performance-centered literature explores the organizational mechanisms
of value creation. Bull and Whittam (2021) leverage qualitative, textual data from club statements
and national press reports to capture opinions in the public domain and thus detect goal alignment in
the process of value creation between fans and entrepreneurs, and whether the pursuit of economic
capital appreciation is seen as detrimental to the social and cultural capital that football embeds.
Demil and Lecocq (2010) draw on the case of Arsenal FC to describe business model evolution in a

fine-tuning process of strategic adaptation, addressing the tensions between static and dynamic views



of business models. A comparative examination of competitive business models in the Premier
League and how they lead to different forms of value creation is the main theme in McNamara ef al.
(2013).

This stream stands out not only quantitatively within the dataset (37 out of 68 papers) but also
conceptually, as football offers unique empirical settings to test theoretical constructs that could
advance management research, reflecting football’s versatility as a setting where competitive

dynamics can be framed under strategy and organizational performance theory.

Governance, regulation, and institutional performance

A second cluster of works addresses governance, regulation, and institutional performance. As
detailed in Appendix B, this cluster (B2) comprises 10 contributions in which football is valued for
its dense, multi-level regulatory architecture and frequently recurrent reform cycles stimulated by
intense public scrutiny. Scholars exploit rules and institutional hierarchies to analyze how
organizations respond to formal constraints and legitimacy pressures. One group of academic
contributions within this cluster focuses on governance design and the institutional architecture.
Boczon and Wilson (2023) examine assignment procedures in the formation of pairs for the knockout
round of 16 of the UEFA Champions League, showing how rule transparency and fairness
perceptions must interact with institutional legitimacy while respecting numerous constraints to
preserve the commercial attractiveness of the competition. Gurses ef al. (2024) analyze the rise and
fall of the controversial practice of third-party ownership of footballers’ playing rights as a case of
adoption and abandonment following radical regulatory intervention in the context of general ethical
disapproval. Bergantifios and Moreno-Ternero (2020) analyze broadcasting revenue-sharing

mechanisms and allocation rules—a critical factor that contributes to shaping competitive balance



and systemic sustainability in national markets. The authors study the implications of two competing
mechanisms (the ‘concede and divide’ vs. the ‘equal split’) in Spain’s La Liga. Across these studies,
football serves as a field in which regulatory architecture is operationalized in codified rules whose
distributive consequences and sometimes unintended effects can be empirically observed.
Governance is therefore assessed in terms of compliance, as well as in relation to its systemic
performance—including competitive balance, legitimacy, and sustainability outcomes. More
recently, Colella et al. (2024) and Todaro et al. (2025) explore how governance interventions shape
both organizational behavior and system-level outcomes—in Colella et al. (2024), an abrupt
governmental ban on visiting teams’ supporters offers empirical evidence of the importance of moral
support for performance, while Todaro et al. (2025) examine the impact of environmental
sustainability pressures in the European football sector to assess how organizations respond to
institutional norms. In the context of a rich family of theories—Giddens’ structuration theory,
institutional theory, behavioral economics, motivation theory—football serves as a structured
institutional field in which regulatory intentions, compliance strategies, and unintended consequences
can be traced with unique clarity.

Within this cluster, another stream of contributions shifts attention from formal rule design to
soft regulatory action—the normative and ethical dimension of governance, as in Constandt et al.
(2019), where the effectiveness of ethical codes in clubs is examined to assess whether they succeed
in preventing unethical behavior or whether their adoption remains merely symbolic. To evaluate the
effectiveness of socially responsible initiatives in aligning a tool of organizational promotion (e.g.,
CSR initiatives) with stakeholders’ perceptions, Walker et al. (2017) study the case of a socially
responsible project in the UK, funded by a multinational bank and involving the formation of a

professional football team to boost youth employability in South London. In this second sub-cluster,



governance is conceptualized more as a normative order that shapes expectations, legitimacy
judgments, and behavioral standards than as regulatory engineering. Although classified in cluster B1
for its primary focus on talent and performance (see Appendix B), Swaab and Galinsky (2015) also
contribute to the conversation on soft governance, showing how egalitarian norms embedded in
institutional frameworks affect collective performance outcomes. In studying this phenomenon, they
identify an ideal setting in the international football arena, where the impact of national culture on
talent and organizational performance is highly visible. Football’s intense stakeholder visibility—
involving fans, sponsors, media, and regulatory authorities—amplifies the consequences of ethical
positioning and norm adherence, making it possible to observe how legitimacy is constructed,
contested, and sustained. In Elliott and Smith (2006), the recurrent safety incidents that have affected
the UK football industry since 1946, and the consequent regulatory responses, are employed as a
laboratory of ‘learning from crisis’ through the lens of institutional theory—an exemplary case of
governance performance.

The literature grouped in cluster B2 shows how, in football’s institutional architecture,
governance can be studied at two interrelated levels: formal rule systems whose design affects
systemic performance, and normative frameworks that structure legitimacy and ethical conduct.
Though numerically smaller than the previous cluster, this domain is theoretically cohesive. Its
central contribution lies in showing how governance mechanisms operate under high transparency,
multi-level authority, and continuous public scrutiny—conditions that render institutional
performance visible and analytically tractable.

Leadership, managerial labor, and performance accountability
A distinct cluster of 10 articles examines leadership and managerial labor, mainly centering

on the employment arrangements of managers and the processes through which their authority is



established, evaluated, and withdrawn—football’s compressed performance cycles and public
observation create an effective environment with a degree of precision rarely available in
conventional corporate settings.

Within this cluster, a first sub-cluster of four articles studies football’s managerial labor
market. Wilders (1976) first analyzed the club manager’s role as a precarious position where
tenure is persistently contingent on short-term performance signals. Subsequent research extends
this insight by examining how managerial effects can be disentangled from contextual volatility
and how hiring decisions shape dismissal risk. Hughes et al. (2010) perform a regression analysis
of short- and long-term effects of management replacements, highlighting the advantages offered
by mobilizing the industry as a data source—football organizations are homogeneous with
identical structures; they cannot buy each other, and every organization is ‘constrained in its
ability to acquire new resources at short notice’ (p. 577). Managerial changes in football allow
the authors to test life-cycle theories and support a vicious-cycle hypothesis of declining
performance despite short-term illusory recovery. In this case, transparency of outcomes and

performance measurability are used to isolate leadership effects from contextual volatility.

In Desai et al. (2018), the Premier League is adopted as a quasi-laboratory to test the influence
of information asymmetries in executive recruitment and the risk of adverse selection—the authors
demonstrate how the likelihood of subsequent dismissal depends on the hiring modalities, thus
contributing to transaction cost economics and agency theory. Similarly, Henriques Pereira ef al.
(2025) analyze managerial replacement and its consequences for employee performance under the
lenses of human capital theory and signaling theory, leveraging the intense monitoring, high
standardization, and transparency of individual performance typical of the football industry—*‘a

unique setting to address data scarcity in other sectors’—and conclude that managerial replacement



has tangible impacts on employee performance, negative on work quality but positive on work effort.
A practical implication is that internal recruiting could minimize the negative fallout. Even Narita et
al. (2023), while methodologically oriented and focused on demonstrating the usefulness of
propensity scores in causal inference, use match data from Italian football’s first division (Serie A) to
study the consequences of involuntary management change. We considered the methodological
approach to be prevalent, justifying the inclusion of this article in the performance cluster.

A complementary sub-cluster of six contributions shifts attention from managerial mobility
to leadership processes, authority and accountability within teams. Here, football provides a
setting in which hierarchical authority, differential treatment, and behavioral responses unfold
under constant scrutiny. Van Breukelen ef al. (2012) focus on differential treatments among
employees from the angle of moral rewards for task-related performance and how the quality of
leader-member relations in organizations, measured through coach-player relationships and team
atmosphere, impacts the dynamics of team performance. In Lu ef al. (2022) the issue of
leadership in organizations is explored from the perspective of multicultural leaders and the
contribution they provide to globally diverse teams, linking individual-level capabilities to
collective outcomes. In two distinct articles, Taylor and Beus (2024, 2025) use players’ heat
maps (i.e. advanced on-pitch maps of data highlighting the parts of the field mostly occupied
during the game by each player, or team) to demonstrate that personal initiative is a necessary
condition to produce effectiveness at the individual level, but not as necessary at the team level,
where initiative predicts value only when displayed at optimal levels and aligned with the
collective coordination structures required to place the team in a position to benefit from
initiative. Gligor et al. (2025) investigate how, in hierarchical settings, employees react to

punishment in terms of effort deployment, using English Premier League player data, while Fry



et al. (2021) examine how the informational asymmetry in the construction of performance
expectations leads to underestimating uncertainty.

In conclusion, this cluster addresses leadership and authority from two distinct angles of
observation: on one side, labor market dynamics and their impact on both individual and team
performance under sustained pressure; on the other, the implications of soft variables like

leadership and authority, punishment and reward—both moral and monetary.

Organizational identity, culture, and meaning

Finally, a conceptually distinct stream explores organizational identity, culture, and meaning.
Whereas previous clusters are linked to the ways in which performance is produced, regulated and
managed, cluster B4 interrogates the symbolic foundations upon which these processes are built. In
the 11 studies falling in this cluster, football is not selected because it offers transparent performance
metrics or dense regulatory systems, but because it is a historically embedded, emotionally charged
field in which identity is constitutive. Clubs are corporate ventures, but also cultural institutions
sustained by traditions, memory, and collective attachment. This makes football a unique setting for
examining how identity shapes power, legitimacy, and strategic action.

A first sub-cluster of seven studies foregrounds the resilience of organizational culture and the
reproduction of power structures. Ogbonna and Harris (2014, 2015) present two distinct cases of
Premier League clubs, showing how deeply sedimented cultural assumptions constrain deliberate
change. The first case illustrates how cultural perpetuation impedes managerial actions aimed at the
introduction of organizational change, while the second sheds light on the tensions emerging between
team sub-cultures and alternative views such as an ‘administrative sub-culture’. Knoppers et al.

(2022) and Norman et al. (2025) reveal how masculinized institutional logics reproduce exclusion



and gender inequality—in these two articles, cultural identity acts as a mechanism through which
power is stabilized and alternative voices are marginalized. Gender inequalities are also investigated
in Las Heras and Messina (2025) to illustrate how the patriarchal and oligarchic nature of parallel
organizations (e.g., workers’ unions in the promotion of leisure activities, like football) could
‘maintain or reproduce existing stratified structures’ (p. 1254). Remaining in the domain of symbolic
contents, Silva et al. (2014) unpack the often-abused concept of ‘team spirit’, defined as a
paradoxical process, a concept referring to ‘contradictory yet interrelated elements that seem logical
in isolation, but absurd and irrational when appearing simultaneously’. Team spirit thus appears as ‘a
cognitive frame that team members share. ..to synthetize the contradictory social processes inherent
to group life: individual and collective goals, winning and losing, constructive and destructive
conflict, close but not too close relationships’ (p. 302). Healy and McDonagh (2013) broaden the
view, addressing brand culture in virtual communities, and value co-creation. Presenting the case of
Liverpool FC, the authors document how community members (e.g., fans) redefine the classic ‘exit
vs. voice’ dichotomy, especially when misalignment between corporate goals and fans’ symbolic
values emerges—football provides a unique case where consumer-fans share a peculiar notion of
brand culture. Across these contributions, identity operates as an active structural force—reproducing
power relations, shaping interpretations, and limiting the scope of managerial intervention.

A second subset of four studies examines how identity and moral meaning could condition the
processes of strategic adaptation and legitimacy construction. Here the emphasis shifts from cultural
persistence to the filtering role of symbolic commitments in processes of change. Plattfaut and Koch
(2021) examine how innovation adoption is shaped by concerns about legacy preservation,
illustrating that strategic renewal is evaluated against historically anchored identity claims. Dobbins

and Prowse (2024) analyze the moral economy surrounding the real living wage in UK football



clubs, demonstrating how ethical expectations influence management policies, such as Common
Good HR Management, under stakeholders’ scrutiny, in the case of Luton Town Football Club. Also,
Gruban and Feix (2024) demonstrate how strategic adaptation to a process of marketization is filtered
through symbolic commitments and moral evaluations and should be made acceptable to categories
of stakeholders not necessarily embracing market logics. In this domain, football allows scholars to
observe how values and identity operate as active constraints on rational strategic action. Linked to
the conflict between competitive pressures and moral meaning, Kilduft ez al. (2016) further
illuminate how inter-organizational relations and competitive behavior are mediated by identity and
status dynamics, underscoring how rivalry can heat up the psychological stakes of competition,
leading to increased unethical behavior.

Rather than treating identity as a background condition, this cluster positions it as a constitutive
force shaping organizational evolution. Strategic initiatives, regulatory compliance, and managerial
interventions are filtered through values, symbolic meanings, moral expectations, and cultural
hierarchies. Football exposes the limits of purely instrumental explanations of organizational
behavior—even in a hyper-competitive and economically robust industry, actions remain anchored in
identity and legitimacy.

DISCUSSION

The review conducted shows that association football has already contributed meaningfully to
management theory through testing, extending, refining, and occasionally reframing, core theoretical
arguments. Yet the findings also reveal that football’s empirical potential remains in large part
untapped. Attracted by the enormous popular interest generated by the so-called ‘People’s game’
(Morrow, 2023) or ‘the beautiful game’ (Vrooman, 2007), academic research moved in a very
dispersed, often non-cumulative manner, fragmenting the discussion into many, often disconnected

topics. In the early years of football-centered academic research, focus was predominantly on



specific aspects of the game (e.g., competitive balance) and of the industry surrounding it (e.g.,
estimation of spectators’ demand, labor dynamics, the emergence of broadcasting rights, etc.). In
most studies, the motive of interest seemed driven by the idea of nesting football into the broader
conversation on sport economics, inaugurated by a few ‘early contributions...particularly important
in shaping the research agenda for the economics of team sports in general, and for the economics of
football in particular’ (Dobson and Goddard, 2011, p. 2).

Later, as football became a setting for economic studies, aspects like the structure of the leagues
(open vs. closed) or the win-maximization vs. profit-maximization goal became central to the debate,
until the growing complexity of the industry stimulated new attention from other fields of study—
marketing, finance, human resources, governance, regulation, and management. The growing
attention from sport journals shifted the focus—from football as a domain for sports economics in
general to a self-standing domain. Research then posed questions inherent to the football ecosystem,
where demand for expansion of knowledge was strong, without any further interest in leveraging
football as a terrain of exploration of general themes. It was the management and strategy literature
that mobilized football to enrich academic discussion of general knowledge. Our study documents
such effort.

The four domains identified in this review—performance, governance, leadership, and identity—
collectively suggest that football-based management literature has moved beyond its origins in sports
economics into a different family of research questions. In the early decades, football-based research
explored an industry whose internal economics could be modeled through well-established lenses,
addressing issues like competitive balance, demand functions, and ownership objectives. The reviewed
sample shows a different picture: management and strategy scholars have used football to address

questions that sports economics was never designed to answer. How do organizations respond to



institutional pressures (Elliott and Smith, 2006) and reform cycles (Gurses et al., 2024) and with what
unintended consequences? How can rooted identities constrain strategic adaptation (Plattfaut and Koch,
2021) and make marketization morally contested (Gruban and Feix, 2024)? How does leadership
authority operate under intense public scrutiny (Desai et al., 2018) and what could that reveal about
managerial accountability (Henriques Pereira et al., 2025)?

At the same time, the predominance of the performance cluster (37 out of 68 articles) reflects a
natural fit between football’s transparent competitive structure and the questions that strategy and
organizational scholars have traditionally asked. But it also suggests that football’s most distinctive
features—institutional complexity, global interconnectedness, symbolic intensity—have so far
generated fewer contributions than the performance literature, despite their significant theoretical
potential.

A third observation concerns fragmentation. The contributions reviewed here span multiple
theoretical discussions without composing a unitary body of knowledge. Studies within each domain
tend to address specific questions in isolation rather than building a stream of cumulative knowledge.
No dominant academic conversation has yet emerged from football-based management research—
only a collection of productive but disconnected threads. This fragmentation motivates the research

agenda that follows, which urges a more systemic use of football as a research field.

Agenda for future research: football as a structured system for management theory

This review also unveils how football’s empirical potential remains only partially leveraged.
Although we could identify four clusters adopting football as a setting in management literature,
research gaps remain scattered and relatively isolated from each other, whereas a more productive
way forward could be to conceptualize the industry as a structured empirical system whose

distinctive features enable systemic theoretical advancement. By this we mean a setting whose



empirical dimensions do not appear in isolation but could be analyzed in mutual interaction. This
could apply to the four domains outlined in this review or to new insights. For example, governance
shapes how performance is measured and rewarded; managerial labor operates as a catalyst for
identity expectations; symbolic meaning can drive governance interventions. Since these dimensions
could co-evolve within the industry, football allows scholars to study organizational mechanisms in
their systemic interconnections rather than in isolation. This could pave the way for a more organic
managerial theory. In this sense, research could mobilize football, not only as a context in which
theory is applied, but as an industry whose organizational backbone is visible and measurable, to an
extent that is often difficult to achieve in more traditional industries.

Table IV maps the intersections between football’s empirical features and the conversations in
management and strategy that those features are best positioned to advance. Rather than compiling a
list of future topics, the table highlights how specific empirical resources align with unresolved
tensions in performance theory, institutional analysis, leadership research, and identity scholarship. In
doing so, it reframes the future of football-based research, not as a peripheral extension of sport
management, but as a programmatic opportunity to advance core debates in management theory
through a uniquely structured empirical setting.

[Insert Table IV about here]

A first defining feature of football is its dense and multi-level institutional and financial
architecture. Clubs compete under evolving regulatory frameworks spanning leagues, national
associations, continental bodies such as UEFA, and FIFA, while simultaneously functioning as
financially transparent entities subject to annual disclosure cycles. Regulatory status requires
transparency of financial reporting. Beyond formal rulebooks and UEFA Financial Fair Play

regulations, scholars and practitioners can now freely access a wide and complete range of recurring



financial publications covering every professional club in Europe, documenting revenue structures,
costs, investment patterns, squad cost ratios, financial structures, ownership arrangements, and
capital flows across European football. UEFA’s annual European Club Finance and Investment
Landscape report, Deloitte’s Football Money League and Annual Review of Football Finance, the
Report Calcio published by the Italian football federation (FIGC), and recurring analyses by Football
Benchmark and the CIES Football Observatory provide systematic, longitudinal financial data that
are publicly accessible and standardized across leagues. These datasets are complemented by private,
independent, yet widely used sources of data and accounting calculations, such as SwissRamble,
CalcioeFinanza, and Olffthepitch, as well as compensation platforms such as capology.com, which
provide granular information on wage structures and contract configurations. Much work has been
devoted to extracting selected economic indicators with the aim of analyzing clubs’ and the industry’s
profitability, financial sustainability, and regulatory compliance, whose direction has been
increasingly intertwined with the former—a set of currently debated, practical issues. Future research
could exploit such richness of datasets to address broader theoretical questions, for example,
concerning resource allocation and orchestration under regulatory constraint, expectations carried by
heterogeneous shareholders in an increasingly financialized competition, wage management and
inequality dynamics, the changing role of actors, and capital structure adaptation in performance-
driven organizations.

A second defining feature is football’s global interconnectedness. An interesting stream of
analysis covers the global mobility of human capital involved in the transfer system of players and
managers. International migration flows, loan arrangements, youth academies, and valuation
mechanisms generate structured mobility patterns observable through the FIFA Transfer Matching

System (TMS) reports, which include the Global Transfer Report and the Big 5 Analysis, as well as



publicly accessible transfer databases such as Transfermarkt. These free resources provide
opportunities to examine how mobile talent interacts with institutional distance, team
complementarities, regulations, and valuation systems. Future research could investigate how the
selection of human capital in an evolving industry is changing to satisfy financial objectives and
capital-return logics, rather than merely on-pitch success; how the world of data and algorithms has
revolutionized the scouting process; and how youth development pipelines compare to corporate
talent systems. Football’s transfer market is one of the most transparent labor markets, offering
unusually rich conditions for theorizing capability recombination under mobility constraints.

Third, football’s deeply rooted symbolic intensity differentiates it from many other industries.
Clubs are historically embedded entities, whose legitimacy rests not only on current sport
performance, but on identity, tradition, values, and moral attachment. Identity-based studies have
illuminated cultural persistence and resistance to change (Gruban and Feix, 2024) or fans’ emotional
estrangement (Kaden et al., 2026). Further research could explore how marketization processes are
made acceptable through moral narratives, how fans’ sentiment influences governance legitimacy,
and whether strong identity anchoring might constrain strategic experimentation relative to less
symbolically imbued industries. The equilibrium between economic rationality and emotional
attachment makes football particularly suitable for examining the limits of instrumental explanations
of organizational behavior.

A fourth dimension, although not exclusive to football and also present in other sport contexts,
appears particularly interesting in football due to the scale, granularity, and public accessibility of
data. Performance evaluation is exceptionally transparent and recurrent, thanks to the systematic
repetition of relevant events—matches occur weekly, seasons recur annually, rankings are publicly

visible, and outcomes are recorded at a granular level ranging from individual actions to team-level



standings. Event-level datasets from independent providers, such as Opta, StatsBomb, WhoScored,
and Wyscout (among others), longitudinal transfer data from Transfermarkt, salary information from
Capology, expectations from Infobetting, Soccerbase, and others, attendance from Stadiapostcards,
Footballwebpages, and others, and detailed league archives, collectively provide panel structures
spanning decades. While extant literature has used some of these sources primarily to test behavioral
(Taylor and Beus, 2024, 2025) and resource-based (Lanza and Simone, 2025; Tuncdogan et al.,
2023) explanations of performance, future research could leverage such unparalleled richness of data
to explore aspirations’ evolution, risk preferences, and strategic choices over time. Do transparency
and extreme visibility facilitate convergence in strategic behavior? Do algorithmic performance
analytics reshape (or even replace) managerial discretion in ways that reduce variance or generate
new forms of competitive differentiation? The combination of longitudinal depth and high-frequency
evaluation allows scholars to investigate how organizations adapt under sustained exposure to
comparative metrics—an empirical condition rarely available in conventional corporate settings.

A fifth empirical potential lies in the highly visible role of managers and in the competitive, yet
regulated, labor market in professional football. Managerial appointments and dismissals are public
events, tenure lengths are observable, and performance outcomes are immediately consequential.
Prior research has examined dismissal risk (Wilders, 1976; Hughes et al., 2010; Desai et al., 2018)
and performance consequences of managerial replacement, but future research could explore how the
metrics used to evaluate managerial performance could be affected by shifts in shareholders’
expectations over time. In football this aspect makes specific reference to the enhanced sensitivity to
financial performance, in addition to traditional on-pitch performance, but this avenue of research
offers promising extensions to the study of managerial incentives in other industries. Comparative

research linking football managerial careers to executive turnover in corporate contexts could clarify



how transparency conditions affect leadership evaluation and career trajectories.

More specifically, modern football is a context in which financial incentives play a much more
vital role than in the past—how does such a framework affect strategic time horizons? Do media
narratives mediate labor-market sorting? More generally, how are corporate communication, on the
one hand, and the whole ecosystem of football-specialized media (including the social media buzz),
on the other, addressing fans’ awareness of critical financial constraints?

Across the four empirical clusters aggregated in this analysis, we can envisage a common
opportunity: football allows multi-level, longitudinal studies integrating performance metrics,
regulatory interventions, labor relations, and stakeholder values within a single, comparable system.
Such integration remains uncommon in management research, where data fragmentation often
constrains cross-level theorizing. By contrast, football’s structural regularity and archival
accessibility make it possible to connect micro-level behavior to macro-level institutional change

over extended periods.

CONCLUSION

This review examined how research on association football published in leading management
and strategy journals contributed to the advancement of general management theory. By
systematically analyzing 68 articles through a theory-driven coding framework, the study moves
beyond topical categorization and shows that football has evolved into a structured research field
through which core organizational mechanisms can be rigorously examined.

Across the four substantive domains identified in this review, football provides a fertile research
ground for the development of theoretical constructs. The predominance of the first cluster reflects a
structural alignment between football’s observable competitive dynamics and foundational constructs

in strategy and behavioral theory. Transparent ranking systems, recurrent seasons, labor mobility



mechanisms, and granular performance metrics closely mirror questions in resource-based,
behavioral, and incentive-based explanations of competitive advantage. Football thus becomes a
setting in which aspiration dynamics, resource orchestration, incentive alignment, rivalry effects, and
capability deployment can be examined with unique precision. At the same time, governance
research exploits football’s codified institutional hierarchy to investigate regulatory design and
systemic performance; leadership studies draw on its hyper-visible managerial labor market to refine
theories of accountability and turnover; identity-oriented research exposes how historically
embedded meaning systems condition adaptation and legitimacy. The four domains differ in
emphasis, yet each demonstrates that football-based scholarship can contribute to management
theory in valuable, distinct and complementary ways. By mapping the state of play, we hope this
review equips scholars with a clearer formation from which to advance football-data research and

extend its contribution to management theory further up the pitch.
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FIGURE 2

Temporal distribution of academic publications on association football (1970-2025)
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FIGURE 3
Temporal distribution of the final sample of 68 articles advancing theory with association football data
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FIGURE 4

Temporal distribution of all articles on association football, published by ABS-ranked sport management journals
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