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Which context matters?
Analysing team and club
contextual conditions of member
commitment in voluntary sports
clubs

Introduction

Voluntary sports clubs (VSC) are often
associated with social benefits, such as
health promotion, democratic partici-
pation and social integration (European
Commission, 2007; Nagel, Elmose-
Østerlund, Ibsen, & Scheerder, 2020).
However, not only since the shutdown
of club activities during the coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic,
VSC have faced increased competition
from other sports providers and the ero-
sion of traditional norms of solidarity
that have weakened stable, long-term
memberships (Burrmann, Sielschott, &
Braun, 2022; Lamprecht, Bürgi, Gebert,
& Stamm, 2017; Löbig, Ehnold, &
Schlesinger, 2020; Nagel et al., 2020).
Such tendencies put the VSC social
benefits at risk, as they often connect
to stable and long-term membership.
For example, social integration increases
with membership duration and volun-
teer activity (Elmose-Østerlund et al.,
2019). The same is true for democratic
participation and club engagement (Ib-
sen et al., 2019). Unstable memberships
might threaten sports programs as the
most important club goal (Kuijsters-
Timmers, Goedee, & Leenders, 2021;
Löbig et al., 2020; Schlesinger & Nagel,
2013). This issue may be particularly
significant in football, where aminimum

number of team members is required to
play and compete (Nagel & Vogel, 2012).

Based on the concepts of social ac-
tion (Coleman, 1994; Esser, 1999), Nagel
(2007) has argued that individual actions
in VSC, such as member commitment,
depend on the individual characteristics
of members, as well as on conditions
in the social environment of the club.
Various studies on individual actions,
such as member commitment, social in-
tegration and sports club volunteering,
have considered club contextual condi-
tions using empirical multilevel models
(Buser, Zwahlen, Schlesinger, & Nagel,
2021; Schlesinger&Nagel, 2015; Elmose-
Østerlund et al., 2019; Ibsen et al., 2019).
However, these studiesoftenshowedonly
moderate differences in individual out-
comesbetweenclubsandthusquestioned
the contextual relevance of the club.

One reason could be that club con-
textual conditions are highly aggregated,
whereas less-aggregated social circum-
stances are more influential on individ-
ual actions. In team sports, members
spendmost of their time on teams where
they regularlymeet and interactwithoth-
ers. Although several studies on sports
clubparticipationanddropouthavehigh-
lighted the relevance of social conditions
in teams (Carron, Widmeyer, & Braw-
ley, 1988; Jenkin, Eime, van Uffelen, &
Westerbeek, 2021; Molinero, Salguero,
Álvarez, & Márquez, 2009), empirical

analysis of member commitment has not
considered the team level as a separate
level of analysis.

Thisstudyaimsto introduce teamlevel
to multilevel research on VSC member
commitmentandtodifferentiatebetween
team and club contexts when analysing
the social environment of individual ac-
tion in sports clubs. With the control
of individual-level member characteris-
tics, this studybuilds an innovative three-
level model that enables the simultane-
ous analysis of club and team contextual
conditions. It addresses the following
research question: What is the role of the
club and the team context in VSC mem-
ber commitment under control of individ-
ual member characteristics? The social
environment was analysed in two steps,
using data from an empirical study of
42 Swiss football clubs and 138 foot-
ball teams. First, analysis of the intra-
class correlationcoefficients (ICC)allows
a comparison of contextual influences at
both the team and club levels (Hox, 2010;
Schlesinger, Klenk, & Nagel, 2017). Sec-
ond, amultilevel analysisof the structural
conditions as indicators of the social en-
vironment at both levels was conducted.
Structural conditions, assumed to be rel-
evant and measured identically at both
levels, were included in an explorative
manner (team/club goals and culture).
This enables the differentiation of struc-
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tural effects between the club and team
levels.

Theoretical background and
literature review

Member commitment is defined as
a member’s formal decision to stay in
a club and not complete formal club
membership (Burrmann et al., 2022;
Nagel, 2007; Schlesinger & Nagel, 2015).
In this way, it is connected to sports club
participation in the case of the decision
to stay in the club or dropout in the
case of the completed action of leaving
a sports setting. Member commitment
is also linked to member retention as an
effort by the VSC to prevent dropouts. It
is important to note that member com-
mitment can also be defined informally.
Therefore, member commitment is not
only linked to continued participation
but also to socio-emotional involvement
or club-political engagement (e.g. Kui-
jsters-Timmers et al., 2021). However,
our study follows recent actor-theoreti-
cal sports club research using the formal
definition of member commitment (e.g.
Schlesinger & Nagel, 2015). Unless
otherwise stated, member commitment
refers to formal membership.

In 2015, two of ten European sports
clubs reported (very) large problemswith
memberrecruitmentandretention(Seip-
pel et al., 2020). In three out of ten clubs,
thisproblemwasperceivedmorestrongly
in Switzerland, where this studywas con-
ducted (Breuer, Feiler, Llopis-Goig, &
Elmose-Østerlund, 2017). Forty-five per
cent of the Swiss VSC desired support in
recruiting and retaining their members
(Lamprecht, Bürgi,&Stamm,2020). This
problem has also been observed at the
individual level. Data on member com-
mitment in the Swiss VSC show that ap-
proximately one-third of members con-
sidered leaving the club (Schlesinger &
Nagel, 2013). However, a closer look at
recent findings from various sports club
reports reveals that not all clubs suffer
from these problems equally. Some clubs
have only a few problems with member
fluctuations, whereas others show a con-
siderabledecline (Lamprechtetal., 2020).
Thus, it can be assumed that members’
commitment may also depend on the

contextual conditions within each sports
club.

Contextual conditions of member
commitment

Several conditions related to the social
environment of the members can be
linked to stable membership. Sports
club reports highlight the role of the
situational and formal structures of
the clubs (Bürgi, Lamprecht, Gebert, &
Stamm, 2018; Koenigstorfer &Wemmer,
2019; Lamprecht et al., 2017; Rullang,
Emrich, Pierdzioch, & Gassmann, 2016;
Seippel et al., 2020; Wicker & Breuer,
2010, 2013). For example, problems of
member recruitment and retention are
perceived less frequently in larger clubs
and smaller municipalities. They also
decrease with club strategic policies, the
use of public facilities or the quality of
club services. In addition, sports club
reports also point to the relevance of cul-
tural conditions: problems of member
recruitment and retention are perceived
less in clubs with a culture of conviviality
and trusting relations between members
and club representatives (Koenigstorfer
& Wemmer, 2019; Seippel et al., 2020;
Wicker & Breuer, 2013).

However, club reports rely on the re-
sponses of club officials, whose percep-
tions can differ from those of members
(Rullang et al., 2016). Therefore, several
studies have analysed stable membership
as an individual member decision (Bur-
rmann et al., 2022; Jakobsson, Lundvall,
Redelius, & Engström, 2012; Kuijsters-
Timmers et al., 2021; Löbig et al., 2020).
Thesedecisionsdependontheconditions
inside and outside the club.

Club-related conditions have often
been analysed at the individual level.
Members think less about leaving the
club when they are satisfied with club
services or show an orientation towards
solidarity (i.e. the feeling and perception
of solidarity among club members) and
identification with the club (Nagel, 2006,
2007; Nagel & Schreiner, 2007). An ori-
entation towards solidarity has recently
been confirmed to stabilise member
commitment during times of COVID-
19 (Burrmann et al., 2022).

Although measures of orientation to-
wards solidarity and identification in-
clude club cultural items (e.g. perception
of the atmosphere in the club), multilevel
models of member commitment in Swiss
and German VSC have not considered
these at the contextual level (Schlesinger
& Nagel, 2013, 2015). However, studies
indicate that club context plays a role in
member behaviour, as suggested by the
different extents ofmember exit thoughts
across clubs. Some of these differences
were explained by the club’s sociability
goals as stabilising factors of member
commitment, aswell as thegoalsof sport-
ingsuccessandmunicipalitysizeasdesta-
bilising factors.

Multilevel models of member be-
haviours from other studies have often
found only moderate differences be-
tween clubs (Buser et al., 2021; Elmose-
Østerlund et al., 2019; Ibsen et al., 2019).
However, other contexts have rarely
been considered. Country contexts were
found to explain only small differences
in club problems of member retention
(Seippel et al., 2020) and the social inte-
gration of members (Elmose-Østerlund
et al., 2019). The same holds true for
district differences in sport club par-
ticipation (Hallmann, Feiler, & Breuer,
2015). Overall, the empirical findings at
the club level indicate low variance. This
may reflect methodological problems, as
the contextual conditions of the clubs
may be overly aggregated; therefore, less-
aggregated contextual features may be
more relevant to member action.

Team context has not been considered
a separate context in sports club research,
although its relevance has been acknowl-
edged in different studies (Buser et al.,
2021; Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019;
Nagel & Vogel, 2012; Schlesinger &
Nagel, 2015). The importance of team
context also becomes evident in reviews
on dropouts from organised football,
which point to the role of interpersonal
and social conditions relevant to teams
(Schlesinger, Löbig, Ehnold, & Nagel,
2018; Temple & Crane, 2016). Here,
positive social relationships with team-
mates and coaches and a suitable team
atmosphere were highlighted to pre-
vent dropouts (e.g. Carron et al., 1988;
Molinero et al., 2009).
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We conclude from the existing lit-
erature that stable formal membership
should be conceptualised as an individ-
ual decision of the member and, based
on differences in stable membership be-
tween clubs, linked to contextual condi-
tions in the club. The connections be-
tween structural conditions and individ-
ual actions can be conceptualised based
on action theory (Esser, 1999), which is
frequently applied in research on mem-
ber actions in sports clubs (originally
Nagel, 2007). It assumes that individ-
ual actions are guided by expectations
and norms that are anchored in struc-
tural conditions (Schimank, 2016). In
our case, structural conditions might re-
fer to the strategies, goals and cultural
norms of the club that are relevant to
the decision of stable membership. Fol-
lowing the literature discussed above, we
focus on the goals of sports clubs and
club cultures.

At the grassroots amateur level, sports
club participation and stable member-
ship might be especially motivated by
social cohesion and a sense of commu-
nity, while sports success is of lower
importance (Jenkin et al., 2021; Lam-
precht et al., 2017; Lamprecht et al.,
2020). Therefore, we assume that (1) so-
ciability goals help members satisfy their
motives and stabilise their commit-
ment (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2015). At
the same time, (2) success goals might
complicate satisfaction and destabilise
member commitment (Schlesinger &
Nagel, 2013).

However, divergence of members’ in-
terests with club goals does not neces-
sarily result in dropout, and members
might also use their ‘voice’ option to
bring about change instead of the ‘exit’
option (see Hirschman, 1970). For ex-
ample, someone unhappy with high suc-
cess goals can advocate for more social
goals. The choice between ‘voice’ and
‘exit’ is likely to be influenced by club
culture. Club culture can be understood
as members’ commonly shared norms
and beliefs (Nagel, 2006). Sports club
culture has often been discussed in two
different strands of sports club research.
(1) Following research on member com-
mitment, members decision touse ‘voice’
or ‘exit’ depends on the club’s norms

of solidarity and togetherness (Baur &
Braun, 2003; Nagel, 2006; Schlesinger &
Nagel, 2015). Norms of solidarity and
togetherness are connected to the so-
cio-emotional identification of members
with the club and their fellow members.
Therefore, members choose to use their
‘voice’ in the case of conflicts of inter-
est instead of finishing their member-
ship. Thus, we assume that a culture of
togetherness is relevant to stable mem-
bership. (2) However, solidarity-based
sports clubs may also show tendencies
towards social closure (Baur, Burrmann,
& Nagel, 2003a, b), complicating the
long-term membership of members who
are not able or willing to identify with
the central cultural norms and beliefs
in the club (Seiberth & Thiel, 2007). Re-
searchondiversity insportclubshasoften
highlighted the importance of pluralis-
tic club culture (Burrmann, Brandmann,
Mutz, & Zender, 2017; Elling, de Knop,
& Knoppers, 2001). For example, it has
been shown that normsofmutual respect
contribute to feelings of belonging to dif-
ferent social groups. Such arguments
may be particularly important for the
members of different minority groups.
However, it can also be assumed that the
cultural norms of respect and acceptance
are central to members in general.

Conceptualising the three-level
model

Several social theorists have called for
the inclusion of an environment inwhich
a person is socially embedded to explain
social actions (Barton, 1968; Coleman,
1994; Esser, 1999). However, not all so-
cial contexts are relevant; they ‘only have
an effect to the extent that they are able
to systematically influence people’s ex-
pectations and evaluations’ (Esser, 1999,
p. 433, own translation). Contextual ef-
fects become relevant if the context exists
in a sufficiently delimited formwith clear
boundaries andaffiliations and if the con-
text is relatively close to the immediate
personal environment (Esser, 1999).

Therefore, an exclusively individual
view of member action in a VSC is insuf-
ficient. This leads to the establishment of
a heuristic multilevel model of member
commitment (Nagel, 2006, 2007). This
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is underpinned by conceptualising VSC
as interest communities, wheremembers
pool their individual resources (time and
money) for the collective realisation of
common interests and create adistinctive
social context with club-specific condi-
tions (e.g. social and sporting oppor-
tunities) that influence their individual
behaviours (Emrich, 2005). The decision
tostayor leave the club is thenempirically
analysedbothbecause of individual char-
acteristics (e.g. age, membership dura-
tion, member satisfaction) and the club’s
structural conditions (e.g. club goals/
culture).

However, because VSC often realise
their common goals of sports activities
in teams and that this is where members
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spend most of their club time, it is nec-
essary to consider the social context of
the team to correctly describe the mem-
bers’ social environment. A team can
be described as a defined social group
of members who meet regularly and is,
according toEsser (1999), a relatively sta-
ble social context within the club with
clear boundaries and affiliations. Simi-
lar insights follow the conceptualisation
of the team as a social group according
to Neidhardt (1983) and Tyrell (1983),
where social groups are characterised by
close personal relationships, interaction
constellations, feelings of emotional and
social belonging and the development
of specific structures and norms (e.g.
team goals and culture). Thus, teams
develop contextual conditions that may
differ from those of the club and other
teams and are also due to the relevance of
personal relationships close to the imme-
diate personal environment of the mem-
bers.

Although we assume that the team
context is of particular relevance, it is
important to note that the team and club
contexts overlap because members are
part of a team and club at the same time.
The development of team goals and cul-
ture relies on the contextual conditions
of the club, as well as the individual char-
acteristics of the members. Club condi-
tions set the situational logic for teams,
but clubsor teamofficialsmay implement
corresponding team goals to various ex-
tents. For example, success may be less
important in youth teams, or sociabil-
ity goals may be more relevant to teams
at lower levels. Cultural norms, under-
stood as commonly shared norms and
beliefsofmembers (Nagel, 2006), candif-
fer between club teams, as teams gather
different individuals with specific orien-
tations. Thismay be particularly relevant
if the teams remain together for longer
periods. Therefore, it can be assumed
that contextual conditions differ between
the teams of a club and the club itself,
and attention must be paid to the rein-
forcing and compensating effects at both
levels. Therefore, we relied on a heuris-
tic multilevel model that considers the
social conditions of individual member
commitment at both the club and team
level. As argued previously, we consider

goals (sociability and sporting success)
and culture (togetherness and respect) to
be relevant factors for formal member-
ship in our empirical analysis.

Methods

Sample
To analyse the role of contextual condi-
tions in VSC member commitment, we
used data from a cross-sectional study
(anonymised)conducted in2019withthe
support of the Swiss Football Federation
(SFV) with 1395 football club members
from 138 teams belonging to 42 foot-
ball clubs.1 In Swiss football, participa-
tion, recruitment and retention are per-
ceived as having fewer problems. How-
ever, perceptions of retention problems
also differ among football clubs, and one-
thirdof football clubsare confrontedwith
medium-to-significant problems (Bürgi
et al., 2018).

Football clubs were selected based on
selection criteria (e.g. language region,
settlement structure, club size and club
goals) related to a pre-questionnaire an-
swered by 119 clubs. To achieve appro-
priate variance in structural conditions
and allow the testing of connections with
member commitment, the central pur-
pose of the selection process was to in-
clude abroad rangeof clubswithdifferent
structural conditions rather than having
a representative sample of Swiss football
clubs. For example, clubs were selected
acrossdifferent settlement structures (ru-
ral, agglomerated and city) and club sizes
(45members up to 1000). Data were col-
lected at club, team and individual levels.
Club officials answered an online ques-
tionnaire (in German or French) regard-
ing the structural conditions of the clubs.
Trainedmultilingual interviewers visited
two to five teams of players aged at least

1 Originally, 1681 members were surveyed,
whichwas reduced to 1525members after data
cleaning (see Curran, 2016). To reduce a loss
of data due to listwise deletion, missing data
points of metric-individual level variables
(e.g. 2.1% of data points in items on
identification) were imputed by cluster using
expectationmaximisation algorithm (Graham,
2009; Snijders, & Bosker, 2012). The remaining
incomplete variables at individual and team
levels ledtothefinal sampleof1395members.

15 years in each club. The coaches an-
swered a paper-and-pencil questionnaire
(in German or French) regarding the
team conditions. Team members com-
pleted a paper-and-pencil questionnaire
(in German, French, or English) on their
individual characteristics and commit-
ment. The surveyed members belonged
to teams of 42 youths and 96 adults. They
all competed at the (inter-)regional am-
ateur level, with 2.14 practices per week
on average. The members were, on aver-
age, 24.7 (standard deviation [SD]= 9.3)
years old; 187 (13.4%) were women, and
215 (15.4%) were born outside Switzer-
land. Those surveyed had beenmembers
of the club for 8.7 (SD= 7.7) years on av-
erage, and 229 (16.4%) held a voluntary
position.

Operationalisation/Measures

Following Nagel (2006) and Schlesinger
and Nagel (2013, 2015), member com-
mitment was operationalised as the deci-
sion to stay or leave the club as indicated
by members’ exit thoughts. Members
were asked whether they had recently
considered leaving the club, with three
answer options (‘no’, ‘yes, sometimes’,
‘yes, often’) to measure exit thoughts.
Although not every member who con-
siders leaving the club will actually do
so, the probability of exit may be signifi-
cantly higher among members who have
alreadyconsideredsuchadecision. Nagel
and Vogel (2012) showed that dropouts
are very similar to members who only
think of leaving concerning involvement
and satisfaction with (terminated) club
membership.

Informal member commitment in
terms of socio-emotional involvement
and club-political engagement was in-
cluded as an explanatory condition
for exit toughness at the individual
level. It was operationalised based on
systematically developed measurement
instruments for the multidimensional
concept of social integration in VSC
(Adler Zwahlen, Nagel, & Schlesinger,
2018; Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019).
After conducting an exploratory factor
analysis using the principal component
method (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2019),
the dimensions ‘interaction’ (e.g. being
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Table 1 Operationalisation anddescriptive statistics of the independent variables
Independent variables Operationalisation Frequency/

mean (SD)

Individual level
Age Number of years 24.7 (9.3)

Women Dummy, 1=woman 13.4%

Born abroad Dummy, 1= born abroad 15.4%

Membership duration Number of years in the club 8.7 (7.8)

Volunteering Dummy, 1= voluntary engagement 16.4%

Identification Scale of 4 items (1–5)1 4.18 (0.69)

Interaction Scale of 3 items (1–5)2 4.42 (0.57)

Placement Scale of 5 items (1–5)3 3.17 (0.91)

Team level
Youth team Dummy, 1= youth team 29.5%

Team goal sporting success ‘Achieving sporting success’ (importance for the
team 1–5)

3.97 (0.87)

Team goal sociability ‘Promotion of sociability’ (importance for the
team 1–5)

4.32 (0.76)

Team culture respect Scale of 2 items4 4.71 (0.52)

Team culture togetherness Scale of 3 items5 4.52 (0.55)

Club level
Rural 32.0%

Agglomeration 30.0%

Settlement structure

City (reference group) 38.1%

Club goal sporting success ‘Achieving sporting success’ (importance for the
club 1–5)

3.75 (0.66)

Club goal sociability ‘Promotion of sociability in the club’ (impor-
tance for the club 1–5)

4.57 (0.62)

Club culture respect Scale of 2 items6 4.73 (0.39)

Club culture togetherness Scale of 3 items7 4.44 (0.52)

SD standard deviation
1 ‘I am proud to belong to the club’; ‘I feel closely connected to my club’; ‘I like wearing our club’s cloth-
ing’; ‘Our club is the most important place where I do sports’ (agreement 1–5; Cronbach’s α: 0.71)
2 ‘Other members respect me the way I am’; ‘I find it easy to make social contacts’; ‘I have made new
friends through participation in the club’ (agreement 1–5; Cronbach’s α: 0.57)
3 ‘I am usually present when a vote is taken by the general assembly’; ‘I get actively involved in the
club work contributing my own ideas’; ‘I am interested in what our club management is planning and
doing’; ‘I discuss club affairs with other members’; ‘I can imagine taking up an official position within
the club’ (agreement 1–5; Cronbach’s α: 0.74)
4 ‘In our team, we attach great importance to respectful interaction between members’; ‘In our team,
members are accepted as they are’ (agreement 1–5; Cronbach’s α: 0.58)
5 ‘In our team, the feeling of togetherness among the members is strong’; ‘In our team, there is a good
atmosphere’; ‘In our team, we attach great importance to team spirit and cooperation’ (agreement 1–5;
Cronbach’s α: 0.75)
6 ‘In our club, we attach great importance to respectful interaction between members’; ‘In our club,
members are accepted as they are’ (agreement 1–5, Cronbach’s α: 0.61)
7 ‘In our club, there is a good atmosphere in the teams’; ‘In our club, we attach great importance to
team spirit and cooperation in partnership’; ‘In our club, the feeling of togetherness among the mem-
bers is strong’ (agreement 1–5; Cronbach’s α: 0.74)

part of a social network in the club),
‘identification’ (e.g. feelings of belong-
ing in the club) and ‘placement’ (e.g.
being engaged in the club community
work) were included at the individual
level. Furthermore, typical member-
ship-related variables (volunteering and

membership duration) and socio-demo-
graphic variables (age, gender and place
of birth) were considered.

Contextual variables relating to goals
and culture were operationalised at both
club and team levels, according to pre-
vious studies on member actions in

VSC (Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019;
Schlesinger & Nagel, 2013). Contextual
goals were measured using one item
each for sociability and sporting suc-
cess on a Likert scale ranging from ‘not
important’ to ‘very important’. Cultural
conditions were also measured on a five-
item Likert scale, according to Adler
Zwahlen, Zahnd, Nagel and Schlesinger
(2017). Three items were connected to
thenormsofsolidarity(teamspirit, atmo-
sphere and togetherness) and combined
into a factor called social togetherness.
Two itemsare related to thenormsofmu-
tual appreciationand respect (acceptance
and respect). This factor is called a re-
spectful culture. Two control variables
are included. The municipal structure
was added at the club level to control
for differences in member commitment
and retention between clubs in cities,
agglomerations and rural areas (Bürgi
et al., 2018; Schlesinger & Nagel, 2015).
A dummy for youth teams was added
at the team level as problems of stable
membership are especially described for
youths (Schlesinger et al., 2018; SFV,
2022). . Table 1 presents the descriptive
statistics and operationalisation of the
independent variables.

Data analysis

Multilevel models allow consideration of
thenested structure of thedata (members
nested in teamsand clubs) and, therefore,
the assumed similarity of members shar-
ing the same social environment. They
also allow variables to be analysed at
different levels simultaneously, and club
and team contextual conditions and in-
dividual characteristics can be analysed
simultaneously (Hox, 2010; Schlesinger
et al., 2017). Several previous studies on
sports clubs have used multilevel anal-
yses (e.g. Buser et al., 2021; Elmose-
Østerlund et al., 2019; Ibsen et al., 2019).

Intraclass correlation coefficients
(ICC)were analysed by estimating a ran-
dom intercept-only model. The ICCs
indicate the extent to which member
commitment differs among clusters,
teams at the team level, and clubs at
the club level. Higher ICCs indicate
greater differences between the clus-
ters and point to a high relevance of
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Table 2 Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) of the three differentmodes of included levels
Club only (%) Team only (%) Club and team (%)

ICC Club 6.0 – 2.2

ICC Team – 14.7 12.8

Variance individual level 94.0 85.3 85.0

the social environment, independent
of the individual characteristics of the
members (small ICC= 0.05, large ICC=
0.15; Hox, 2010). Our data structure
allows for the separate calculation of the
ICC at both contextual levels, ignoring
potential differences in commitment be-
tween clusters at the excluded level. The
data also allows for the simultaneous
inclusion of both contextual levels. In
this variant, the ICC at the team level
indicates differences between teams,
controlling for differences between clubs
and vice versa.

Subsequently, independent variables
at the three levels were tested. Contex-
tual conditions at both levels were anal-
ysed step-by-step, together with individ-
ual factors (Hox, 2010), to build the final
model. Significance conditions at both
contextual levels were tested together in
the final full model. Our sample size can
be compared with those in methodolog-
ical works (Hox, 2010; Snijders, 2005),
and the sample sizes at each level al-
lowed for estimating factors at each level
(Snijders, 2005). As single predictors
are interpreted when other variables are
zero, and the main interest is in level 2
and 3 predictors, the variables are grand-
mean centred (Enders & Tofighi, 2007).
Only the intercepts were allowed to be
random, and unstandardised coefficients
were reported.

With only three possible outcomes
in member commitment (‘never’, ‘some-
times’ and ‘often’), cumulative multilevel
regression models for categorical data
(Hox, 2010) were implemented in R us-
ing cumulative link mixed models of the
ordinal package and a logit link function.
When we analysed exit thoughts, a pos-
itive coefficient indicated lower member
commitment. The results were best in-
terpreted using the natural exponential
function of the estimator. This value is
called the odds ratio, demonstrating the
multiplicative change in the odds of be-
ing in the ‘sometimes’ category compared

to ‘never’ and ‘often’ compared to ‘some-
times’ when the predictor changes by one
unit (Tabachnick&Fidell, 2019, pp. 461–
465).

Results

In our sample, 69.0% of themembers did
not contemplate leaving the club, 24.1%
occasionally considered it and 7.0% fre-
quentlythoughtaboutleavingtheclub. In
the estimation of random intercept-only
models, the analysis of the ICCs showed
a small ICC of 6.0% at the club level and
a large ICC of 14.8% at the team level
when both contexts were analysed sep-
arately (. Table 2). However, when both
levels were included simultaneously, the
ICC at the club level decreased to 2.2%,
whereas the ICC at the team level de-
creased slightly to12.8%. Thismeans that
ignoring the differences in exit thoughts
between clusters at one level by (inten-
tionally) ignoring the level of analysis
is connected to an upward bias in the
ICC. Ignoring the team level leads to
an overestimation of the differences be-
tween clubs and the relevance (variance)
at the individual level. Ignoring the club
level leaves the relevance at the individ-
ual level unchanged but adds the ignored
differences at the club level to the team
level (. Table 2). Therefore, the estima-
tion of the random intercept-only model
indicates that the three-level model is
appropriate.

Model M1 tested the individual vari-
ables (. Table 3). Higher age and being
malewere associatedwith fewer thoughts
of exit. Higher integration of the dimen-
sions of identification and placement is
alsobeneficial, whereas interaction isnot.
Interestingly, volunteering was not rele-
vant, and longer membership was con-
nected to more existing thoughts.

ModelsM2.1 andM2.2 show that club
sociability goals are not related to exit
thoughts, while a higher focus on sport-
ing success at the club level is positively

related. Club cultural aspectswere irrele-
vant. Furthermore, no systematic differ-
ences existed between clubs located in
rural areas and those located in cities.
However, in Model M2.1, exit thoughts
seemed lower in agglomerations than in
cities.

ModelsM3.1 andM3.2 show that sim-
ilar to the club level, a teamgoal for sport-
ing success is positively connected to exit
thoughts, but sociability goals are not.
In contrast to the club level, a respect-
ful team culture is associated with fewer
exit thoughts. A team culture of social
togetherness is not relevant. As expected,
members of youth teams showed more
exit thoughts than adult team members.

Relevant contextual factors were
tested in the full model, M4. While
no differences in exit thoughts are visi-
ble between settlement structures, club
and team goals of sporting success and
a respectful team culture remain rele-
vant under mutual control. Predicting
exit thoughts from our full model using
standardised measures to compare effect
sizes, it appears that club and team goals
of sporting success, as well as respect-
ful team culture, are similar in effect
size. While 31.5% (26.2% sometimes,
5.3% often) of the members considered
leaving the club when a team respectful
culture was one SD below average team
culture, only 24.7% (20.9% sometimes,
3.8% often) did so when it was one SD
above (club goals: 31.1% and 25.1%;
team goals: 31.0% and 25.3%). Com-
pared with the individual level, these
effects are rather low: only 16.3% of
the members who strongly identify with
the club (one SD above the average
identification) are predicted to think
about exiting. However, this does not
imply that context is irrelevant. Predict-
ing exit thoughts in a suitable context
(+1 SD team culture, –1 SD team goal,
–1 SD club goal), only 19.8% of the
members considered leaving the club.
. Figure 1 shows the standardised exit
thoughts for respectful team culture and
identification.

Discussion

This study introduces the team level to
the multilevel analysis of formal member

German Journal of Exercise and Sport Research



Table 3 Mainmodels for individual factors and club and teamcontextual variables

M0 M1 M2.1 M2.2 M3.1 M3.2 M4

Individual level
Membership duration – 0.04 *** 0.04 *** 0.04 *** 0.04 *** 0.04 *** 0.04 ***

Volunteering – –0.14 –0.14 –0.12 –0.21 –0.21 –0.21

Women – 0.36 + 0.34 0.37 + 0.63 ** 0.58 ** 0.56 **

Age – –0.05 *** –0.05*** –0.05 *** –0.02 * –0.02 * –0.02 +

Born abroad – 0.13 0.14 0.15 0.08 0.08 0.09

Identification – –1.03 *** –1.04 *** –1.02 *** –1.02 *** –0.98 *** –1.01 ***

Interaction – 0.11 0.10 0.09 0.1 0.08 0.09

Placement – –0.18 * –0.17 + –0.20 * –0.16 + –0.16 + –0.18 *

Club level

Settlement structures

– Rural – – –0.03 –0.08 – – 0.21

– Agglomeration – – –0.32 + –0.23 – – –0.25

– City (Ref.) – – – – – – –

Club goal sociability – – 0.18 – – – –

Club goal sporting success – – 0.24 * – – – 0.22 *

Club culture respect – – – –0.38 – – –

Club culture togetherness – – – 0.27 – – –

Team level
Youth team – – – – 0.97 *** 0.91 *** 0.99 ***

Team goal sociability – – – – 0.07 – –

Team goal sporting success – – – – 0.16 + – 0.16 +

Team culture respect – – – – – –0.34 * –0.32 **

Team culture togetherness – – – – – 0.01 –

Intercept 1|2 0.88 *** 0.94 *** 0.94 *** 0.94 *** 0.94 *** 0.94 *** 0.94 ***

Intercept 2|3 2.82 *** 3.03 *** 3.03 *** 3.03 *** 3.05 *** 3.05 *** 3.06 ***

Log likelihood –1071.5 –985.72 –981.69 –983.83 –970.11 –968.54 –962.71

Akaike information criterion 2151 1995.44 1995.38 1999.66 1970.22 1967.08 1961.42

Bayesian information criterion 2171.96 2058.33 2079.23 2083.51 2048.83 2045.69 2055.75

Number of observations 1395 1395 1395 1395 1395 1395 1395

Groups (team: club) 138 138 138 138 138 138 138

Groups (club) 42 42 42 42 42 42 42

Variance: team: club: (Intercept) 0.50 0.20 0.18 0.19 0.12 0.11 0.07

Variance: club: (Intercept) 0.08 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

*** p< 0.001; ** p< 0.01; * p< 0.05; + p< 0.1; A minus-sign (plus–sign) indicates higher (lower) member commitment

commitment, that is, the decision to stay
andnot thinkabout leaving the club. This
builds an innovative three-level model at
the individual, team and club levels and
enables a differentiated study of the con-
textual conditions of member action in
a VSC. We investigated the role of club
andteamcontextsunder thecontrolof in-
dividual characteristics of member com-
mitment. We compared the contextual
levels of clubs and teamswith (1) the con-
textual influences indicated by the ICC,
that is, the extent to whichmember com-
mitmentdiffers betweenclubs and teams,
and (2) contextual goals and culture ex-

plaining differences in member commit-
ment between clubs and teams.

The findings point to the contex-
tual relevance of the team level when
analysing member commitment and
challenge the previous focus on the VSC
(club level) as the primaryunit of analysis
in sports club research (e.g. Schlesinger,
& Nagel, 2015; Elmose-Østerlund et al.,
2019). The relevance of the team follows
the theoretical considerations of close
personal relationships in social groups
(Neidhardt, 1983), which brings the
team closer to the personal sphere of
members, where contextual conditions

most likely influence individual actions
(Esser, 1999). Empirically, this is shown
in (1) a higher ICC at the team level;
that is, greater similarity in member
exit thoughts in teams than in clubs, or,
in other words, greater differences in
mean exit thoughts between teams than
between clubs. It is also shown (2) in the
relevance of cultural conditions, which
are only applied at the team level, while
sporting goals matter at both the team
and club levels.

We conclude that clubs and teams are
structural contexts that affect member
commitment. Therefore, a contextual
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Fig. 18 Predicted exit thoughts based on the team level variable ‘respectful teamculture’ and the
individual-level variable ‘identification’, ranging fromone standard deviation (SD) below to one SD
above the average ‘respectful teamculture’ and ‘identification’

analysis of individual member actions
must consider the team context and the
club context to appropriately model the
social environment of members partic-
ipating in teams or sports groups. This
may hold particularly for VSC but could
also be relevant for other organisations
(e.g. companies and other voluntary or-
ganisations) where members are organ-
ised in teams (Kühl, 2021).

Regarding (1) the analysis of the ICC,
it needs to be noted that differences in
exit thoughts between football clubs ap-
pear to be considerably smaller than be-
tween sports clubs in general (6.0% com-
pared to almost 15% in Schlesinger &
Nagel, 2013, 2015). One reason might
be that football clubs are more homoge-
neous in their contextual conditions and,
therefore, provide similar social environ-
ments. However, lower contextual rele-
vance may also result from team sports,
in which members interact with their
team. Including the team level in our
analysis, the ICC at the club level de-
creases considerably. This suggests that
differences between clubs are overesti-
mated in models without team level, and
the question arises as to the extent to
which similar changes are observable in
studies on sports clubs in general (e.g. El-
mose-Østerlund et al., 2019; Schlesinger
& Nagel, 2015).

Although the team level can be seen
as the primary unit of analysis, (2) rel-

evant contextual conditions were found
at both levels. In line with previous find-
ings (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2013), mem-
bers think less often about leaving clubs
that place less weight on success. The
same effect, which has not been previ-
ously shown, holds for teams. As both ef-
fects are simultaneously relevant, it seems
that sports goals at the team level rein-
force adverse effects at the club level.
However, it is important to note that
the focus of this study was football at
the grassroots level and that the role of
sporting success might differ at a more
competitive level. Surprisingly, sociabil-
ity goals were not beneficial for member
commitment at either the club or team
level. This contradicts previous findings
(Schlesinger&Nagel, 2013, 2015;Wicker
& Breuer, 2013). Sociability goals may
not be sufficiently translated into prac-
tice in football clubs or teams. However,
compared to sport clubs ingeneral (Buser
et al., 2021; Schlesinger & Nagel, 2015),
football clubs could also be quite homo-
geneous in sociability goals. Therefore,
sociability goalsmight be relevantdespite
missing inferential effects.

Cultural conditions are relevant at the
contextual level. This is new tomultilevel
research on member commitment but in
line with research on member dropout
(Schlesingeret al., 2018; Temple&Crane,
2016). This confirms the assumption that
a suitable contextual culture stabilises

membership (Nagel, 2006; Rullang et al.,
2016). It can be assumed that an appro-
priate culture will helpmembers feel they
fit in anduse their voices insteadof think-
ing about leaving in cases of disagree-
ments (Hirschman, 1970). In our data,
members of teams with a pronounced
respectfulness culture were less likely to
think about leaving the club, whereas the
culture of social togetherness was not rel-
evant. However, data suggest that social
togetherness is closely related to respect-
ful culture and identification at the in-
dividual level. The club level was not
relevant to cultural aspects. This could
be explained by the fact that members do
not perceive informal subliminal cultural
aspects at the superior club level in their
everyday practices.

Practically, officials should negotiate
sports success goals to avoid mismatches
between members and teams/clubs that
could be detrimental to member com-
mitment. When goals mismatch, a cul-
ture of acceptance and respect among
members can be central to avoiding exit
thoughts. Therefore, it is important that
officials and members celebrate diverse
values and identities and do not strive for
homogenous groups and climates (Elling
et al., 2001).

Of course, manyother factors are con-
nected to member commitment aside
from contextual goals and culture at
the team and club levels. This certainly
holds at the individual level, where most
variations in member commitment are
explained. Here, social integration in
the identification dimension seems to be
an important stabiliser of member com-
mitment (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2015).
Furthermore, women think more about
leaving the club than men do, which
could be explained by the precarious
role of women in male-dominated foot-
ball clubs. Long-term members often
think about leaving the club. However,
caution is needed regarding this effect
because long-termmembership is closely
connected to social integration.

Furthermore, relevant conditionsmay
exist at the structural level. Our analy-
sis considered the situational and formal
conditions of clubs and teams. However,
at the club level, municipality size, club
size and language (not reported) were
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unrelated to commitment. At the team
level, adult team members think less of-
ten about leaving the club. It can be as-
sumed that the annually changing team
composition in youth football is likely
to destabilise member commitment be-
cause of the high relevance of social con-
tact and friendship for stable member-
ship (Schlesinger et al., 2018; Temple &
Crane, 2016). Furthermore, many struc-
tural conditions that were not considered
inouranalysis (e.g. relationshipswith the
coach/other members, sporting reputa-
tion and team success) may be relevant
to member commitment.

Finally, although not the focus of this
study, conditions external to the club also
influencemembers’ commitment. Lower
commitment in youth teams may also be
explained by changes in interest and re-
sponsibilities among younger age groups.
For example, experiences in school and
other leisure activities (Löbig et al., 2020)
are related to stable membership.

Limitations and future research

Multilevel analysis is a complex method
with detailed requirements in survey de-
sign, data structure and analytical pro-
cedures. Several limitations and future
research scopes are notable, in addition
to the usual problems of cross-sectional
studies and selection effects (see Buser
et al., 2021).

First, the factor reliability was rela-
tively low for the culture of respect and
social integration factors in the interac-
tion dimension. This also holds true for
the Spearman–Brown coefficient, which
is appropriate for the two-item factors
(Eisinga, Grotenhuis, & Pelzer, 2013).
Furthermore, the theoretical differentia-
tion between a culture of social togeth-
erness and a culture of acceptance was
not confirmed by explorative factor anal-
ysis, which suggests a single-factor solu-
tion. Multilevel models calculated for
this single cultural factor confirmed the
significant relevance of cultural aspects at
the team level, which remained irrelevant
at the club level. Therefore, to improve
the factor reliability and empirical differ-
entiation of the two theoretical factors,
additional items should be considered in
future questionnaires.

Second, the contextual conditions
were surveyed by the coach or president
because of their substantial contextual
knowledge. However, it may be useful to
talk tomembers andaggregate individual
answers at the contextual level, partic-
ularly regarding the cultural aspects of
teams and clubs. Users should be aware
of the differences between context and
climate aggregates (Marsh et al., 2012).
This procedure must ensure that the
sampled members represent the context
of interest.

Third, the sample only considers foot-
ball clubs and teams that are likely to
bemore contextually homogeneous than
clubs and teams from other sports. This
might reduce the heterogeneity in con-
textual features and, therefore, the differ-
ences between clubs and teams. The se-
lection of different sports organised into
sports teams or groups may be of interest
to future research and would allow the
analysis of further contextual conditions
(e.g. team size).

Fourth, multilevel analysis not only
allows the analysis of factors at dif-
ferent levels but also tests for cross-
level interactions. In previous two-
level studies, cross-level effects were in-
corporated between factors at the club
and individual levels (club× individ-
ual, Buser et al., 2021; Schlesinger &
Nagel, 2015). However, introducing the
team as an additional level opens the
possibility for further two-way inter-
actions (club× team, team× individual)
and even a three-way interaction (club×
team× individual). When testing only
conventional two-level cross-level effects
(club× individual, team× individual), no
relevant effects were found for the three
central contextual conditions (sporting
success, respectful culture) except for the
interaction between the club’s goals of
sporting success and social integration
within the dimension of interaction.
People who interacted more successfully
in the club were more likely to con-
sider leaving the club with increasing
success goals. However, future studies
should conceptualise higher-order inter-
action effects (club× team× individual)
and interactions between higher levels
(club× team), whicharenew toanalysing

club member actions from a theoretical
perspective.

Finally, thisarticle introducestheteam
contextbytestinga fewcentralconditions
at the team and club levels. Several other
conditions within and outside a sports
club can also be linked to member com-
mitment. For example, human resources
(volunteers and coaches)may be relevant
at both levels (Seippel et al., 2020; Wicker
& Breuer, 2013). Furthermore, the social
context and team friendships are relevant
(Schlesingeret al., 2018; Temple&Crane,
2016). This may indicate an additional
social context for team friendship groups
(Steiger, Mumenthaler, & Nagel, 2021).
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