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Abstract

Background: This empirical study explores how football club sale decisions, made under financial duress, reflect tensions between profitability, utility maximisation and principles of social entrepreneurship, among fans.

Aim: This study investigates whether football managers, acting as social entrepreneurs, prioritise social utility and community impact over narrow profit and how such decisions affect fan behaviour and psychological health.

Setting: The setting is in Durban and focuses on a professional football club with a fan base of 100,000 individuals.

Methods: This study uses a mixed-methods approach that combines surveys from 384 quantitative fans with qualitative interviews from 12 managers and four sponsors to analyse emotional, behavioural and managerial dimensions was used.

Results: The study reveals a significant disconnect between managers and fans, leading to psychological ramifications for supporters. The emotional distress experienced can be attributed to the lack of understanding and empathy exhibited by managers who prioritise financial gain. The findings suggest that fans subjected to such treatment become vagabonds, (i.e.) without a true football home, which limits their ability to experience and express joy. Unfortunately, these critical aspects are overlooked, adversely affecting fans’ overall well-being, domestic life and psychological health.

Conclusion: The research underscores the importance of collective and inclusive management, providing a framework that enhances sustainability. It highlights the impact of poorly managed social entrepreneurship initiatives, which can uproot communities if not carefully considered.

Contribution: The study contributes to literature of the under-researched professional football league. This context has received limited attention, presenting an opportunity that addresses knowledge gap between football and entrepreneurship.
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Introduction

Football is the most popular sport in Africa, boasting millions of passionate fans, hundreds of thousands of players and numerous clubs competing at various levels (Freer, Wafer & Flowers 2023; Pannenborg 2008). Beyond being a unifying force, it also fuels intense club-level rivalries (Sibanda 2024). To enhance the sport’s professionalism, many African nations have established structured leagues governed by football associations, with oversight provided by league boards or management committees (Bayle 2025). These governing bodies regulate both top-tier premiership leagues and lower-division competitions. The clubs within these leagues are owned by individuals, businesses or community organisations (Starkings & Brett 2021). This study investigates whether football managers, particularly within the South African context, function as social entrepreneurs by prioritising social value and community engagement over pure financial gain, and how these managerial decisions influence fan behaviour and psychological well-being. The research is situated within the socio-historical landscape of South African football, especially in the post-apartheid era, where the sport has played a vital role in nation-building, social identity and economic transformation. In this context, football clubs often extend beyond their athletic function to serve as platforms for community cohesion, empowerment and social change.

Background

Football in South Africa, particularly within the Premier Soccer League (PSL), operates at the intersection of intense commercialisation and socio-cultural responsibility. While club owners invest significantly to compete in this lucrative league, they concurrently face the ambiguity of financial returns, a central tension in the context of social entrepreneurship. Mphahlele (2024) indicated that the operational monthly costs associated with operating a PSL club range from R2.5 million to R4.5 million. This situation prompts an ongoing debate regarding whether football clubs should primarily function as social enterprises or as profit-driven entities.

This study is underpinned by Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory, which serves as a normative framework for evaluating how football clubs manage the competing interests of multiple stakeholders, including fans, local communities, corporate sponsors and league authorities. Within this context, the study explores how social entrepreneurship intention (SEI) influences football business strategies (Nguyen, Nguyen & Huynh 2024). It investigates whether South African club owners balance financial imperatives with a broader commitment to social impact or whether financial pressures compromise their social mission.

This enquiry is further sharpened by a paradox central to the literature: under economic strain, club owners, initially motivated by social goals, often revert to self-interest, thereby contradicting the principles of social entrepreneurship (Civera & Freeman 2020; Hammerschmidt et al. 2021). The role of corporate sponsorship and corporate social investment adds another layer of complexity, raising questions about the sustainability of socially driven football enterprises within an increasingly commercialised environment (Sauer et al. 2023).

This study critically examines the extent to which club owners prioritise profit maximisation over broader social goals, shedding light on the tension between these competing objectives.

It also incorporates Sloane’s (1971) theory, integrating the concept of social entrepreneurship to illustrate how club owners secure financial sponsorship while maintaining a commitment to community development (Jacobsen 2023). The research underscores the far-reaching impact of football, extending beyond financial gain to emphasise the significance of team success and fan enthusiasm (Kaplanidou 2020). This enthusiasm often culminates in fan euphoria, typically experienced when a club plays in local stadiums, wins games, signs top-quality talent and secures championships, ultimately yielding substantial financial rewards. However, according to Jacobsen (2023), the biggest challenge arises when clubs face financial burdens, leading owners to prioritise financial gain over sporting performance. This conflict often affects fan ecstasy, as their interests are sacrificed for economic stability, leaving their passion and loyalty overshadowed by financial considerations.

Based on this background, the study investigates the strategic decision-making of South African Premier League clubs in the face of financial challenges, examining whether they prioritise utility maximisation to benefit fans and supporters or focus on profitability (Traynor 2024). As social entrepreneurs, club owners are expected to uphold their guiding principles and values, prioritising social impact alongside financial considerations, regardless of whether their organisations face profitability or insolvency (Kobayashi 1975).

South Africa’s socio-historical context, particularly post-apartheid, imbues football with profound symbolic and community functions. However, the financial instability faced by PSL clubs challenges the capacity of club owners to remain true to their social mandates. This study critically evaluates whether these owners adopt utility-maximising strategies that favour stakeholder well-being or default to profit-maximising behaviours during financial crises (Traynor 2024). Fans often experience significant psychological effects, as their emotional investment in the club often outweighs any financial considerations. Clarke, Geurin and Burch (2022) emphasised that fans’ mental well-being is frequently undermined by ownership decisions driven by profitability over community loyalty.

Here, the study contributes to the literature by exploring the psychosocial dimensions of organisational change. Drawing on Davis et al. (2021), firstly, it examines how club sales and shifts in ownership affect stakeholder attitudes, loyalty and mental health. Secondly, the study examines the unrestrained landscape of football club sales in the South African Premier League, where financial pressures often compel social entrepreneurs to prioritise business interests over their primary social objectives (Dzomonda 2021). The high financial demands associated with operating and managing a football club can lead social entrepreneurs to adopt a more business-oriented approach, potentially resulting in negative consequences, including stakeholder disillusionment, hurt and frustration (Traynor 2024).

The study provides an overview of academic literature on social entrepreneurs in football clubs, highlighting the motivations and investments of social entrepreneurs who prioritise player development and professional team management over economic gains (Alonso et al. 2024). The discussion delves into the aspects of social responsibility assumed by these entrepreneurs, including player development and professional team management, underscoring the tension between economic reality and social objectives (Jacobsen 2023). The performance outcomes of football clubs often result from a complex interplay between the objectives of owners and management, necessitating a delicate balance to optimise utility. Football clubs face intense pressure to optimise asset utilisation, balancing desired efficiency and effectiveness while navigating the dual imperatives of financial sustainability and sporting success (Sanchez et al. 2024). This encompasses managing the logistical complexities of competing in a national league, which requires travelling to diverse locations weekly for matches while concurrently maintaining financial sustainability and resource optimisation. The methodology employed in this study is outlined, detailing the data collection process and analytical techniques utilised.

Literature review

The South African Premier League (PSL) distinguished itself from European leagues primarily through its unique government structures, which are marked by localised ownership and management (Wafer & Flowers 2022). The governance architecture of the PSL is characterised by a peculiar contradiction: club owners often hold concurrent positions on the league’s executive committees (Mokoena 2024). The concurrent dual role of club owners as executive committee members contributes to the PSL’s laxity in evaluating the financial stability and liquidity of prospective club owners, as well as their managerial competence in operating a financially sustainable club (Du Preez 2024; Mbonambi 2023). It assumes that the investor possesses the required skills and competence to be a social entrepreneur (Jacobsen 2023). In contrast to European leagues, which enforce stringent ownership regulations, such as the English Football League’s Rule 34 (Evans, Walters & Hamil 2024), the PSL’s structure presumes that investors possess the necessary capabilities to function as both entrepreneurs and social custodians (Jacobsen 2023; Kritikos 2022). This creates a perverse incentive to prioritise personal financial gain over the well-being of fans and stakeholders (Mbonambi 2023). This dynamic underscores the need for governance reforms in the PSL to align directional incentives with the long-term sustainability and social responsibility of football clubs (Boya 2024).

South African perspective

The Statute of SAFA (2012) explicitly mandates that the sport’s objective be utility maximisation. Aligning football’s objective with game victory, stadium attendance, player popularity and competitive suspense, as well as talent investment, is high under utility maximisation (Arrondel, Duhautois & Laslier 2023). To attain club success or wins, clubs adopt a two-pronged approach to financial sustainability (Di Simone & Zanardi 2021).

To ensure financial sustainability, football clubs adopt a two-pronged strategy. Firstly, they secure corporate sponsorships to guarantee long-term financial stability, complemented by leveraging monthly PSL grants to address short-term financial needs. Secondly, they implement robust financial management policies and guidelines (Dube 2023). This holistic approach enables club owners to strike a balance between self-interest and financial stability, ultimately upholding the club’s financial integrity (Frazer & Andrew 2023). By establishing a stable financial foundation, clubs focus on key performance indicators crucial for overall success, including maximising wins, increasing match attendance and recruiting top talent (Eriksson 2023).

In South Africa’s PSL, this practice is under the guidance of experienced technocrats, who bring essential skills and expertise to the club, assisting in addressing the complexities of modern football (SAFA Statute 2012). This collaborative approach enables clubs to adapt to the sport’s evolving demands and achieve financial sustainability (Jacobsen 2023). However, ineffective club management frequently disrupts club liquidity because of conflicting institutional demands, such as sporting success and financial sustainability, which often hinders striking a balance between utility maximisation and profit maximisation (Sandy, Sloane & Rosentraub 2024).

Social entrepreneurship in this context is complicated as it assumes club owners are profit-averse. It prioritises social-tainment by offering an array of options available, which primarily do not prioritise the club owner (Mthembu & Barnard 2019). Bull and Whittam (2020) suggested that social entrepreneurship’s utility maximisation often does not fully align with football fan’s expectations. To reconcile this disparity, stakeholders have had to navigate budget constraints, prioritising strategic trade-offs between expenditures (Hammè & Galiena 2021). The crucial optimal level of consumer satisfaction for club owners often diverges from that of fans, highlighting the complexity of balancing competing interests (Khadka & Khadka 2022).

This study aims to construct a robust African perspective on the intersection of social entrepreneurship and sports management, with a specific focus on South African football clubs. It begins by critically evaluating the financial decisions made within these clubs, highlighting a prevalent emphasis on maximising profits through club sales, often at the expense of social outcomes (Jaeger 2021). The investigation further explores the psychological and economic impacts of these decisions on fans and stakeholders, recognising the unique operational structure of football clubs, based on a tripartite model involving management, players and fandom (Jacobsen 2023).

The study underscores the importance of understanding these dynamics for effective club governance (Starkings & Brett 2021), ultimately addressing a significant gap in the literature by examining how South African club owners manage the tension between financial viability and social accountability. It does so in the context of institutional fragility, inconsistent regulatory frameworks and persistent stakeholder expectations.

Value for money

South Africa has some of the most valuable football clubs in Africa. According to Galal (2023), Mamelodi Sundowns, Orlando Pirates, Kaizer Chiefs, Lamontville Golden Arrows and SuperSport United are among the top-most valuable clubs in the country. The continent’s market valuation for 2021/2022 placed them in the top 20 list of the continent’s most valuable clubs in Africa, which was led by the Egyptian giants Al Ahly (Vardien 2022).
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Except for SuperSport United, which is owned by the conglomerate SuperSport International Holdings Pty Ltd, clubs in the PSL are predominantly family-owned and socially entrepreneurial in nature, highlighting the importance of acquiring skilled business acumen to assist clubs with professional business expertise (Mogajane, Du Plessis & Slabbert 2019).

Given the vast sums of money in the football industry, these family-owned businesses face unique challenges in balancing resource management discipline with ownership dynamics, prioritising utility maximisation over profit maximisation (Sloane 1971). Many football clubs experience agency problems because of the pressure on technocrats from family members, who often clash on maximising family income as opposed to maximising utility as per the PSL mandate (Hayes 2022).

Football is a societal activity, and football club owners are regarded as inherently social entrepreneurs and maximise social utility, which often creates challenges for the organisation’s mission and objectives of separating the accountability of technocrats from that of club ownership (Mthembu & Barnard 2019). Therefore, special attention should be given to social entrepreneurship in its inherent form, as family governance impacts performance and firm value, and without corrective measures in place, club owners tend to prioritise profit at the expense of the social nature of the business (Duncan & Hasso 2018).

The impact on fans

Sports management researchers have rigorously explored the concept of fandom, defining it as the intense emotional affection between an individual and their preferred team (Clarke et al. 2022). Numerous theoretical perspectives have investigated this relationship, proposing team management strategies that can foster a deeper attachment between fans and the team (Hirshon 2020).

Empirical evidence suggests that by prioritising fan interests over profit maximisation and involving fans in decision-making processes related to team operations, teams can enhance fan engagement, foster loyalty and increase attendance and revenue (Kima, Love & Park 2024; Saima et al. 2019). Adopting this fan-oriented paradigm enables teams to cultivate a dedicated fan base, ensuring long-term viability and success.

Football success is inextricably linked to fan support. Fans contribute significantly to the team’s viability through various channels, including ticket sales, merchandise purchases and intangible enthusiasm. Given their significant investment in the team’s success, fans deserve to be consulted in the event of a potential sale (Zhang 2023). Moreover, it is essential to prioritise continuity and stability for both fans and the community. Ideally, any sale should ensure that the team remains in its current location, avoiding relocation to a different city, town or region (Evans et al. 2024). This safeguard would respect the fan’s emotional connection and loyalty, maintaining the team’s legacy and community ties (Jacobsen 2023).

The widespread relocation of football clubs in South African football has precipitated a profound psychological impact on devoted fans (Madyauta 2023). The abrupt displacement of their cherished teams has induced emotions of humiliation, betrayal and despair (Aren & Hamamcı 2021). The emotional attachment and sense of ownership fans have cultivated with their teams render the sale and relocation a catastrophic event, triggering significant mental stress (McElwaine 2025). Furthermore, the financial commitments made to support their teams serve as a poignant reminder of the loss, intensifying the emotional suffering (ChilliPepper 2022).

The sale of Bloemfontein Celtics, a Premier League team from Bloemfontein in the Free State with a massive following, serves as a poignant example (Feikie, Das & Mostafa 2018). Despite financial struggles since the early 2000s, the passionate owner initially prioritised fans’ emotional well-being by selling the team to local interests (ChilliPepper 2022). However, the subsequent sale in 2014, to the KDS group, proved devastating (Dube 2024). Disregarding fan interest, the new ownership relocated the team to KwaZulu-Natal, inflicting immense emotional strain and distress on loyal supporters (Dube 2023). Fans felt a profound sense of loss and disconnection, severed from the team they had passionately supported for years (Madyauta 2023).

The sale of Witbank Aces in 2016 serves as another poignant example. Financial difficulties led to the team’s sale, but the new owner’s decision to relocate from Mpumalanga to Cape Town had devastating consequences (Hirshon 2020). The move severely impacted the province, region and local economy. The loss of a premier team meant visiting teams no longer travelled to the area, resulting in significant revenue loss and reduced economic activity (Cox & Philippou 2022). This was particularly detrimental given Mpumalanga’s investment in hosting the 2010 FIFA World Cup, including the construction of a state-of-the-art stadium (Swanepoel 2024). The absence of local premier teams has left this infrastructure underutilised, undermining the region’s economic potential (Makamu 2024). These cases highlight the imperative need of stakeholder engagement at a broader regional level to avoid negative implications of football club ownership decisions.

Theoretical framework

This study employs the theory of football utility maximisation owned by social entrepreneurs to analyse the decision-making process of football social entrepreneurs (Davis et al. 2021), specifically utility maximisation, as a more accurate objective for professional football clubs (Eriksson 2023). This concept, developed by Sloane (1971), prioritises achieving euphoria through utility maximisation over profit maximisation. Sloane’s theory suggests that football clubs should focus on maximising overall satisfaction, rather than solely pursuing financial gains (Sloane 1971). Franck’s (2010) assertion supported this morality, stating that football club owners’ primary concerns are not profits, but the club’s success and supporter satisfaction. This is exemplified by multi-millionaire owners who invest substantial resources into their clubs, often with motivations extending beyond mere profit. To better understand the decision-making processes of such football social entrepreneurs, this study adopts the lens of social entrepreneurship theory, specifically the concept of utility maximisation, as a more accurate framework for assessing the objectives of professional football clubs. Developed by Sloane (1971), this concept prioritises achieving euphoria through utility maximisation over sole financial analysis. The moral justification for prioritising sportive success over profit maximisation in sports management is supported by the notion that football club owner’s primary concerns are not monetary gains, but rather the club’s success and supporter satisfaction (Cicut et al. 2024). Contrary to conventional wisdom, evidence suggests that these multi-millionaire owners are not solely profit-driven, as they demonstrate a willingness to invest in their clubs, prioritising sportive excellence (Jacobsen 2023).

In the context of the South African PSL, a paradigm shift in sports management emphasises overall value creation over sole financial returns, aligning with ethical and sustainable practices (Mosola 2017). This perspective challenges conventional wisdom, which prioritises profit maximisation, instead advocating for optimised overall value as the primary objective (Gücüm & Özesmi 2019).

The prevailing notion that club owners and managers prioritise profit maximisation is challenged, suggesting instead that their primary objective should be to optimise overall value, encompassing more than just financial gain (Arrondel et al. 2023). This perspective diverges from the traditional corporate approaches, where managers prioritise shareholder wealth and personal profits by manipulating production resources, inputs and prices to achieve maximum profits (Park 2022). By redefining sports management’s primary objective, this narrative advocates for a more holistic and ethical approach, administering sports organisations with a broader focus.

Football financial struggles and encountering financial shortfalls

Beneath the glamorous façade of top-tier football, the reality of running a football club in South Africa is far from lucrative (Dube 2024). Over the past 20 years, the South African Premier League has witnessed a concerning trend, with numerous clubs changing at an alarming rate of approximately one sale per season (Cowling 2023), primarily driven by persistent financial struggles (Freer et al. 2023). Majority of football clubs competing in the PSL are family-owned entities. Unlike their rugby counterparts, who benefit from dedicated sponsorships, they face a scarcity of sponsorships (Morton 2024), posing a significant challenge that impacts operational costs. To bridge this financial gap, club owners and managers often rely on their personal funds, effectively using cash injections from club owners to keep the club afloat (Kisaka, Andanje & Rintaugu 2022; Traynor 2024).

Contrary to top European leagues where 100% of teams have secured sponsorships because of structured ownership models and objectives, the South African Premier League presents a stark contrast (Barnes & Gannon 2022). Fifty-six per cent of clubs in the 2023/2024 season have successfully managed to attract sponsorship deals, leaving 44% without vital financial support and struggling to accumulate adequate revenue for survival (Lenssen & Craig Smith 2019).

This disparity underscores the challenges in applying profit maximisation theory in the South African context, highlighting the need for more effective sponsorship acquisition strategies and sustainable financial models for clubs like Golden Arrows, Sekhukhune United, Swallows FC, Richards Bay FC, TS Galaxy, Marumo Gallants and Royal AM (Madyauta 2023) and (Evans et al. 2024). An application of profit maximisation theory reveals that South African Premier League football clubs incur sustainable operational costs of approximately 4.2 million rand monthly (Mphahlele 2024). The prevalent financial constraints stem from difficulties in attracting and securing sponsorship deals, compelling club owners to rely on personal finances (Tim Sukazi 2022).

Contrary to the common perception that football club owners are wealthy individuals with vast financial resources, this often places immense pressure on them to achieve success while navigating various expenses (Buwembo 2023). These costs include player salaries, stadium bookings, logistical operations, flights and accommodation bookings (Traynor 2024). Because of the complexity and multifaceted nature of running a football club, many owners struggle to keep their teams financially afloat, leading to insolvency (Evans et al. 2024). This precarious financial situation frequently results in the sale of the club, highlighting the inherent challenges owners face in maintaining the economic viability and financial stability of their teams (Evans et al. 2024).

In the 2023/2024 season, the PSL witnessed significant financial challenges faced by two major clubs, Moroka Swallows and TS Galaxy (Dube 2024). These clubs encountered difficulties in remunerating their players, thereby exposing the harsh realities of managing a professional football team in South Africa (Buwembo 2023). Notably, Bidvest Wits, an institution with a century-long legacy, was dissolved in 2020 (Malepa 2020). Similarly, Bloemfontein Celtic, a club deeply rooted in its community, was sold shortly thereafter in the 2021/2022 season. Highlands Park experienced financial challenges as far back as 1983 before the inception of the PSL. Thereafter, teams like Free State Stars in 2002, Mpumalanga Black Aces in 2016, Thanda Royal Zulu in 2017 and Platinum Stars in 2018 experienced similar challenges (Dube 2024).

When sports clubs often face financial distress such as these, they often resort to sale, leading to a change of ownership, frequently to non-local buyers (Owusu-Ansah 2021). Football clubs often experience financial struggles, forcing owners to sell to recoup their investments (Evans et al. 2024). Financial constraints can be the primary driver for the sale of a football club, but it is, however, not the exclusive instigator (Kisaka et al. 2022).

The past two decades of the league have demonstrated other factors that can trigger ownership changes (Malepa 2020). For instance, the sale of the Wits University football club was prompted by the impact of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) (Wafer & Flowers 2022), while the sale of AmaZulu Football resulted from the owner’s deteriorating health (Breakfast 2020). Notably, the later sale is one of the few sales that yielded a positive outcome, as the club was retained in its original jurisdiction, retaining its original name, logo and brand, ensuring continuity and stability for the team and its fans (Ngcatshe 2020). This makes it increasingly difficult for clubs to avoid relegation as they struggle to be competitive both on the field and stay afloat amid financial constraints (Andrews & Harrington 2016), highlighting the complexity of factors influencing football club ownership changes.

During the transfer process, disputes over agency fees frequently arise as club owners are eager to minimise financial losses, thus entertaining buyers offering the highest bids (ChilliPepper 2022). This transition often results in negative repercussions and alterations to the club’s assets and legacy, leading to name change, logo and identity loss, and emotional turmoil among loyal local supporters who have an intense emotional connection to the club (Williams et al. 2021). In South Africa, supporters often experience disruption and hardships because of club relocations to different districts or provinces, resulting in regional economic losses. Unfortunately, club owners tend to prioritise financial recovery over the well-being of supporters, demonstrating a lack of consideration of the socio-economic impact of their decisions (Williams et al. 2021).

The study investigates whether football clubs in the PSL prioritise utility maximisation over profit maximisation, particularly during financial distress (Sandy, Sloane & Rosentraub 2024). Focusing on decision-making by football social entrepreneurs, this research explores the conflict between pursuing profits and utility maximisation in club sales (Dube 2024). The study seeks to find an answer to the implications of club sales on the fan base and, secondly, assess whether football social entrepreneurs prioritise profit maximisation over utility maximisation when selling clubs to recoup financial losses (Giuseppe 2021). In seeking answers, the study presents a literature review, followed by a description of the research method and a brief description of club sales and their effect on the club fan base. The empirical data are presented and analysed before focusing on the discussion and conclusions.

Finally, Table 1 presents the limitations and recommendations for future research, illustrating a timeline of club sales in South Africa’s PSL from 1983 to 2024. This timeline highlights significant patterns of instability, governance deficiencies and financial vulnerabilities within the club structures of the league. Although the data encompass four decades, the trend of franchise sales has notably intensified in recent years, particularly with a substantial concentration of transactions occurring from 2016 onward. This upward trend indicates increasing financial pressures and speculative dynamics within the league. The commodification of club identities through sales and rebranding erodes the historical and emotional ties between clubs and their communities. This disconnect is further exacerbated by the limited involvement of supporters and local stakeholders in decision-making processes surrounding ownership changes.
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From a stakeholder theory perspective, these developments raise significant concerns. Football clubs are not merely commercial entities; they are social institutions embedded within communities. The recurring sales and transformations of club identities suggest a misalignment between financial imperatives and the broader social responsibilities that clubs hold. The marginalisation of fans, players and local communities in ownership transitions reflects an imbalance of power and a failure to uphold inclusive and participatory governance principles.

In addressing these challenges, there is a pressing need to reconsider the regulatory and financial architecture of the PSL. Without comprehensive reforms to ensure transparency, enforce accountability and foster community engagement, the league risks undermining both its sporting integrity and its socio-cultural legitimacy. The unchecked circulation of club franchises may ultimately weaken the stability and identity of South African football, diminishing its value not only as a sport but also as a shared national institution.

Research methods and design

Approach

This study adopts an empirical perspective and takes an inductive approach in seeking to contribute to the existing literature on the nexus between social entrepreneurship, professional football management, and organisational well-being. Specifically, it seeks to inform strategies that strike a balance between economic sustainability and social responsibility in the football industry (Clarke et al. 2022). It is grounded in the transformative paradigm, which emphasises the interconnectedness of research and social change (Creswell & Creswell 2023). The approach prioritises the needs and perspectives of marginalised groups, seeking to confront and dismantle social oppression at all levels (Pearce 2020). The transformative paradigm centralises the voices and experiences of oppressed communities to stimulate meaningful social change. In this context, the researcher investigates the pressing social issue of consumer marginalisation in the decision-making process surrounding the sale of football clubs (Khudiyev & Szabo 2020).

Sample

This study employs a transformative mixed-methods research design underpinned by an inductive approach. The choice of design is rooted in the study’s aim to explore the complex intersection between social entrepreneurship, professional football management and community well-being within the South African PSL. The transformative paradigm is particularly appropriate as it foregrounds social justice and emphasises the inclusion of marginalised voices, especially football fans and community stakeholders, who are often excluded from critical decision-making processes in club ownership and management. By integrating qualitative and quantitative methods, the study ensures a comprehensive and balanced exploration of both managerial strategies and supporter perspectives. This combination allows for triangulation of data, enhancing the study’s validity, reliability and depth of understanding.

Ethical clearance for the research was obtained from the relevant institutional board (details redacted for review integrity), as confirmed by the approval letter, information redacted to maintain the integrity of the review process. The sample consisted of 16 participants for the qualitative strand, including members of the AmaZulu Football Club executive team and sponsorship executives. For the quantitative component, a sample of 384 fans was drawn from a population of over 100 000, based on the club’s attendance records and financial reports. This dual-layered sampling approach provided a robust foundation for examining the divergence and overlap between internal managerial intentions and external stakeholder expectations (Sekaran & Bougie 2019).

To enhance the validity and trustworthiness of the findings, data triangulation was employed, involving the cross-validating of information across qualitative and quantitative datasets. This approach enabled the establishment of validity and reliability, thereby strengthening the overall rigour of the study (Makanyeza 2014). This approach, aligned with established social science research protocols, facilitated a comprehensive understanding of the research objectives. By integrating qualitative and quantitative methods, the study enhanced validity, reliability and generalisable findings that contribute meaningfully to the existing body of knowledge (Creswell & Creswell 2023).

Data were collected sequentially, beginning with qualitative interviews followed by quantitative surveys. The qualitative data were subjected to thematic analysis using NVivo software. This software facilitated systematic coding by allowing the data to be broken down into key ideas and patterns, which were then grouped into themes and sub-themes. The coding process followed an interpretive framework guided by Sloane’s theory of utility maximisation, which emphasises satisfaction and communal well-being over financial profit. Through open, axial and selective coding, the researcher was able to draw connections between management practices and the emotional, economic and social concerns of stakeholders.

The quantitative data, analysed using SPSS, provided descriptive and inferential statistics that supported the qualitative findings. Statistical tests such as Cronbach’s alpha were used to assess the internal consistency of the measures, while exploratory factor analysis (EFA) examined correlations among key variables. The results of the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test and Bartlett’s test of sphericity confirmed the suitability of the dataset for factor analysis. The findings from the quantitative data validated the patterns emerging from the qualitative analysis and helped reveal significant relationships, such as the impact of demographic factors on financial decision-making within football clubs.

Overall, the methodology was carefully chosen and applied to support the study’s central objective: to critically assess how social entrepreneurship manifests in the governance of South African football clubs, especially under financial distress. The integrated design and systematic analysis enabled the researcher to uncover how club owners balance – or fail to balance – profit-driven motives with the broader social responsibilities they hold towards fans and communities.

Data analysis

Data analysis followed QUAL → QUAN analysis of which data collection followed the same sequence. The qualitative data were analysed using a specialised software package called NVivo. This software package enabled the categorisation of information into themes and sub-themes, facilitating the origination of data into meaningful patterns (Makanyeza 2014). Thematic analysis was used in the coding of the data into themes that represent ideas, incidents, concepts, interactions, behaviours and phrases (Creswell & Creswell 2023). Recurring themes were then contextualised and structured into sub-themes, yielding applicable findings from the data (Naeem et al. 2023).

To ensure the quality of quantitative data analysis, Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was employed for descriptive, inferential analysis, and EFA was used to analyse the data (Blackmon & Maylor 2005; Dawadi, Shrestha & Giri 2021). In assessing the reliability of the measures used in the study, the internal consistency approach measure was used. Cronbach’s alpha was used to assess the internal consistency of the constructs, while EFA helped identify relationships between unique factors and determine the number of factors generated from variables (Maduku 2015).

Descriptive statistics

Quantitative data show the following descriptive statistical results of the mean value being 1.714 coupled with a standard deviation of 1.03. The results indicate a positively skewed distribution of participants’ ages. The skewness suggests the presence of a minority of 50–60-year-olds, which exerts an upward pull on the mean. Conversely, the bulk of the data points are concentrated at the lower end of the scale, which is 25–35-year-olds. This distributional asymmetry implies that although the mean age appears elevated, the majority of data points, as represented by the median and mode, are situated at lower values. This discrepancy may be indicative of the subset of significantly older individuals exerting an influence on the mean, while the majority of participants are relatively younger. Table 2 displays descriptive results.
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Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s Humanities & Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee (No. HSS/0778/017M).

Results

To gain insight into the profit-oriented financial decision-making processes surrounding club liquidation, this study examined the profitisation and utilitisation of the club management resources. A comprehensive analysis of some club management decisions was conducted to identify the underlying factors that influence financial decision-making, particularly in relation to the allocation of resources and pursuit of profitability. By examining the club’s management decisions, this study aimed to shed light on the ways in which financial considerations shape the strategic direction of the club, especially in situations where liquidation is a possibility.

The lack of financial sponsorship has heightened the sense of instability to enticing clubs to maximise fan utility. Notably, the analysis revealed a significant correlation between management age, gender and financial accumulation, suggesting that demographic factors play a crucial role in shaping financial decisions. Furthermore, the data indicate that personal factors, as reflected in Table 2, exert a considerable influence on clubs’ financial investments, implying that individual characteristics and biases can impact the allocation of resources and the overall financial strategy of the club. The findings in Table 3, Management to set standards of performance indicates fan expectations from management, highlight the importance of considering the human fan element in financial decision-making, particularly in the context of utility management. The established performance management standard service benchmark evaluates expectations and outcomes. Specifically, the ability to avoid relegation, attain a trophy, avoid relegation and achieve a top-eight position in the league standings are among the key performance indicators (KPIs) used to assess management performance. Table 4 on fan preference on communicating to team management suggests that fans have a strong desire for management engagement and communication regarding the clubs’ plans and visions. The data reveal that supporters prefer various communication channels, with 51.8% opting for X (formerly Twitter) engagement, 51.8% preferring Facebook communication, 36.7% preferring communication conferences or sessions with the club and 26% preferring to communicate via fan social gatherings. Additionally, 16.3% preferred communication via SMS or cell phone marketing. However, a significant proportion of supporters (8%) expressed dissatisfaction with the current state of communication, indicating a substantial gap between expectations and clubs’ communication efforts. This parity presents a critical opportunity for management to reflect on the reasons behind this dissatisfaction and explore strategies to improve communication and engagement with supporters.
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The descriptive statistical analysis was conducted to elucidate patterns in the executive management’s responses to interval-scale items. The resultant mean value of 1.714, coupled with a standard deviation of 1.03, indicates a positively skewed distribution of the effect of management’s ages affecting decision-making towards profit maximisation. The skewness suggests that the presence of a few younger executives is of extremely high value, as it exerts an upward pull on the mean. Conversely, the bulk of the data points are concentrated at the lower end of the scale. This distributional asymmetry implies that although the mean age appears elevated, the majority of the management executives, as represented by the median and mode, are situated in the lower age group of 25 – 50-year-olds. This discrepancy may be indicative of the subset of significantly older individuals exerting an influence on the mean, while the majority of participants are relatively younger. This finding warrants further investigation to elucidate the underlying factors contributing to this distributional pattern.

A statistical analysis of the skewness and kurtosis values yielded a range of 0.524 to 1.210 for skewness and 0.122 and 0.760 for kurtosis, respectively (Table 5). Under established criteria, normality is inferred when both skewness and kurtosis values are less than 2.0 (Maduku 2015), indicating a relatively normal distribution. The findings of the study suggest that the data conform to a normal distribution, as evidenced by the skewness and kurtosis values falling within the prescribed limits, thereby lending support to the assumption of normality. This result has important implications for the validity and reliability of subsequent statistical analysis, which frequently presupposes normality as a necessary condition.
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Sloane’s model (1971) simplifies the theory of utility maximisation by prioritising revenue winnings percentages to be the primary club objective of football clubs, providing a nuanced understanding of professional football club’s decision-making processes through comparing profit maximisation and utility maximisation outcomes (Giuseppe 2021). A survey examining fan’s financial support revealed that most fans (60%) support their club through ticket purchases. In comparison, 40% demonstrate their allegiance through merchandise sales, 6% through event attendance and 36% through participation in team-organised conferences.

Notably, the findings underscore the diverse ways fans financially support their clubs, emphasising the importance of clubs engaging with customers or fans to understand their preferences and tailor communication strategies accordingly. This reciprocal understanding fosters enhanced fan engagement and loyalty. The study highlights the multifaceted nature of fan support, underscoring the need for football clubs to adopt customer-centric approaches that acknowledge and respond to the varied ways fans demonstrate their allegiance (Table 6).
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Football clubs possess a unique capacity to unite and inspire large crowds, thereby fostering a collective energy that motivates teams to strive for success (Blackmon & Maylor 2005). Similar to customers, fans hold explicit expectations regarding club performance, with a significant majority 62% desiring league victory and 60% anticipating a top-four league finish. Additionally, avoiding relegation and maintaining premiership status emerge as paramount concerns for 62% of fans. The expectations align with management objectives for utility maximisation.

In turn, fans demonstrate their support and attachment to the club through various financial and emotional investments, including 60.5% on ticket purchases, 39.5% on merchandise sales, 36.4% on attendance, 36.4% on promotional events and 35.5% on participation in conference activities. This enthusiastic engagement underscores the significance of fan management relationships in shaping club success. By acknowledging and responding to fan expectations, management can cultivate a loyal supporter base, ultimately contributing to the club’s long-term viability.

The study further assesses the standard performance expectations of customers for utility maximisation to be fulfilled. The findings revealed that 62% of respondents expect their club to win at least one trophy per season. Additionally, 62% anticipate a top-eight finish, while 16% prioritise avoiding relegation. Furthermore, 38% of respondents aspire to club participation in the PSL, an indication that top premiership participation is a dominant expectation given to management.

The sale of a football club provides valuable insight into management’s performance. While predicting the actions of financially destressed clubs is challenging, research indicates that management’s response to a potential sale can have significant consequences. Financial struggles often negatively impact organisational morale and staff performance, which can be reflected in the selling price of underperforming clubs. Furthermore, management’s decision to sell the club abroad to investors outside the community is frequently driven by self-interest, prioritising maximum returns on investment over fans sentimental and psychological attachment to the club.

Further, Table 4 indicates that supporters demand from management engagement on what the club plans or envisions. The communication can come via different communication channels, with 51.8% preferring X (formerly Twitter) engagement, 51.8% preferring Facebook communication, 36.7% preferring to communicate in conference sessions that the football club engages in, 26.5% preferring to communicate in team fan social gatherings and 16.3% preferring to communicate via SMS (cell phone marketing). Meanwhile, 8% are despondent on communication, giving management a moment to ponder why customers or fans would feel this way.

In a question on whether ‘does management know what fans expect from the club’, 8.1% are strongly of the view that management understands their demands as fans, while 35.7% agree (Table 7). A staggering 32% are of a neutral stance, maybe because of how they view the performance and progress of the club. Those who disagree are 21.4%, indicating most of the club supporters have confidence in team management.
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Exploratory factor analysis

Computed KMO and the Bartlett test of sphericity initiated the EFA. This was done to examine the correlation between ‘decision-making to profitise’ and ‘conceding to fan demands’ as variables in the underlying structure of data to be fit for factor analysis. The results show that the computed KMO is 0.886 (Table 8). The Bartlett test of sphericity produced p-value (< 0.01). The data can be considered fit for factor analysis.
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Discussion

This study evaluates the extent to which football clubs balance utility maximisation, as expected by supporters, with club owners’ pursuit of profit maximisation (Arrondel et al. 2023). While leadership seeks to maximise return on investment, it must also prioritise fan satisfaction and overall utility. Globally, football has evolved into a significant arena for strategic investment, particularly as Persian Gulf states and Arab investors increasingly channel substantial resources into European and Saudi Arabian football. Their approach reflects an emerging model that seeks to balance commercial profitability with social utility, positioning football not only as an economic enterprise but also as a tool for soft power and societal engagement. However, failure to balance this critical aspect has led to catastrophic consequences, as demonstrated by the collapse of clubs such as Bloemfontein Celtic FC and Witbank Aces FC in the South African Premier League. The disbandment of these clubs left players and supporters emotionally and psychologically distressed. Notable examples include passionate fans such as ‘Botha’ from Bloemfontein Celtic and ‘Mzion’ from Witbank Aces, whose deep connections to their clubs highlight the profound social impact of football beyond financial considerations (Di Simone & Zanardi 2021).

Findings from the PSL indicate that clubs primarily focus on entrepreneurial objectives, often prioritising financial returns over broader social responsibilities. In financially distressed situations, clubs may resort to selling assets to recover value, reinforcing the traditional capitalist approach to business, which emphasises profit maximisation above all else (Arrondel et al. 2023; Sauer et al. 2023). According to economic theory, businesses typically prioritise profit maximisation, sometimes at the expense of consumer or community benefits (Giuseppe 2021).

However, this profit-driven approach presents significant challenges in football. Many clubs are sold to new owners, leading to relocations that disenfranchise long-standing fans, local economy and depressed environment. Such changes can have devastating emotional consequences for supporters, who often feel disconnected from their clubs. Additionally, an exclusive focus on profit maximisation may prove unsustainable when marginal financial returns diminish (Gücüm & Özesmi 2019). Football success requires significant financial investment, and excessive emphasis on revenue generation can divert attention from crucial elements such as team performance and community engagement. Therefore, a balanced approach from investors, governments and community is required when integrating financial sustainability and social responsibility that is long-term and sustainable (Žukauskas, Vveinhardt & Andriukaitienė 2018).

Football extends beyond being just a sport – it serves as a unifying force, bringing together players, management and supporters in a dynamic ecosystem (IvyPanda 2020). Fans, in particular, play a critical role in fostering team spirit, energising players and contributing to the club’s financial stability through ticket sales and merchandise purchases (Breakfast 2020). Given their significant emotional and financial investment, any major transformation within a club must involve inclusive communication with all stakeholders. For many supporters, loyalty to a club is deeply personal and often spans generations. Thus, decisions that impact a club’s identity, such as relocation or ownership changes, must be carefully managed to avoid alienating devoted fans. Engaging with supporters as key stakeholders ensures that their interests are acknowledged and strengthens the long-term sustainability of the club (Cowling 2023).

Although fans generally trust the management of PSL clubs, unmet expectations and underperformance can lead to dissatisfaction. If a team consistently fails to meet key objectives – such as winning the league, finishing in the top four or eight or qualifying for prestigious competitions, supporters may express their discontent through various actions, including boycotting games, reducing merchandise purchases or protesting against club leadership. Prolonged dissatisfaction can escalate into demands for major structural changes, such as the replacement of coaches, adjustments to technical staff or administrative reforms. Ultimately, fans seek accountability and improved performance from club leadership, and persistent underperformance can have significant consequences for management and governance.

Recommendations

The study recommends that the South African Premier League adopts policies encouraging football entrepreneurs to adopt a social entrepreneurship approach that recognises players, fans or customers as stakeholders and engages them meaningfully. Furthermore, every effort should be made to prioritise local buyers before contemplating the sale of a team to out-of-province investors. In addressing these challenges, there is a pressing need to reconsider the regulatory and financial architecture of the PSL. Without comprehensive reforms to ensure transparency, enforce accountability and foster community engagement, the league risks undermining both its sporting integrity and its socio-cultural legitimacy. The unchecked circulation of club franchises may ultimately weaken the stability and identity of South African football, diminishing its value not only as a sport but also as a shared national institution. Lastly, collaboration with the provincial government is essential to develop legislation that prevents the relocation of teams, which could result in economic losses for the province.

Conclusion

Football supporters continue to show remarkable loyalty to their clubs, despite persistent psychological and financial pressures, highlighting the sport’s deep cultural and social significance. This study emphasises the importance of football clubs maintaining a balance between financial sustainability and their social responsibilities to communities and fans. While revenue generation is essential, it should not come at the expense of the club’s role as a community institution.

A key concern identified is the PSL’s reliance on sponsorship and investor funding. Although necessary, this dependence has encouraged short-term, profit-driven decision-making that threatens the league’s long-term sustainability. Without reinvestment in youth development, infrastructure and community engagement, the PSL risks undermining its future.

The growing commercial value of PSL franchises has created a speculative environment where financial interests often outweigh sustainable club development. The frequent sale and rebranding of clubs weaken historical and emotional ties with local communities, further alienated by limited stakeholder involvement in ownership decisions.

From a stakeholder theory perspective, these trends reveal a troubling misalignment between financial objectives and the broader social role of football clubs. The marginalisation of fans, players and communities in governance processes reflects a lack of inclusive decision-making and participatory leadership.

This study calls for a dual commitment to financial discipline and social responsibility. Strategic investments in governance, infrastructure and youth development are essential to preserving the integrity of South African football. Only through an integrated, stakeholder-focused approach can the PSL enhance its resilience, competitiveness and contribution to national football development.
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TABLE 3: Management to set standards of performance.

Management to set a standard of Frequency % Valid %
performance
Valid  Reason not selected 332 1000 100.0
Valid  Reason not selected 332 1000 100.0
Valid ~ Win at least one trophy in aseason 206 62.0 62.0
Reason not selected 126 380 38.0
Total 332 1000 100.0
Valid ~ Attain top eight 206 62.0 62.0
Reason not selected 126 380 380
Total 332 1000 100.0
Valid  Avoid relegation 206 62.0 62.0
Reason not selected 126 380 38.0
Total 332 1000 100.0
Valid ~ Attain promotion into PSL 126 380 380
Reason not selected 206 62.0 62.0
Total 332 1000 100.0
Valid  Reason not selected 332 1000 100.0

Valid  Reason not selected 332 100.0 100.0

PSL, Premier Soccer League.





OPS/SAJESBM-17-1123-T4.jpg
TABLE 4: Fan preference on communicating to team management.

Communicate to team management Frequency % Valid %
Valid  Through their Twitter account 199 51.7 51.8
Reason not selected 185 48.0 482
Total 385 99.7 100.0
Total 385 100.0 -
Valid  Through their Facebook account 199 517 51.8
Reason not selected 185 48.0 482
Total 385 99.7 100.0
Total 385 100.0 -
Valid ~ Conference gatherings 141 36.6 36.7
Reason not selected 243 63.1 633
Total 385 99.7 100.0
Total 385 100.0 -
Valid  No I do not contribute 32 8.4 8.4
Reason not selected 352 913 916
Total 385 99.7 100.0
Total 385 100.0 -
Valid  Team fan social gatherings 102 26.4 265
Reason not selected 282 733 735
Total 385 99.7 100.0
Total 385 100.0 -
Valid ~ SMS 62 162 163
Reason not selected 321 835 837
Total 385 99.7 100.0
Total 385 100.0 -
Valid ~ Other: Please specify 23 6.0 6.0
Reason not selected 361 937 94.0
Total 385 99.7 100.0
Total 385 100.0 -

SMS, short message service.
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TABLE 5: Assessment of normality.

Performance standards by management Skewness  Kurtosis
How do fans support the club? 1210 0.466
Management set standards of performance 0.969 0.122
Fan preference on communicating to team management  0.893 0354

Management’s knowledge of fans’ expectation 0524 0.760
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TABLE 6: How do fans support the club?

How do you support the club financially?  Frequency % Valid %
Valid | buy tickets to watch them play 201 60.5 60.5
Reason not selected 131 395 395
Total 332 100.0 100.0
Valid  Buy team regalia 131 395 395
Reason not selected 201 60.5 60.5
Total 332 100.0 1000
Valid | attend promotional events 121 36.4 36.4
Reason not selected 211 63.6 63.6
Total 332 100.0 100.0
Valid | purchase conference 118 355 355
Reason not selected 214 64.5 64.5
Total 332 100.0 100.0
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TABLE 1: Premier Soccer League club sales.

Club sold Club bought Year of sale
Highlands Park Jomo Cosmos 1983
Durban City Natal United 1988
Rangers Pilkington United Brothers 1989
Arcadia Shepherds Dynamos 1990
Highlands Park Blackpool 1993
Pretoria City SuperSport united 1995
Crystal Brains Michau Warriors 199
Hellenic Benoni Premier United 2004
Ratanang Maholosiane Manning Rangers 2004
Tembisa Classic Maritzburg United 2005
Benini Premier United Thanda Royal Zulu 2007
Mpumalanga Black Aces Cape Town City 2016
Thanda Royal Zulu Amazulu 2017
Platinum Stars Cape Umoya United 2018
Bidvest Wits ™ 2020
Highlands Park TS Galaxy 2020
Bloemfontein Celtics Royal AM 2021
™ Marumo Galants 2021
Moroka Swallows Marumo Gallants Football Club 2024

TTM, Tshakhuma Tsha Madzivhandila.
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TABLE 2: Descriptive table of football fans (.

Variable Values
Mean 1714286
Median 1
Mode 1

SD 1030158
Skewness 0.053
SE of skewness 0.125
Kurtosis 1.908
SE of kurtosis 0.250
Minimum 1
Maximum 2

%

25 1.00
50 2.00
75 2.00

SD, standard deviation: SE, standard error.
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FIGURE 1: Premier Soccer League’s most valuable football clubs for 2023/2024
season.
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TABLE 7: Management's knowledge of fans expectation.

Count Fan expectations Value %
Standard Label  Team management knows what
attributes fans are expecting from the club

27 Valid values 1 Strongly agree 8.1

119 2 Agree 35.7

108 3 Neither agree nor disagree 324

48 4 Disagree 144

30 5 Strongly disagree 2.0
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TABLE 8: KMO and Bartlett’s test.

Statistic Test approximate Value
KMO measure of sampling adequacy - 0.886
Bartlett test of sphericity Approximate Chi-square (3/df) _28941.128

Note: Degrees of freedom (df) = 1014; Significance = 0.01.
KMO, Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin.





