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Introduction

Higher education institutions (HEIs)
have reacted to the demand for educa-
tion in the field of sport management
with an increasing number of academic
programmes. To achieve the goals of
the Bologna Declaration, the European
HigherEducationArea requires dialogue
between industry and higher education,
as the latter directly contributes to grad-
uates’ personal development, sustainable
employability and active citizenship
(Vossensteyn et al., 2018).

Our study departs from an agency
theoretical perspective and assumes
a metaphorical contract within the
principal–agent dyad, wherein sport
organizations (the principal) engage
sport management HEIs (the agent) in
adequately qualifying graduates for em-
ployment. Distinctive for this type of
relationship, problems concerning diver-
gence of interest as well as asymmetrical
distribution of information between the
two are assumed. In addition, we assume
asymmetry in information acquisition,
which results from the agent’s ignorance
and inability to obtain the information
that is necessary to efficiently fulfil the
metaphorical contract (Lewis&Sapping-
ton, 1993). The global sport industry,
on the one hand, requires a highly qual-
ified and flexible workforce to sustain

growth and respond to emerging oppor-
tunities. A specific characterization of
qualifications and competencies needed
for employment in this industry, on the
other hand, is non-existent (Dowling,
2018). Additionally, higher education
tends to slowly anticipate and adapt to
rapidly changing requirements of in-
dustry (Chan, Fong, Luk, & Ho, 2017;
European Commission, 2019).

Specialized third parties, such as
labour market research entities, can help
to mitigate these problems by acquiring
and reporting the necessary information
(Lewis & Sappington, 1997). With this
study we adopt this role and aim to:
1. Resolve information acquisition

problems of sport management HEIs
by identifying and exploring which
field-adequate qualifications and
competencies are required of sport
management graduates, and

2. Clarify the role of sport management
HEIs in diligently fulfilling the
metaphorical contract of preparing
sport management graduates.

Our study contributes to the body of
knowledge, by applying the problem of
asymmetrical information acquisition to
sport management and higher educa-
tion research. Through content analy-
sis of 12 semi-structured interviews with
representatives of sport organizations in

Germany, we acquire and report cru-
cial information for sport management
higher education (SMHE) to use for pro-
gramme design and delivery. In applying
this facet of agency theory to sport man-
agement research, we also contribute to
the discussion and further development
of agency-theory more generally. Fur-
thermore, our studyoffersdirect implica-
tions for sport management faculty and
sport management programme coordi-
nators. Finally, (prospective) sport man-
agement students and graduates, practi-
tioners in the sport management indus-
try and policy makers benefit from our
findings concerning the qualification and
competency requirements of sport man-
agers aswell as thepresupposedrole sport
management HEIs play therein.

“Sport managers”?—A review
of current literature

Induced by increasing commercializa-
tion and professionalization of the sport
industry since the 1970s, academics
around the world concluded the need
for a scientific sport management dis-
cipline and the development of specific
study programmes. As a result, there has
been a steady growth in sport manage-
ment programmes globally (Costa, 2005;
Kaiser & Beech, 2012; Shilbury, Philips,
Karg, & Rowe, 2017). From the outset,
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the legitimacy of these programmes has
been critically discussed (among others:
Chalip, 2006; DeSensi, Kelley, Blanton,
& Beitel, 1990; Dowling, 2018). Field
dynamics and the heterogeneity of sport
organizations have made it difficult to
clearly define the sport management
profession and related qualifications and
competencies (Dowling, 2018). There-
fore, sportmanagement HEIs find them-
selves in a fierce competition for students
with other vocational training institu-
tions (Kaiser & Schütte, 2012). Common
job requirements revolve around sector-
specific experience, an affinity for sports,
passion, and endurance (Packheiser &
Hovemann, 2013; Wohlfart & Adam,
2019). Therefore, future sport managers
need to possess a professional blend of
generic management competencies and
competencies specific to the sport in-
dustry (Barcelona & Ross, 2004; Emery,
Crabtree, & Kerr, 2012; Fahrner &
Schüttoff, 2020; Jiang & Alexakis, 2017;
Mathner & Martin, 2012).

Competency research in the sport in-
dustry appears to be a complex endeav-
our, since empirical data have mainly
been generated by individual graduate
studies rather than objective industry re-
quirements. There are only a few excep-
tions, which include Emery et al. (2012)

and Packheiser and Hovemann (2013),
who analysed the requirements stated in
job advertisements for sportmanagers in
Australia and Germany, respectively. We
therefore conclude that an information
acquisition problem exists in the prin-
cipal–agent dyad of sport organizations
and sport management HEIs.

Agency theory

Agency theory (Jensen & Meckling,
1976) is a relevant analytical framework
for all kinds of contractual relationships
between at least two parties in which
one party (the principal) engages another
party (the agent) in performing a service
on behalf of the principal. These con-
tractual arrangements are characterized
by so-called agency problems, which
are most often caused by asymmetrical
information distribution between the
two parties (Crémer, Khalil, & Rochet,
1998). Most agency models assume that
the agent is fully informed about their
characteristics, intentions and actions,
whereas the principal is not. This in-
formation structure typically allows the
agent to act opportunistically at the ex-
pense of the principal in precontractual
(adverse selection) and postcontractual

(moral hazard) settings (Eisenhardt,
1989).

Lewis and Sappington (1997) suggest
that the principal prefers contracts which
either provide accurate planning infor-
mation to the agent, such as detailed
product specifications, or encourage
them to gather planning information,
when an optimal level of activity for
the agent is sensitive to the output level
that maximizes the principal’s benefits
and when informational rents from ac-
curate planning information are limited
for the agent. The agent, meanwhile,
decides whether they want to share
the principal’s information or acquire
superior information, and if so, how
much (Kessler, 1998). Devoting more
resources to research would likely pro-
vide the agent with valuable planning
information, but the financial cost of
information acquisition limits the extent
of these activities. Additionally, research
activities might not always result in
desired outcomes, and the agent may re-
main uninformed or ignorant about the
prevailing environment (Kessler, 1998;
Lewis & Sappington, 1993).

As they are aware of the possibility of
ignorance and undesired outcomes, the
principal is willing to motivate the agent
to acquire valuable planning information
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before acting and to subsidize the cost of
information acquisition for the agent. In
most cases, the agent can both acquire
valuable planning information and ful-
fil the duties of the contract, since they
are likely to benefit from economies of
scope. However, Lewis and Sappington
(1997) suggest that separation of the two
activities may eliminate problems of ig-
norance. If a thirdparty gathers informa-
tionabout the environment, theprincipal
can ensure the agent is informed while
simultaneously inducing them to work
diligently. This is where our study de-
parts with a focus on the principal–agent
dyad within SMHE.

A principal–agent dyad: sport
organizations and SMHE

Althoughagency theoryoriginated in the
field of economics, it has been widely ap-
plied, both theoretically and empirically,
inmanydifferent disciplines since ‘exam-
ples of agency are universal’ (Ross, 1973,
p. 134). A growing number of authors
are using agency theory as a conceptual
framework, heuristic tool or organizing
concept in the higher education context
(Gornitzka, Stensaker, Smeby, & deBoer,
2004; Kivistö, 2008; Kivistö & Zalyevska,
2015; Liefner, 2003). However, most of
these studies employ common agency
theory models, which assume asymmet-
rical distribution of information rather
than asymmetrical gathering of informa-
tion.

Weassumetheexistenceofametaphor-
ical contract within a principal–agent
dyad, wherein sport organizations (the
principal) engage sport management
HEIs (the agent) in adequately qualify-
ing graduates for employment (. Fig. 1).
This assumption is grounded in the for-
mal and informal pressures exerted on
both parties by their institutional en-
vironments (European, national, local)
and cultural expectations (DiMaggio
& Powell, 1983). HEIs are responsible
for adequately qualifying graduates to
function as valuable citizens (European
Commission, 2019; Kultusministerkon-
ferenz, 2000).

The principal in our dyad is a diverse
set of sport organizations with converg-
ing and diverging interests and organiza-

tional logics, sharing theneed for ahighly
qualified and flexible workforce. While
a sport marketer is interested in profit
maximization, a non-profit sport asso-
ciation aims to maximize utility for its
stakeholders, and a professional sport
club pursues both interests simultane-
ously. The agent in our dyad repre-
sents HEIs with sport management pro-
grammes. While the institutional pres-
sures exerted on higher education (i.e.
the BolognaProcess) have partly resulted
in convergence of formerlydivergent log-
ics of research and teaching, diversity
still exists. Whereas the primary role
of public universities remains ensuring
‘excellence, prestige, and influence’ in re-
search (Bowen, 1981, p. 20) and provid-
ing education with academic freedom,
this does not necessarily characterize pri-
vate HEIs with profit-maximizing goals.
We assume that SMHEfails to quickly re-
spond to industry demands as a result of
problematic asymmetry in information
acquisition (Crémer et al., 1998; Kessler,
1998; Lewis & Sappington, 1993).

Asymmetrical information
acquisition

Sport organizations’ preferred informa-
tion structure does not provide specific
planning information to sport manage-
mentHEIsorinducethemtoacquiresuch
information. We argue that is due to in-
centive problems for sport organizations,
because they believe that an optimal level
of activity for SMHE is not sensitive to
the output level that maximizes sport or-
ganizations’ benefits. When recruiting
qualified graduates, sport organizations
canselect candidates fromawide rangeof
study programmes, not just those offered
by SMHE (Kaiser & Schütte, 2012). In-
deed, sportorganizationshave few incen-
tives to recruit sport management grad-
uates or inform HEIs about the quali-
fications, competencies, skills and abili-
ties they require. This might be due to
ambiguity about whether SMHE is a dis-
tinct academic discipline or a profession
(Chalip, 2006; Dowling, 2018).

As a consequence of the contract de-
sign, sportmanagementHEIs remainun-
informed about industry demands and
may decide whether to take the infor-

Abstract

Ger J Exerc Sport Res 2021 · 51:344–353
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12662-021-00722-w
© The Author(s) 2021

O. Wohlfart · S. Adam · G. Hovemann

Asymmetry in information
acquisition—Exploring the
principal–agent dyad of sport
organizations and sport
management higher
education institutions

Abstract
This study is based on a metaphorical
contract in sport management, whereby
sport organizations (the principal) engage
sport management higher education
institutions (the agent) in qualifying
graduates according to industry demands.
There is asymmetry in the contract due
to the lack of incentives for the principal
to provide specific information and the
agent’s ignorance about this information.
A third party can acquire crucial information
that sport management higher education
institutions need to fulfil the contract.
Based on a qualitative content analysis
of 12 interviews with sport organization
representatives, the study finds that sport
management higher education institutions
need to focus on either developing generic
competencies or credibly signalling the
value of sport management-specific
competencies in their curriculum in order to
efficiently fulfil the contract.

Keywords
Agency theory · Agent ignorance · Labour
market · Employability · Competencies

mation provided by sport organizations
or acquire superior planning informa-
tion. We argue that sport management
HEIs decide to remain uninformed or ig-
norant (Kessler, 1998; Lewis & Sapping-
ton, 1993) due to the information costs
of conducting labour market research,
which are perceived to be excessive.

We assert that sport organizations are
willing to subsidize the cost of infor-
mation acquisition for SMHE to avoid
ignorance in sport management HEIs
(Kessler, 1998). However, since sport
organizations assume that unified infor-
mation acquisition and contract fulfil-
ment by these HEIs produce undesired
outcomes, they signal to the institutional
environment that a third party, such as
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specialized labour market research en-
tities, should be responsible for infor-
mation acquisition. The EU-funded re-
search project “New Age of Sport Man-
agementEducation inEurope” (NASME)
was tasked with acquiring information
about qualification and competency re-
quirements as well as sport management
HEIs’ role in developing these require-
ments. From 2017–2019, research teams
from nine European countries partnered
to question and enhance SMHE based
on industry demands. The project was
divided into two consecutive data collec-
tionphases, with anoverall sample of 635
responses by experts in the sport man-
agement labour market in the nine part-
ner countries. After acquiring informa-
tion, NASMEwas to publicly report their
findings so that sport management HEIs
could use this information to diligently
fulfil the metaphorical contract (Lewis &
Sappington, 1997).

Method

This study involved qualitative data anal-
ysisof12semi-structured interviewswith
representatives of sport organizations in
Germany. Thesemi-structured interview
guide was developed within the second
phase of the NASME research project
based on reviewed literature aswell as the
results of the quantitative analysis (Wohl-
fart & Adam, 2019; Wohlfart, Adam, &
Hovemann, 2019). Semi-structured in-
terviews have the strength of providing
a detailed understanding of topics and
social settings as well as flexibility in the
interview process based on the intervie-
wees’ background, experience and sta-
tus (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Previous
studieswithin the examined principal–a-
gent dyad have applied quantitative ques-
tionnaires (Fahrner & Schüttoff, 2020;
Mathner & Martin, 2012; Schlesinger,
Studer, &Nagel, 2016)ordocument anal-
ysis (Emery et al., 2012; Packheiser &
Hovemann, 2013). As we aim to better
grasp the relationship between the ac-
tors, we want to understand the how and
the why and therefore apply a qualitative
approach. When gathering information
using the method of qualitative inter-
views, the researcher tries to understand

the world as the informants perceive it
(Brinkman & Kvale, 2014).

The interview guide consisted of
11 open-ended questions that related to
fourmain themes: trends, competencies,
job development and recruitment. In
addition, we used a short questionnaire
to obtain sociodemographic information
about the informants. Three interview-
ers conducted the interviews between
December 2018 and February 2019,
with the lead author assuming the main
responsibility. The interviews lasted be-
tween 34 and 58min, and they were
audio-recorded and transcribed verba-
tim according to a specific transcription
guideline based on that described by
Kuckartz (2010). The lead author then
proofread and anonymized the tran-
scripts. We generated 126 pages of
single-spaced transcribed text and a to-
tal interview time of 550min.

Participants

We employed a purposeful sampling
strategy based on the work of Pat-
ton (2015), selecting individuals with
senior positions such as managing di-
rector, chief executive officer (CEO), and
general secretary. To gain a holistic per-
spective of the sport industry, four main
stakeholder categories were included:
(1) professional sport clubs (C), (2) non-
profit sport clubs and federations (NP),
(3) private sector organizations (P) and
(4) public sector organizations (PU).
The selected organizations were repre-
sentative of their sector, and their size
varied from medium to large (Bayle &
Robinson, 2007). In addition to institu-
tionalized internships, the organizations
offer jobopportunities for career entrants
as well as experts in specific fields. Most
positions focus on general management,
project management or aspects of com-
munication management (marketing,
sponsoring), and full-time commitment
is expected (. Table 1).

The 12 informantswere 34–52 years of
age and had academic degrees, mostly in
sport management or sport economics.
They had 9–25 years of work experience,
with 3months to 25 years at their current
organization.

Data analysis

We performed qualitative content analy-
sis of the 12 interview transcripts in ac-
cordancewithMayring (2015). Of eleven
main questions, six focused on compe-
tencies, qualification requirements and
the role of HEIs in their realization, but
the data analysis included all interview
data. The lead author repeatedly read the
transcripts and coded segments using
MAXQDA Analytics Pro 2018 (VERBI
Software. Consult. Sozialforschung
GmbH, Berlin, Germany). Coding em-
ployed deductive categories identified
from the literature review and theoretical
background (e.g. divergence of interest;
information asymmetry, qualifications;
competencies) as well as inductive cate-
gories related to the main research in-
terest that emerged from the transcribed
interview materials (e.g. expectations,
empathy, assessment). The qualitative
data analysis resulted in 67 codes and
927 coded segments.

Following a social-constructivist epis-
temology and post-qualitative perspec-
tives on research, we acknowledge that
theory-free knowledge does not ex-
ist (Smith & Hodkinson, 2009). The
lead author analysed and interpreted
the coded segments in regard to the
research aim (qualifications, competen-
cies, role of sport management HEIs,
information asymmetry). To ensure
rigour in the overall research and data
analysis process, we employed ‘critical
friends’ and self-reflexivity, as advo-
cated by Smith and McGannon (2018).
The role of a critical friend is ‘not to
“agree” or achieve consensus, but rather
to encourage reflexivity by challenging
each other’s construction of knowledge’
(Cowan & Taylor, 2016, p. 508). This
provides opportunities for rich dialogue
about interpretive possibilities and re-
quires researchers to make their thought
processes explicit.

We extracted quotes from the inter-
view transcripts to illustrate the find-
ings and interpretations. All interviews
were held in German, and a professional
translator translated the quotes into En-
glish. The lead author examined the
translations toensure that the informants’
voices were maintained and avoid pos-
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Table 1 Socio-demographic information of Interviewees (n=12)
Pseudo-
nym

Stakeholder category Gender Position Organizational sizea Education
(Field)

General/specific
work experience
(in years)

C-1 Professional Sport Club Male Managing Director Large (230 staff) Bachelor
(Economics)

20/5

C-2 Professional Sport Club Male Managing Director Large (160 staff) MBA 25/9

C-3 Professional Sport Club Male Managing Director Medium (17 staff) German Diploma
(Sport Education)

12/12

NP-1 Non-Profit Organization Male General Secretary Big (44 staff) German Diploma
(Sport Sciences)

14/4

NP-2 Non-Profit Organization Male Commercial Manager Medium (38 staff) Magister
(Sport & Economics)

13/7

NP-3 Non-Profit Organization Female CEO Large (170 staff) German Diploma
(Sport Education)

22/1

P-1 Private Organization Male Senior VP Large (57,016 staff) German Diploma
(Sport Economics)

24/0.25

P-2 Private Organization Male Senior Project Man-
ager

Large (640 staff) German Diploma
(Sport Economics & Sport
Education)

25/25

P-3 Private Organization Male Senior TeamHead Large (12,192 staff) German Diploma
(Sport Education)

13/6

PU-1 Public Organization Male Professor Medium (24 staff) Dr.
(Sport Management & Sport
Sciences)

9/2

PU-2 Public Organization Male Freelancer/Head of
Department

Medium (34 staff) German Diploma
(Economics)

25/10

PU-3 Public Organization Male Professor Large (341 staff) Dr.
(Sport Sciences)

20/11

MBAmaster’s of business administration, CEO chief executive officer, VP vice president
aBased on Bayle & Robinson (2007), organizational size according to the number of paid staff (5–10= small, 11–40=medium, 41–100= big, >100= large)

sible misunderstandings (Denzin & Lin-
coln, 2011).

Findings and discussion

In this section, we report and discuss the
findings of our qualitative content anal-
ysis. Following the social-constructivist
approach, we analysed and interpreted
the content of the interviews. Following
our research aim of resolving informa-
tion acquisition problems of sport man-
agement HEIs, we examined the per-
spective of key informants from sport
organizations concerning field-adequate
qualifications and competencies as well
as the role of sport management HEIs
in preparing sport management gradu-
ates for employment in these. By pro-
viding planning information to SMHE,
we reduce agent ignorance and promote
fulfilment of the metaphorical contract
described earlier.

Qualification and competency
requirements

According to the interviewees, there are
no specific qualifications required for po-
sitions at sport organizations:

Well, I believe that sport management cer-
tainly is a good prerequisite. [. . . ] I don’t
believe that what a sport manager brings
along compared to a business administra-
tion graduate is a hiring criterion to the
left or to the right. For us, both are pro-
grammes that offer the prerequisites for
being hired, as well as some other study
programmes. (C-2)

The informants showednopreference for
graduates froma specific typeofHEI (e.g.
public or private, full-time or part-time).
Likewise, theydidnotvaluespecificstudy
programmes and degrees over others:

To be honest, it would be all the same to
me. [. . . ] What matters to me is that there
is a passion for what he [or she] wants to

do here, yes. Whether it is someone with
a bachelor’s, a master’s or another degree,
would make no difference to me. (P-3)

One interviewee from a non-profit sport
organization (NP-2) mentioned the im-
portance of cooperation with a specific
educational programme for selecting fu-
ture sport managers. The same intervie-
wee negated the importance of certifi-
cates:

I have a look at what he or she has done.
And also, the important things, such as
personality. If I read that someone trav-
elled for a year, I think it is sensational.
[. . . ] So, I prefer that over someone who
somehow did 10 quick internships in
a row. [. . . ] So, in practical terms: When
it comes to applications, I don’t even have
a look at any certificates. (NP-2)

The interviewees did not value a mas-
ter’s degree over a bachelor’s degree in
sport management. This finding sub-
stantiates early research in the field. For
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example, DeSensi et al. (1990) pointed
out the conflict between ‘what college/
university faculty suggested as recom-
mended degree levels andwhat business/
agency personnel suggested as required
degree levels’ (p. 56). This divergence
of interest has been immanent since the
foundation of the first academic pro-
grammes and presents a typical agency-
problem(Akerlof, 1970). Theprolonging
situationof“over-education”withinsport
managementwould indicate opportunis-
tic behaviour of SMHE in consciously
offering highly specialized graduate pro-
grammes which students do not neces-
sarily need for employability (Meroni &
Vera-Toscano, 2017).

In the attempt to reduce asymmetry
in information acquisition relevant in-
formation for SMHE, we further anal-
ysed the competencies required by in-
terviewees. Based on a modified version
of the competency explorer proposed by
Heyse and Erpenbeck (2004)1 as well as
previous studies (Fahrner & Schüttoff,
2020; Schlesinger et al., 2016), we al-
located coded segments to four compe-
tency classes: self, social and method-
ological competencies (i.e. generic com-
petencies) and professional (sport man-
agement) competencies (i.e. subject-re-
lated competencies).

Decision-making capacity was men-
tioned by most interviewees and was
identified as the most critical self-com-
petency. However, the interviewees
ascribed different meanings to decision-
making, such as making firm decisions
(C-2, NP-2, P-1), taking responsibility
for decisions made (C-1, P-3), decision-
making as a team process (C-3, PU-2)
and guiding and preparing decisions as
part of thedecision-makingprocess (NP-
1). Affinity for sport was the only other
crucialself-competencyforall sportorga-
nizations. Interestingly, the interviewees
did not necessarily associate affinity for
sport with a sport management degree,

1 We modified the competency classes devel-
opedbyHeyseandErpenbeck(2004)—personal
competencies, activity and action competen-
cies, methods and professional competencies
and socio-communicative competencies—in
order to make the findings comparable to
previousstudies.

supporting the ongoingdiscussionon the
relevance of sport-management-specific
programmes (Tsitskari, Goudas, Tsalou-
chou, & Michalopoulou, 2017; Zhang,
2015). Leadership, responsibility, pas-
sion and organizational identification
were vital self-competencies for future
sport managers. The interviewees from
non-profit sport organizations empha-
sized the importanceofspecial leadership
skills, since sport managers need to lead
two types of employees: paid staff and
volunteers (NP-1, NP-3).

Most interviewees mentioned soft
skills required of sport managers. This
term was used in various ways, but most
often as a synonym for generic compe-
tencies. We separated the social aspects
of this generic term and highlighted
the complexity of social competencies.
Withinthiscategory, teamworkwas iden-
tified as the most important competency
across all sectors:

Teamwork [. . . ] is a great skill. On the
other hand, I can tell you that many of our
organizations, you need to picture them as
rather compartmentalized organizations.
I will never forget the manager of a re-
gional association who said the only one
to talk to is the mirror because I am the
only one in the office. So, in many places
we also have very, very small organiza-
tions which have one full-time employee,
and the question is, what is teamwork
there? Then, teamwork of course is the co-
operation between full-time and honorary
staff, and then teamwork is one of the key
skills. (NP-3)

Furthermore, the interviewees from the
professional sport clubs and private-sec-
tor sport organizations highlighted the
importance of (English) communication
skills. Finally, relevant methodological
competencies included applying theoret-
ical knowledge into practice, reflection
and flexibility.

Professional competencies concern-
ing sport-management-specific knowl-
edgeweregivenvery little emphasis in the
interviews. Specialized knowledge about
sport systems and structures appeared
to be helpful in non-profit and public
sector organizations. Informants from
all sectors regarded generic information
technology (IT) skills as vital. More spe-

cialized IT skills were less important for
sport management graduates since sport
organizations hire IT specialists.

Inconclusion, thekey informantsgave
an abundance of in-depth information
concerning field-adequate competence-
requirements for the employment of
sport management graduates. When
and if transmitted to decision makers
within the development of sport man-
agement programmes, this information
can substantially promote the fulfilment
of a competency-based qualification as
required by the metaphorical contract
(Research Aim 1).

Interestingly, only three interviewees
had a solid understanding of the vari-
ance and diversity of sport management
programmes in Germany (NP-3, PU-1,
PU-3). We interpret this as the re-
sult of asymmetric information between
the contracting partners due to weak
signals from sport management HEIs
concerning the unique value of their
programmes (Jensen & Meckling, 1976;
Spence, 1973). The principal, however,
seems to be highly interested in such
signals:

But if I knew that these skills are taught in
the bachelor’s or master’s degree in sport
management, I might prefer him [/her]
much, much more. Because I say, okay, he
[/she] has exactly these soft skills, team-
work, network, communication, plus can
stand his [/her] ground and can do that
because he [/she] comes from sports. And
has at least basic knowledge in [. . . ] digi-
talization, communication and account-
ing. [. . . ] Then I would much prefer him
[/her] over a pure journalist. Well, but
you don’t know that at that moment. (C-
3)

The CEO of a national sport federation
agreed:

I’m not interested in whether it’s part-time
or private or at a university [. . . ]. My point
is, if I know this is a sport manager, then
I [should] know that certain competencies
and certain skills have been taught during
their studies and that, so to speak, a min-
imum of quality standards are linked to
them. And, let me give you another exam-
ple: if someone has a doctoral degree, then
it is relatively clear what steps they have
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gone through to get there. And I don’t see
that with the sport manager, and I actu-
ally have to consider and worry that dif-
ferences in quality are not comprehensible
to outside parties. (NP-3)

These findings substantiate earlier stud-
ies, which found a lack of clear sig-
nals for sport organizations regarding
sportmanagement programmes (Chalip,
2006; Dowling, Edwards, & Washing-
ton, 2014). Due to this information
asymmetry, the principal is not able to
clearly interpret compliance of SMHE
in fulfilling their assignment within the
contract. This could in parts be due to
the heterogeneity of sport management
programmes in Germany, rendering the
assessment of individual agents nearly
impossible (Eisenhardt, 1989). Thus,
sport management HEIs need to signal
their unique value (i.e. developing grad-
uates with strong generic competencies)
via reputation assurances, such as the
publication of study documents (e.g.
module descriptors), ranking orders and
successful graduate testimonials in order
to reduce information asymmetry and
demonstrate their compliance to the re-
quirements of the metaphorical contract
(Spence, 1973).

Presupposed role of sport
management HEIs

Surprisingly, all interviewees expressed
specific expectations for sport manage-
mentHEIs. They are regarded as respon-
sible for developing the aforementioned
generic competencies as well as holisti-
callypreparingstudents for the (sport) in-
dustry. As one representative from a pro-
fessional football club explained, ‘I be-
lieve that a university today not only has
the task to prepare [students] academi-
cally for the profession, but to prepare
[them] for theprofession inanall-around
way’ (C-2).

Furthermore, the interviewees high-
lighted the need for practical applicabil-
ity of learning content, as this leads to
sustainable employability. However, the
interviewees were unable to specifically
describe how practical content can be in-
creased inhighereducationprogrammes.
Most representatives proposed obliga-

tory internships as an optimal solution
for both sport management HEIs, as this
increases their applicability, and sport or-
ganizations, as they profit from extra hu-
man resources. One representative ex-
plains:

Interns [. . . ] make an important contri-
bution in many areas. The basic problem
is that the studies are too school-like and
there are no more possibilities to get in-
terns for six months. And we actually only
want to have interns [for six months] be-
cause everything else really doesn’t make
sense. [. . . ] I believe six-month intern-
ships should be integrated and enabled in
all study programmes. (C-3)

Study programmes should take this
into account when designing curricula
and make them more flexible to allow
for internships (DeLuca & Braunstein-
Minkove, 2016; Dunkel, Wohlfahrt, &
Wendeborn, 2018). Open and trans-
parent communication between the
principal and agent could help both
sides of the dyad to reduce asymmetry
in information acquisition and, in doing
so, better understand the importance of
practical opportunities. While German
law on minimum wages regulates volun-
tary internship arrangements intended
for students to gain work experience,
we maintain that the principal is just
as responsible for creating appropri-
ate conditions (i.e. compensation) for
internships (mandatory or voluntary).

Voluntary engagement in sports could
be advocated within sport management
programmes to improve the practical ap-
plicability of sport management content
(Wicker & Breuer, 2011). As Wallrodt
and Thieme (2020) have shown, sports
volunteering has a positive effect on ap-
plicants’ perceived qualifications and op-
erates as a positive signal of social skills.
Integrating such experiences into study
programmes has great potential to raise
awareness of the practical applicability of
content and, thereby, distinguish gradu-
ates.

Finally, possible cooperation between
sport organizations and specific sport
management programmes emerged as
a central theme in the interviews. The
CEO of a large non-profit organiza-
tion (NP-3) spoke about a cooperative

relationship in which a specific sport
management programme allowed em-
ployees to further their education. While
most representatives spoke about part-
nerships with HEIs in general, few of
these partnerships involved sport man-
agement programmes specifically. One
representative highlighted dual-career
opportunities as a form of partnership
with a private HEI offering sport man-
agement (NP-2). Many studies within
and outside of sport settings have em-
phasized the advantages of contractual
cooperation between HEIs and industry
(Hardin, Bemiller, &Pate, 2013; Petersen
& Pierce, 2009). HEIs could contribute
to fulfilmentof themetaphorical contract
by consenting to needs-based qualifi-
cation of sport management students
and being receptive to cooperation with
sport management organizations (i.e.
involving sport organizations in cur-
riculum development, hosting career
fairs or creating professorial positions
that combine practice and academia).

We conclude from the interviews
that the key informants have quite spe-
cific expectations concerning the role of
SMHE in the principal–agent dyad. They
clearly endorse the idea of ametaphorical
contract and to that effect the expecta-
tions of qualifying graduates according
to their needs. Notwithstanding, the
key informants also acknowledge the
slow response of HEIs to labour market
demands:

Especially in the areas that are devel-
oping dynamically in sports manage-
ment, universities and especially the public
ones [. . . ] are very much lagging behind.
Because they are simply less able to adapt
quickly to corresponding developments
and to incorporate trends [. . . ] into their
programs. (PU-1)

We assert that the metaphorical con-
tract lacks clear information about how
HEIs shouldprofessionally train students
for employability. HEIs primarily aim
to create and disseminate knowledge.
However, sport organizations demand
that sport management HEIs support
students in their personal development
and active citizenship in order to remain
competitive and fulfil supranational and
national economic policy goals (Euro-
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pean Commission, 2019; Vossensteyn
et al., 2018).

The interests of sport organizations
and sport management HEIs are contra-
dictory inparts (Akerlof, 1970). This typ-
ical agency problem is exacerbated by the
heterogeneity of the institutions and ex-
isting outcome-uncertainty (Eisenhardt,
1989). Legitimized by the Bologna Re-
form, we recommend SMHE to both ac-
knowledge and fulfil the metaphorical
contract and take a seat at the table, will-
ing to learnmore about the requirements
of the principal. This would in the long
run potentially help SMHE in achieving
their goals. Due to their institutional
goals and structures, private HEIs might
be better prepared for fulfilling the role of
professional trainers, and public univer-
sities’ self-image as educators might be
a considerable hindrance to fulfilment of
their role according to the metaphorical
contract.

In clarifying the role of sport man-
agement programmes in fulfilling the
metaphorical contract (Research Aim 2),
our findings offer twomajor implications
for sport management HEIs. First, sport
management study programmes need to
develop students’ generic competencies
through, for example, group work or
volunteering services. Second, SMHE
needs to establish a clear profile for sport
management programmes. There is cur-
rently no need for sport-management-
specific qualifications, possiblydue to the
ambiguity surrounding whether sport
management is an academic discipline or
profession (Chalip, 2006; Dowling, 2018;
Dowling et al., 2014). Concise differenti-
ation between the abundance of degrees
seems to be a suitable starting point
in signalling relevance and uniqueness.
While the sport management bachelor’s
degree was developed to be an inde-
pendent professional degree (European
Commission, 2019), the master’s degree
was developed to enable graduates to
take on leading positions in the sport
business (e.g. manager, team leader).
As the two programmes have different
goals concerning the employability of
graduates, they should develop different
generic and subject-specific competen-
cies. According to educational policy
goals, amaster’s degree programmemust

develop higher levels of competence
across all competence blocks compared
with a bachelor’s degree programme
(European Commission, 2008, 2019;
Kultusministerkonferenz, 2017). Finally,
SMHE needs to define the institutional
architecture needed to offer degrees and
determine whether it is more efficient to
engage all types of HEIs in this task or
whether specific HEIs are better suited.

Limitations

In our study, we acquired and reported
crucial information for SMHE pro-
gramme design and delivery, focusing
on asymmetry in information acqui-
sition. We omitted pre- and postcon-
tractual information asymmetry in our
dyad that could lead to moral hazard as
well as issues regarding divergence of
interests (Kivistö, 2008; Liefner, 2003).
These agency problems present consid-
erable issues that need to be examined
in additional studies.

We used agency theory, as it has par-
ticular strengths for analysing the prin-
cipal–agent dyad of sport organizations
and HEIs. However, like other theories,
agency theory is subject to criticism, par-
ticularly for its focus on the economic
aspects of contractual relationships and
related assumptions about human moti-
vation and behaviour, which are relevant
to our study. In addition, the theory
does not question whether the princi-
pal’s goals are legitimate (Kivistö, 2008).
This is particularly interesting in the con-
text of the controversial debate of the
last two decades concerning the role of
HEIs. Utilitarian arguments (from the
perspective of the sport industry) con-
tend that theyneed to produce a qualified
workforce for the labour market, while
cultural arguments (from the perspective
of higher education) advocate for insti-
tutional autonomy and academic free-
dom. Considering the heterogeneity of
sport organizations and the quick pace of
change in this market due to the global
trends of digitalization, commercializa-
tion and internationalization, these de-
mandswill continue to change. However,
it remains uncertain whether society will
accept the demands of sport organiza-
tions as valid and require adaptation of

sport management programmes in the
future.

Our study focused on one specific
dyad in a complex institutional field.
Principal–agent relationships, such as
those between students and HEIs as
well as between academic staff and HEIs
were not considered. Future studies can
build on the findings from our study
and examine further principal–agent
relationships in the complex network of
SMHE.

Conclusion and future research

This study contributes to labour market
research on sport management by in-
troducing agency theory as a theoretical
framework. Analysis of 12 semi-struc-
tured interviews with sport organization
representatives revealed no specific re-
quirements regarding the qualifications
of sport managers. We assert that SMHE
needs to credibly signal its unique value
compared to other study programmes
in order to better comply with the
metaphorical contract. Our findings
reinforce the relevance of generic com-
petencies and the possibility of making
the content of sport management study
programmes applicable to the labour
market. Sport management HEIs should
therefore, in turn, concentrate on de-
veloping generic competencies within
study programmes.

Experimental studies examining the
perceived and measured differences be-
tween graduates of generic management
and sport management programmes
could validate the value of the latter.
Standardised and long-term graduate
surveys and tracking studies could offer
vital information regarding the success
of sport management programmes. Col-
loquia with current students, as key
informants, during or after internships
could make tacit information explicit
and, as such, contribute to research in
the field. In addition, we recommend
document analysis of sport management
course content and qualitative inves-
tigation of the actual content that is
taught.

HEIs are faced with several chal-
lenges concerning their role within the
metaphorical contract. Following the
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assumptions of agency theory, third par-
ties, such as theNASMEresearchproject,
can aid in the process of asymmetrical in-
formation acquisition and distribution,
shedding light on the needs of sport
organizations in Germany and thereby
contributing to improved dialogue be-
tween the sport industry and HEIs.
SMHE must act on these recommenda-
tions if the field of sport management is
to grow and advance.
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