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Abstract

Background. Grassroots football clubs operate as volunteer-driven, democratic non-profit
organizations with an inherent social mission that goes beyond football. Social responsibility in
Swedish grassroots football clubs is implemented by their members. This makes the clubs highly
dependent on the everyday interactions of individual actors such as coaches and administrators.
These individuals work as the bridge between the clubs’ social mission and its realization in
practice, but they operate within a complex environment shaped by constrained resources,
informal governances structures, and conflictual interactions. Therefore, stakeholder dialogue is
investigated as the mechanism through which social responsibility is negotiated and enacted,

depending on perceptions and roles of the people who carry it out.

Purpose. The purpose of this thesis is to analyze how individual actors, such as coaches and
administrators, influence, shape, and enact CSR-related stakeholder dialogue within the context
of Swedish Grassroots football clubs. Attention shifts from organizational-level outcomes to
micro-level processes since the study examines how both coaches and administrators act as a
bridge between the club’s policy related to social responsibility and the club’s reality in practice.
This study aims to uncover how social responsibility is negotiated through individual perceptions

and interactions, with the ambition to contribute to the literature in Sports Management.

Method. This study consists of eleven semi-structured interviews conducted online with seven
coaches and four administrators of Swedish grassroots football clubs. Participants were selected
through purposive and convenience sampling, making sure of their experience within their club.
Data was further analyzed using Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis with an inductive

approach.

Conclusion. Based on the empirical data, CSR-stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots
football clubs is shaped mainly by who coaches and administrators are as people rather than by
what their clubs formally require of them. Social responsibility in this context does not follow a
formal agenda, it happens through daily interactions, personal values, and democratic decisions
made by individuals who genuinely care about the clubs’ mission. Conflict was found to play a
constructive role, strengthening the social mission. Although human qualities make these
practices real and meaningful, they are also fragile, and when a key person leaves, what they built

within the club is in risk.
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1. Introduction

This chapter presents the background of stakeholder dialogue in CSR in the context of
Swedish grassroots football clubs, highlighting the growing relevance of individual actors
in enacting social responsibility. It is further followed by a problem formulation, where
key gaps are identified in existing literature, and it then concludes with the research

question and purpose of the study.

1.1 Background

Today’s society faces complex global threats, which have redefined the role of
organizations as they confront increasingly crucial demands to actively address the urgent
issues shaping our world (Alshukri, 2024). As part of society and in response to such
challenges, the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) emerges, defined as the
business’ consideration of, and response to issues beyond their economic, technical, and
legal requirements (Davis, 1973); or more broadly, as the practices through which
organizations address their social and environmental roles, responsibilities, and impacts
(Gond & Moon, 2011). It therefore highlights the responsibility that businesses have to
advance societal goals and address humanity challenges (Rupp et al., 2024). Central to
how organizations operationalize their responsibilities is Stakeholder Theory (ST). ST 1s
a framework that suggests organizations identify and manage relationships with all
internal and external stakeholders affected by their actions, moving towards a broader

value creation and long-term sustainability beyond shareholder primacy (Freeman, 1984).

CSR is highly relevant in the sports context since sports organizations are characterized
by their high visibility and unique capacity to foster community engagement (Walzel et
al., 2018). These organizations are increasingly pressured to leverage their social appeal
to address issues such as public health, social inclusion, and environmental sustainability
(Zeimers et al., 2019; Lozano & Barreiro-Gen, 2023). While professional sports
organizations make use of CSR practices strategically in a way that enhances aspects such
as organizational reputation (Pfister, 2024), there is a growing recognition that social
responsibility is not only an addition but an embedded purpose within non-profits and
sports organizations (Zeimers et al., 2018). Therefore, the implementation of socially

responsible practices in this latter context is no longer viewed from the eyes of



philanthropy, but as an expectation of the sports industry to contribute to the common

good (Mamo et al., 2022).

Unlike large professional clubs, grassroots operate as volunteer-based (Schlesinger &
Nagel, 2018), govern civil society organizations shaped by institutional expectations and
governance pressures (Fahlén & Stenling, 2016; Skille, 2015), constrained resources
(Misener & Doherty, 2009), informal structures, and sometimes conflictual interactions
(Walters & Tacon, 2010). Despite these constraints, grassroots sport organizations play
a crucial role in contributing to education in the community (Stromberg et al., 2025),
social cohesion, skill development, and community well-being (Van Der Veken et al.,
2020). However, in such complex settings, individual actors like coaches do not just teach
the sport; they are key influencers and enablers who determine to what extent the
organization’s social goals happen in reality (Walker, 2026). It is suggested that clubs
should move away from a “sport-for-sports' sake model toward a ‘sport-for-development’
model, where the role of individual actors in these clubs becomes crucial with actions
such as life mentoring and social inclusion (Walker, 2026; Riffi Acharki et al., 2023).
While social impact starts at the club’s office, the translation and application relies on
coaches’ pedagogical climate and their interaction with other relevant participants (Riffi
Acharki et al., 2023). Since social responsibility is directly tied to subjective perceptions
and interactions, it creates a messy environment where dialogue, establishing
connections, and relationships work as an enabler to follow the club’s purpose (Walker,

2026).

In Sweden, grassroots football clubs are legally structured as democratic, public benefit
non-profit organizations (Bjirsholm & Backman, 2025; Primus, 2024). This status and
the inherent social responsibility of non-profits require organizations to reinvest their
surpluses exclusively into their social goals (Sacchetti & Tortia, 2019). This governance
requirement reflects the reality of Swedish grassroots football clubs, where social
responsibility shifts from a top-down strategy to a democratic implementation among
members. This Swedish model offers an ideal environment to examine how CSR-related
stakeholder dialogue is shaped through micro-level interactions by individuals like

coaches and administrators.



1.2 Problem & Research gap

Literature on the topic of CSR dialogue mostly examines for-profit corporate perspectives
with little emphasis in the non-profit settings (Dong & Rim, 2019; Harrison et al., 2022).
This neglects the unique role and position of non-profits in co-creating social value (Dong
& Rim, 2019). This gap is relevant in grassroots sport organizations where social
responsibility is not an optional “add-on” but is embedded in their core mission (Sacchetti
& Tortia, 2019). Despite the inherent social relevance of these organizations, scholars
repeatedly stress that while professional sports clubs receive a great extent of attention,
there is limited academic attention on grassroots football clubs and community sports

(Sulistiyowati et al., 2026).

Within the limited research addressing grassroots football clubs, an even more narrow
view is evident. Most of the existing work concentrates on macro-level organizational
outcomes rather than the roles of individual actors. For instance, Sulistiyowati et al.
(2026) found that sports governance research primarily focuses on organizational
performance, global standards, and anti-corruption initiatives, allocating little attention to
the specific roles of key individual actors in grassroots settings. In fact, this pattern
extends beyond grassroots, even in professional football, where research is more
developed, the role of micro-foundations and individuals such as coaches and
administrators remain underexplored (Rith & Spinelli, 2024). This includes limited
insights on the barriers that influence stakeholder involvement and how individual actors

make socially responsible decisions in practice (Rith & Spinelli, 2024).

Even in studies where individual actors are examined, the role of individual actors as
facilitators of stakeholder dialogue remains underexplored (Grimm et al., 2024). This
reflects a gap in how the mechanism of stakeholder dialogue is studied. Acuti et al.
(2024) highlight that most researchers treat stakeholder dialogue as an ad-hoc or
occasional event rather than a continuous fluid iteration. The limits of conflicts within
dialogue are untested too, including times when conflict becomes productive or

counterproductive (Acuti et al., 2024).

In sum, these limitations point to the need to better understand how CSR-related
stakeholder dialogue is enacted at the individual level within the context of grassroots

football clubs. By targeting this gap, the study bridges literature in grassroots football



clubs, CSR, and stakeholder dialogue in CSR and finds alignment with the calls for
research from various authors (Sulistiyowati et al., 2026; Rith & Spinelli, 2024; Acuti et
al., 2024; Grimm et al., 2024)

1.3 Research Question

How do the perceptions and roles of coaches and administrators shape the practice of

CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots football clubs?

1.4 Purpose

The purpose of this thesis is to analyze how individual actors, such as coaches and
administrators, influence, shape, and enact CSR-related stakeholder dialogue within the
context of Swedish Grassroots football clubs. Attention shifts from organizational-level
outcomes to micro-level processes since the study examines how both coaches and
administrators act as a bridge between the club’s policy related to social responsibility
and the club’s reality in practice. This study aims to uncover how social responsibility is
negotiated through individual perceptions and interactions, with the ambition to

contribute to literature in Sports Management



2. Literature Review

This chapter builds the theoretical foundation of the study across two main concepts:
Stakeholder Theory (ST) and Stakeholder dialogue in CSR. First, ST is used as the
interpretative lens for the empirical findings. Second, Stakeholder dialogue in CSR is the
mechanism this thesis adopts to understand how social responsibility is enacted in
Swedish grassroots football clubs through coaches and administrators’ perceptions and
actions. Stakeholder dialogue is then situated across three settings: non-profit
organizations, sport organizations, and Swedish grassroots football clubs, to establish the
conditions under which coaches and administrators shape and enact socially responsible

practices.

2.1 Stakeholder Theory

Chapter 1 introduced Stakeholder Theory (ST) as the conceptual framework through
which this study interprets how coaches and administrators shape CSR-related
stakeholder dialogue. This section develops such a theoretical foundation in more depth.
Swedish Grassroots Football clubs interact with a diverse range of stakeholders, including
players, parents, and volunteers (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2018), the community (Skille,
2015), and governing bodies (Fahlén & Stenling, 2016). Each stakeholder carries a
different degree of influence, relevance, and responsibility that must be recognized and

managed accordingly.

Stakeholder theory (ST) finds its origin in 1963 when the concept of stakeholder was first
raised by Stanford Research Institute with the intent of challenging the view that
shareholders were the only group to whom management needed to be responsive to
(Parmar et al., 2010). ST was further discussed in the book Strategic Management: A
stakeholder approach by Freeman, R.E., in 1984, and since then, it has gained relevance
in the field of business ethics and organizational management (Mu et al., 2024;
Schaltegger et al., 2019). Freeman made the argument that shareholders were not the only
interests that organizations needed to consider, as all stakeholders’ interests should take
relevance with the ambition of creating value in the long-term (Mahajan et al., 2023).

This concept is directly relevant to grassroots football clubs in Sweden since they operate

10



without shareholders (Bjérsholm & Backman, 2025) and their purpose is grounded in

community and social mission rather than profit generation.

In contemporary literature, ST is widely understood as a framework that encourages
organizations to recognize and consider both internal and external stakeholders,
managing their needs and interests (Mahajan et al., 2023). Further, it represents a
comprehensive and responsible framework that goes beyond the focus of shareholders in
decision-making, enabling organizations to be strategic, maximize their value creation,
and protect their long-term success and sustainability (Mahajan et al., 2023). ST has been
applied in different fields, including business ethics and CSR (Roberts, 1992), marketing
(Line & Wang, 2017), non-profit management (Krashinsky, 2003), non-profits in sports
clubs (Miragaia et al., 2016), and the public sector (Sarturi et al., 2023). Its premise about
organizations that must balance multiple stakeholders’ interests makes it highly relevant
in contexts like Grassroots sport organizations, as it has been demonstrated in
contributions like Tsiotsou (2011), Esteve et al. (2011), and Hindmarsh (2023). It
confirms that balancing stakeholder interests is not only a theoretical premise but also an

operational reality in these organizations.

This study does not intend to use ST to map stakeholder groups or critique organizational
strategy. It rather uses ST as a lens to examine empirical findings on how individual actors
- coaches and administrators - navigate CSR-related stakeholder dialogue, and how
socially responsible practices are shaped and enacted by these actors in their interactions
with other stakeholders. The following sections develop this application by addressing
theoretical contributions within ST that justify the individual-level focus in the study, and
by setting stakeholder dialogue as the mechanism through which CSR is enacted in

practice

2.1.1 Evolution of Stakeholder Theory: From Corporate Obligation to Individual Action

ST has evolved considerably since Freeman (1984) laid its foundations. Following
contributions shift the focus from broad organizational obligations towards the role of
individuals who enact stakeholder relationships. This section, rather than being treated

as a chronological sequence of how the theory evolved over time, highlights contributions
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that stand out as relevant for the purpose of this study. These together aim to build a
theoretical background to further examine CSR-related stakeholders through the

perceptions and roles of coaches and administrators in Swedish Grassroots football clubs.

Donaldson and Preston (1995) provide a theoretical understanding to argue why
organizations should move beyond simple descriptions of who the stakeholders are. It
approaches a deeper analysis of unfolding the reasons why stakeholders’ interests matter
and how they should be managed. This contribution further states that ST is
fundamentally managerial as it does not only describe a situation but also addresses
attitudes, structures, and practices, which altogether constitute a stakeholder management
philosophy. Following this reasoning, this thesis aims to unfold the role of coaches and
administrators as facilitators, where their attitudes and perceptions form the management

philosophy of the club.

Moreover, Donaldson and Preston (1995) distinguish among three aspects of the theory:
descriptive accuracy, instrumental power, and normative validity. The normative
dimension is described as the most comprehensive view of the theory. It posits that
stakeholder management cannot be reduced to strategic calculations. Organizations have
moral obligations to their stakeholders regardless of performance outcomes. Translating
this reasoning to the grassroots football clubs context suggests that clubs do not engage
stakeholders for the sake of financial returns. Instead, this engagement is related to their
inherent social mission (Kodeih et al., 2025; Sacchetti & Tortia, 2019). When stakeholder
engagement is morally motivated, individuals who enact it are working as moral actors,
promoting the club’s social goals. This reasoning justifies the focus on individual

perceptions and interactions and not on organizational and policy-level outcomes.

Since stakeholder management operates through moral obligation rather than strategy
(Donaldson & Preston, 1995), it further raises the idea that not all stakeholders carry equal
weight. Mitchell et al. (1997) address this as they argue that ST is characterized by the
unequal distribution of influence among stakeholders and managers' ability to respond to
these stakeholders in influence by power, urgency, and legitimacy. It ultimately
determines who is heard, to what extent, and in which conditions. This is crucial when
intending to understand stakeholder dialogue in practice, as coaches and administrators

do not navigate a context of equal voices. In Swedish grassroots football clubs, the
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influence of governing bodies (Fahlén & Stenling, 2016) may have substantially more
institutional weight than a local fan attending games, though both are stakeholders.
Mitchell et al.’s (1997) framework provides the tools to understand why certain
stakeholders are prioritized and how these power dynamics shape decisions in practice

regarding social responsibility that coaches and administrators need to navigate.

These theoretical contributions establish a consistent direction in the ST literature.
Stakeholder relationships are not managed entirely at the organizational level; they are
also enacted through the everyday actions of individuals who navigate the real conditions
of the context in question. This has a strong implication in CSR as research suggests that
socially responsible practices are not only shaped by formal organizational actors but
also by actions from individuals in their everyday work; it makes the micro-level

perspective a theoretical need to examine (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012).

Altogether, these theoretical contributions on ST create a strong rationale for the units of
analysis in this study: coaches and administrators. Starting from the premise that
stakeholder relationships are ultimately enacted by people, understanding how coaches
and administrators experience, interpret, and engage in stakeholder dialogue is where the

explanation of socially responsible practices takes place.

2.1.2 Stakeholder Theory and CSR: A Relational and Normative Foundation

As previously established, stakeholder relationships are ultimately enacted by
individuals. The issue that follows is what this means for how CSR is understood. Early
contributions from Ullman (1985) drew on Freeman’s foundational work to suggest that
organizations’ social responses are not fixed commitments; these are dynamic outcomes
shaped by stakeholder power, strategic posture, and economic capacity. Roberts (1992)
supported this view, revealing that stakeholder power and strategic posture are
characterized as key predictors of corporate social disclosure. Following these
contributions, CSR is not to be simply possessed or declared by an organization. It
emerges through ongoing relationships and interactions between the organization and its
stakeholders (Awa et al., 2024; Acuti et al., 2024). This understanding of CSR carries

both normative and practical implications. Gibson (2000) argued that organizations, just
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as individuals, hold moral duties to those who are affected. El Akremi et al. (2018)
advocated that employees’ perceptions of these moral duties are central to how CSR is
translated from policy into actual practice. This suggests that CSR is neither a policy to
be declared nor a strategy to be managed solely; instead, it is a practice that relies on

interactions and moral perceptions of the individuals enacting it.

The connection between normative obligation and individual perception is critical. In
non-profit sport organizations like grassroots football clubs, where social responsibility
is inherently embedded in the organizational purpose (Sacchetti & Tortia, 2019; Lin-Hi
etal., 2015), there are no formal CSR departments, agendas, or procedures for stakeholder
engagement. What exists instead are coaches and administrators whose perceptions and
everyday interactions shape the club’s social responsibility in practice. Thus, these
individuals’ ethical relevance is high, and they cannot be treated as passive implementers
of strategy since they are directly shaping the way social practices are enacted. The
following sections examine how this happens, firstly, through stakeholder dialogue as the
mechanism through which these relationships operate, and secondly, through specific

contexts like non-profits, sport organizations, and grassroots football clubs.

2.2 Stakeholder Dialogue in CSR

Having touched on the idea that CSR is enacted through ongoing stakeholder
relationships, instead of being fixed organizational commitments, the question that
follows is: through what mechanism do these relationships actually take place? This study
focuses on dialogue as such a mechanism. Stakeholder dialogue emerges as an ongoing
and interactive two-way communication process between an organization and its
stakeholders about the social and environmental roles and responsibilities of the
organization (Acuti et al., 2024). It moves beyond consensus, embraces conflict, and
seeks ethical practices to be achieved by genuinely addressing the interests and concerns
of stakeholders, challenging the idea that dialogue automatically leads to harmony and
consensus (Brand et al., 2020). Unlike traditional one-way communication, where the
organization acts as a sender and stakeholders as passive receivers, dialogue requires
communication and reciprocal influence in the negotiation of meaning between

organizations and stakeholders (Brennan et al., 2013). Its purpose is to develop shared
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understanding, allowing parties to learn from each other and create new understandings
of knowledge, beliefs, and suppositions on societal issues (Brand et al., 2020; Grimm et
al., 2024). In this way, stakeholder dialogue in CSR is what translates socially responsible

practices from policy to practice.

Yet finding shared understanding can be challenging since stakeholder dialogue does not
automatically produce harmony or consensus. Brand et al. (2020) argued that dialogue
inherently gives rise to conflict and tension, addressing competing interests rather than
softening them. Following this reasoning, Hovring et al. (2018) proposed a postmodern
understanding of dialogue that replaces idealization of consensus with recognition of
conflict as productive and inevitable. Stakeholder dialogue is therefore an ongoing
practice with no final resolution, remaining open to continuous renegotiation (Acuti et
al., 2024). This agonistic characteristic should not be perceived as a flaw in the process,

but as a condition where stakeholder engagement exists.

Competing interests, diverse expectations, and unresolved tensions become part of what
stakeholder dialogue is (Brand et al., 2020). In the context of Grassroots football clubs,
such tensions are shaped by their unique actors like players, volunteers, board members,
coaches, and governing bodies, noting that this interaction among all actors brings
different interests to the club (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2018; Fahlén & Stenling, 2016).
Whether it is a coach managing conflict with a player or an administrator navigating the
next deal with a sponsor, these interactions constantly shape the wider social
responsibility that the club expresses. The club’s social responsibility is not mandated

from the top; it is instead negotiated through these ongoing interactions.

It is in this context that the role of individual actors as facilitators of dialogue becomes
analytically significant. Grimm et al. (2024) argued that individual actors who represent
the organization and work to bridge diverse stakeholder groups are vital to make dialogue
happen. Through enabling conversations, lowering tensions, and directing interactions
toward productive outcomes, these facilitators are what make dialogue lead to positive
outcomes. In grassroots football clubs, coaches and administrators take the role of the
formal actors who maintain contact with a broader range of internal and external
stakeholders (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2018; Fahlén & Stenling, 2016). Their perceptions

and practices are a mechanism through which the club navigates tensions and practices
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its social responsibility (Brand et al., 2020). The following sections examine the contexts
that shape the conditions under which coaches and administrators perform their roles:

non-profits, sports organizations, and grassroots football clubs.

2.3 Stakeholder relationships in non-profit organizations

The previous section established stakeholder dialogue as the mechanism through which
CSR is enacted in practice, and individual actors as key facilitators. However, the way in
which dialogue unfolds, who drives it, how it is sustained, and what gives it legitimacy,
changes based on the context. For example, non-profit organizations exist in a very
different context than the corporate one, where most of the CSR and stakeholder literature
has been developed. In non-profits, dialogue is not likely to be driven by formal strategy
but by the everyday interactions of individuals who enact socially responsible practices.
Understanding this context is not background information, but it is a necessary condition
to understand how CSR-related stakeholder dialogue unfolds in Swedish grassroots

football clubs.

Social purpose is the driver of non-profit organizations; it serves as a common ground
that motivates support from all stakeholders involved (Kodeih et al., 2025). Prior
contributions on this field argued that CSR was inaccurate for non-profit organizations
for not being a traditional corporation (Acar et al., 2001), and the inherent social
contribution of these organizations should leave CSR discussions aside (Moore, 2000).
However, Lin-Hi et al. (2015) challenged this view and suggested that CSR should not
exclude non-profit organizations since CSR-related issues like accountability,
governance, sustainability, and stakeholder management are already embedded in non-
profit research. Further studies raised concern about the concept of CSR, about its bias
towards business corporations, indicating the need to examine social responsibility in
other institutional players (Ludescher et al., 2012). CSR should therefore be an object of
study in the context of non-profits. For instance, Phillips and Taylor (2020) extended this
by showing that through focusing on internal and external social responsibility practices,
non-profits can become “responsible” beyond their inherent social purpose. This means

that for grassroots football clubs as part of the category of non-profits, CSR is not
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automatically fulfilled by existing, it has to be enacted through the choices and

interactions of individuals within it.

Non-profits differ from for-profits in the way they operate and the ultimate goals they aim
to accomplish. They do not have shareholders, and their objectives are driven by mission,
morality, social purposes, or political causes instead of profit maximization (Alregab,
2026; Heikkinen, 2019). This removes the clear hierarchical alignment of stakeholder
interests that for-profits rely on (Schubert & Willems, 2021). Paradoxically, the absence
of a simple logic does not reduce non-profit complexity; in fact, the effectiveness of non-
profits relies on stakeholder management practices (Alregab, 2026). While for-profit
organizations have profit to keep everyone in the same direction, non-profits need to find

alignment through dialogue.

Non-profits engage with a wide diversity of stakeholders such as donors, beneficiaries,
staff, volunteers, regulatory bodies, and the community at large (Fu et al., 2024; Schubert
& Willems, 2021; Alregab, 2026). Although every stakeholder carries specific weight
and influence, the task of deciding which interests to prioritize lies with the organization
(Schubert & Willems, 2021) without leaving aside the importance of each group. In the
absence of formal mechanisms to solve these situations of diverse interests, dialogue
between the organization and its stakeholders takes relevance as it helps create shared
understanding (Brennan et al., 2013) and build community trust, which is necessary to
achieve their societal goals (Fu et al., 2024). Discrepancies can also arise and may either
conflict and fragment the organization’s understanding of its own purpose or drive the
organization toward a more achievable social impact (Kodeih et al., 2025). Ultimately,
both the organizations and stakeholders’ objectives are intertwined, activities should
create value for everyone, and the organization finds purpose through its stakeholders

(Heikkinen, 2019).

In the context of Swedish grassroots football clubs, those stakeholders are primarily
coaches and administrators. Since the organization lacks formal systems used by
corporations to manage stakeholder relationships, the way these individual actors
perceive, interpret, and engage with stakeholders becomes the actual organization’s

stakeholder management. That’s why the non-profit context makes the micro-level focus
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of this study theoretically necessary. At this level of informality, individuals in

organizations are not just a variable in the entire system; they are the system itself.

2.4 Stakeholder relationships in sport organizations

Sport organizations present an additional dimension since they possess a unique position
regarding CSR, their high sense of community creates not only an opportunity for socially
responsible practices but an expectation. They are implicitly advised to respond to wider
social issues and demonstrate alignment with social responsibility in and outside sports
(Zeimers et al., 2019). Philanthropic activities significantly shape the image and
reputation of sports organizations (Pfister, 2024), and are expected to demonstrate
transparent processes behind their socially responsible practices (Mamo et al., 2022).
Football clubs, for instance, have started taking on sustainability efforts such as
stakeholder collaboration, energy, health, gender, and transportation (Lozano & Barreiro-
Gen, 2023). This creates an environment where social responsibility is constantly under

public scrutiny, placing stakeholder relationships at the center.

These organizations have a wide and diverse stakeholder ecosystem, where internal actors
such as staff and board members coexist with external ones like fans, sponsors, and
government bodies. Each of these has distinct roles, needs, and expectations (Thompson
& Parent, 2024). Such expectations are frequently in tension (Mamo et al., 2022).
Building meaningful stakeholder relationships that remain open for dialogue and
negotiation is crucial. Among the most influential traits to build trust in relationships with
stakeholders within sports organizations is authenticity (Mamo et al., 2022). Individuals
who identify with the sport organization’s social practices develop a stronger relationship
over time (Mamo & Anagnostopoulos, 2023). In other words, the quality of stakeholder
relationships in sport organizations highly depend on the credibility and commitment of

the people who enact it, rather than on a formal strategy.

Due to the dependence on individual credibility, dialogue becomes the main mechanism
through which sport organizations enact social responsibility. Both stakeholder dialogue
and communication may be the first step to construct authentic, socially responsible

practices. By engaging in stakeholder dialogue, sports organizations enhance the ultimate
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impact of the initiatives (Mamo et al., 2022). This dialogue extends beyond the
organization's boundaries with relationships between organizations giving rise to
networking and the exchange of knowledge among stakeholders (Zeimers et al., 2019).
However, dialogue is suggested to be agonistic, meaning that it should encompass
conversation, discussion, and listening. In other words, it should engage with conflict

rather than avoiding it (Harrison et al., 2024).

Yet engaging in dialogue brings inherent challenges at the individual level within
organizations. Thompson and Parent’s (2024) research about radical change in sports
organizations suggests that internal stakeholders often experience a substantial increase
in their workload, institutional knowledge loss, and deal with the challenge of trying to
convince skeptical or resistant stakeholders about decisions that are being made in the
organization. These are organizational problems experienced by individual actors in
specific roles. In grassroots football clubs, where resources are constrained and roles are
filled voluntarily, these pressures fall on individuals like coaches and administrators. It
makes their capacity and motivation to engage in dialogue what drives the clubs’ social

responsibility.

Therefore, sport organizations represent a context where stakeholder dialogue is both
essential and structurally difficult, and the quality of that dialogue depends on individuals
carrying it out. The following section examines the very unique context of this study -
grassroots football clubs -including governance conditions, resource constraints, and
institutional pressures that shape the context where coaches and administrators navigate

CSR-related stakeholder dialogue.

2.5 Governance and decision-making in grassroots sport clubs

In sport organizations, the quality of stakeholder dialogue depends on the individuals who
carry it out. In Swedish grassroots football clubs, there are certain conditions that
determine the space where dialogue occurs and who is responsible for enacting it. Unlike
corporations or professional football clubs, where CSR can be perceived as a marketing
tool, grassroots football clubs’ social responsibility is an inherent aspect of their

operations (Hindmarsh et al., 2023; Lozano & Barreiro-Gen, 2023). Understanding the
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regulatory and operational constraints that these clubs face is essential since these

conditions directly shape what dialogue is possible, who initiates it, and how it unfolds.

Governance in sport organizations often refers to the systems and processes through
which organizations are directed and controlled, shaping decision making processes,
internal mechanisms, and stakeholder relationships (Fahlén & Stenling, 2015).
Specifically in Sweden, all sports clubs are classified as public benefit non-profit
associations as per the Swedish Income Tax Act [SITA] 1999:1229, Ch. 7 (Bjarsholm &
Backman, 2025), and the ‘51% rule’ establishes that the majority of the club must be
owned by its members (Primus, 2024). Translating this legal structure to the purpose of
this study, it can be implied that stakeholder dialogue does not occur from top to bottom;
instead, it is a democratic negotiation among club stakeholders such as coaches,
administrators, and members. Grassroots clubs are highly motivated to create a sense of
community within the teams and clubs. Community is not a natural outcome but a
normative ideal embedded in policy discourse (Skille, 2015), framing the clubs’ purpose
around inclusion and social cohesion. Dialogue in this context goes beyond a
communication strategy; it is the democratic mechanism through which clubs govern

themselves.

This dynamic is reinforced by the informal and volunteer-driven nature of these clubs as
they often operate with small financial resources and informal management
structures (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2018). This results in decentralized decision-making
processes in the clubs, and therefore, they rely on volunteers, administrators, and coaches.
The club’s ability to deliver on its social mission is not only determined by its
organizational policy but also by whether the individual actors in the club have the
capacity, understanding, and motivation to enact it (Hertting et al., 2022; Hogan et al.,
2022). Clubs must balance competing stakeholder interests from players, parents,
volunteers, and local communities, each of them holding different expectations on the
goals, such as youth development, competitiveness, or social inclusion (Hertting et al.,

2022). Navigating these tensions falls on individuals, not systems.

Despite the democratic internal governance structure that dictates the club’s social
mission, clubs do not operate in isolation; there are several external institutional

regulations that play a role in shaping their social mission. Fahlén and Stenling (2016)
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describe the relationships between national and local governments and voluntary, non-
profit sport clubs as an implicit contract. Under this contract, the government gets to
decide the extent and purpose of the funding and the recipient, the Swedish Sports
Confederation, determines the details of the distribution and administration. Although
there is autonomy for the clubs to make decisions, in recent years, there has been an
increase in demands on performance outputs, including social responsibility, and a system
for follow-up and control of results via Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). In exchange
for public funding, clubs need to comply with social and policy objectives (Fahlén &
Stenling, 2016). This creates double pressure on coaches and administrators as they need
to respond to the democratic expectations within the club, while meeting the institutional
demands of external actors. Stakeholder dialogue is in consequence, not only shaped by

the club’s social goals but also constrained by compliance requirements.

A further tension that exists in grassroots football clubs is the constant demand for
professionalization. Clubs are expected to adopt professional management practices as a
condition of funding (Thiel & Mayer, 2009), and many do this because they are expected
to, and to increase their autonomy and control over important resources such as volunteers
(Seippel, 2019). Jones et al. (2020) describe clubs as operating in environments
characterized by both policy oversight and competition for resources. Consequently,
clubs lean towards a competitive environment where they need to act more like businesses
to survive. This professionalization pressure could potentially mean a direct impact on
the socially responsible practices in the club. One consequence could be that clubs pay
more attention to sporting results and leave aside their social impact, such as inclusion
and community activities. Jones et al. (2020) name this market competition
‘marketization’, referring to clubs needing to scale up their services and act as resource
rivals, which is often at the expense of collective social impact. On one hand, resources
are concentrated within a selected high resource clubs' group, which strengthens their
autonomy. On the other hand, low-resource clubs become dependent on these benefitted
high-resource clubs, creating an imbalance in this grassroots context. From a
stakeholder's dialogue perspective, this is significant as it suggests that socially
responsible practices could be shaped by competitive survival and institutional pressures

rather than by genuine community needs. Hence, the conditions where coaches and
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administrators interact are not neutral, they are structured by resource and power

dynamics.

Both professionalization and marketization pressures create a gap between ambition and
resources, meaning that there is a mismatch between social ambitions by the club and the
realistic ability to realize them (Balduck et al., 2015). Clubs are expected to deliver certain
social objectives like inclusion and community involvement, but their ability to do so is
constrained by limited financial and human resources. This gap creates pressure on
internal stakeholders who are involved in the daily operations to negotiate between
institutional external demands and feasible practices. As a result, stakeholder dialogue in
grassroots clubs is a mechanism for community engagement but also the space in which

this tension between ambition and capacity is managed in practice.

It is in navigating this gap that individual actors become crucial to this study. Long-term
volunteer engagement directly influences social cohesion, perceived recognition, and
shared identity (Schlesinger & Nagel, 2018). While one of the biggest motives for club
members, including volunteers, to stay in a club is a respectful team culture, where
members are accepted as they are (Buser et al., 2025), building that culture falls mainly
on coaches and administrators. They are the actors who navigate governance pressures,
manage dialogue with different interests, and translate the club’s social ambition into

practice.

2.5.1 Micro-level CSR and the role of Coaches and Administrators in Grassroots

football clubs

The sections above established that Swedish grassroots football clubs operate under
several governance, resource, and competing constraints that no organizational policy can
solve alone. What follows from these contextual constraints is the premise that if formal
systems cannot carry the weight of social responsibility in these clubs, then the
individuals who act within them must carry it. This section examines who those
individuals are, what roles they take, and why understanding their perceptions and actions

is where CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in this context exists.
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CSR has been studied at the organizational level, by focusing on how companies design
strategies, policies, and programs to address social and environmental responsibilities.
However, more recent studies have demonstrated the significance of examining CSR
from a micro-level perspective, which focuses on the role of individuals within
organizations (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Gond et al., 2012). Individuals could interpret
the organizational values and expectations differently than other organizational actors,
which can influence how socially responsible behavior is implemented in practice.
Therefore, CSR outcomes usually occur through interactions between individuals and
stakeholders rather than only through corporate policies. It is at the individual level where

CSR actually becomes practice.

Additionally, in the context of sport organizations, the role of individuals becomes more
significant, and the perspective is relevant. Many sports organizations operate in such
environments where formal CSR strategies are limited and where individuals play a
crucial role in shaping stakeholder relationships (Walzel et al., 2018). This is often true
in grassroots football clubs since the organizational structures in these football clubs are
informal and dependent on volunteers. The absence of formal CSR infrastructure means
that individual actors play a significant role and influence how socially responsible
practices are implemented. Understanding CSR from a micro-level perspective will also
provide key insights about how stakeholder relationships and dialogue can develop within

the grassroots of football clubs.

In grassroots football clubs, coaches and administrators act as the most visible translators
of social responsibility within the club as they bring the club’s policy and objectives onto
the pitch (Hertting et al., 2022; Hogan et al., 2022). Coaches act as the bridge between
the club and its immediate stakeholders like parents, players, and volunteers. Their daily
interactions define the club’s social atmosphere and make them key influencers for
participant experience and agents of social change (Walker, 2026; Hogan et al., 2022).
Administrators act as support structures; they are the primary connection between
governing bodies and volunteers (Hogan et al., 2022), and they can help prevent
individual teams from becoming isolated and ensure they follow the club’s social mission
(Hertting et al., 2022). While their roles differ in visibility, these two actors together
constitute the dialogue infrastructure of the club. Coaches enact dialogue through direct

stakeholder relationships, and administrators sustain the conditions to make it possible.
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Understanding how they perceive and navigate CSR-related stakeholder dialogue is

where this thesis directs its analytical focus.

2.6 Conceptual Framework

Stakeholder Theory
Interpretative lens

Individual actors
Coaches and Admnistrators

Perceptions and roles

DRIVES/ \SHAPES

4 Drivers A 4 Conditions N
Moral obligation Resource scarcity
Social mission External compliance
Legal governance Professionalization
. / '\/‘ \ J
( Stakeholder dialogue )
CSR in practice
Enacted, not declared

Figure 1: Literature review’s conceptual framework

The figure above synthesizes the theoretical arguments previously developed throughout
Chapter 2 and guides the analytical approach of this study. Stakeholder theory sits at the
top as the theoretical lens through which further findings are interpreted. The framework
displays two forces that influence individual actors. On the left, drivers represent what
motivates coaches and administrators to engage with the club’s social mission: the
normative moral obligation (Donaldson & Preston, 1995), and the legal governance
structure of Swedish grassroots football clubs (Bjdrsholm & Backman, 2025; Primus,
2024). On the right are conditions that shape and constrain how that engagement is

possible: resource scarcity (Balduck et al., 2015), external compliance pressures (Fahlén

24



& Stenling, 2016), and professionalization demands (Jones et al., 2020). Coaches and
administrators are positioned in the center since, through their perceptions and actions,
the tensions between drivers and conditions are navigated. This study adopts stakeholder
dialogue as the mechanism through which this navigation takes place. Lastly, the outcome

is CSR being enacted through everyday interaction.
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3. Methodology

This chapter outlines the research design and methodology choices of this study. The
research adopts a qualitative, interpretivist approach to explore how coaches and
administrators shape CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots football
clubs. Data was collected through eleven semi-structured interviews with seven coaches
and four administrators, all of them were selected using purposive and convenience
sampling. Interviews were analyzed using Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis
with an inductive approach. Lastly, this chapter discusses research ethics and

methodological limitations.

3.1 Research Philosophy

Although the term research philosophy may sound profound, it is nothing but a system of
beliefs and assumptions about the fundamental nature of knowledge, reality, and
existence (Collis & Hussey, 2014). These assumptions are broken down into three
categories: ontological (the realities one encounters in research), epistemological (human
knowledge), and axiological (ways one’s values influence the research process)
(Saunders et al., 2023). Researchers usually align their work in one of the five major
philosophies, which fall between objectivism (external facts) and subjectivism (human
perceptions): positivism, critical realism, interpretivism, postmodernism, and pragmatism

(Saunders et al., 2023).

Interpretivism has been selected as a research philosophy for this study. This
philosophical approach emerged as a critique to positivism, arguing that social reality is
in people’s minds and is subjective and multiple (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Interpretivists
see reality as subjective and socially constructed through culture and language (Saunders

etal., 2023).

From an ontological perspective, this study assumes that several realities exist and are
constructed by coaches’ and administrators’ own understanding and experiences with
dialogue. Speaking of epistemology, knowledge is viewed and created by both the

researchers and the participants of the study, and insights emerge through the perception
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of participants’ experiences rather than through objective measurement. The study has a
strong focus on perceptions, meanings, and interactions that cannot be captured through

quantitative or positivist approaches.

This thesis studies the phenomenon of stakeholder dialogue in CSR. Acuti et al. (2024)
defines it as two-way communication, ongoing, iterative, interactive, and intended to
create shared understanding among various actors. Due to the interactive and relational
nature of the phenomenon under study, adopting an interpretivist research philosophy
allows one to explore reality as subjective and socially constructed through the

interpretations of individuals within the context of grassroots football clubs.

Stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) provides the conceptual context for this study, and it
was utilized as a reference point in chapter 5 - discussion - when comparing empirical
findings against the papers who served as the problem gap of this study. ST argues that
stakeholders’ interests should be considered, with the ambition of creating value in the
long-term for everyone involved. Therefore, multiple perspectives were assumed.
Interpretivism enables the study to explore how individual actors make sense of

stakeholder dialogue rather than assuming a single and objective reality.

This study focuses on coaches and administrators inside grassroots football clubs. They
take the role of mediating interactions between different stakeholders and are likely to
interpret dialogue in distinct ways based on their experiences. Thus, stakeholder dialogue
cannot be interpreted as an objective and fixed phenomenon; instead, it is constructed by

the people who engage in it.

Finally, the context of grassroots football clubs, as mentioned earlier, is characterized by
constrained resources, institutional and governance pressures, volunteer-based, informal,
and conflictual interactions. It suggests that meaning is shaped and negotiated in everyday
interactions. This also supports the adoption of an interpretivist philosophy since it allows
for an in-depth understanding of how stakeholder dialogue is shaped through everyday

interactions within the context of grassroots.

A positivist philosophy, which assumes an external, objective, and singular reality
(Easterby-Smith. et al., 2021) would not be sufficient to cover the research purpose. This

is because it would very likely overlook the context-specific ways in which CSR-related
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stakeholder dialogue is experienced and practiced by specific actors within the context in

question.

3.2 Research Approach

This study takes a qualitative approach that attempts to uncover the tangled and
unstructured realities of people's ways of thinking and doing, allowing an examination of
the insider processes of social phenomenon and human experience (Bryman, 2016). By
adopting a qualitative approach, the study aims to provide an in-depth investigation into
these relationships from the perspective of coaches and administrators and how they view

themselves and their relationship with other members of their club.

Exploring data via qualitative research requires planning, but also a degree of flexibility
and creativity. Most approaches frame the data, so it allows for a systematic and
successive reduction of their complexity, aiding the development of theory on the
phenomenon under study (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). There are different approaches a
research study can take: deductive, inductive, and abductive. The data to be collected for
this study follows an inductive approach, which starts by looking at the focus of research
(grassroots football clubs in this case) and, through investigation, aims to contribute to

theory from the research (Greener, 2008).

The study seeks to analyze how the perception of coaches and administrators in grassroots
football clubs shapes the practice of CSR-related stakeholder dialogue. Empirical
findings were compared against ST and papers that set the gap for this study, following
Yin’s (2003) analytic generalization logic. Since this paper’s aim is not to test theory, it
cannot take a deductive approach. Instead, it takes an inductive approach where we collect
data to explore a phenomenon (CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in grassroots football
clubs) with the ambition to expand the theoretical knowledge (Saunders et al., 2023). An
inductive approach was discussed as the most suitable approach to take for this research
due to the subjectivity of the phenomenon under study. Reality is suggested to be socially
constructed by individual actors like coaches and administrators within Swedish
grassroots football clubs, where each individual may have a unique perspective on how
CSR-related stakeholder dialogue takes place in this context. Additionally, contributions
such as Stakeholder identification and salience from Mitchell et al. (1997) suggest that
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salience is the degree to which managers give priority to competing claims, meaning that
this prioritization is a socially constructed reality. Since this study compares empirical
findings against ST, adopting an inductive approach is reasonable, as interviewing
coaches and administrators and analyzing their perspectives is a way to understand how

the club’s social responsibility is enacted.

Data is gathered through semi-structured online interviews with coaches and club
administrators. Interviews were conducted so that individuals could express themselves
verbally, whilst still allowing the research to flow and probe where appropriate to develop
an understanding of the individual's views on how their individual roles and their

interactions and conversations inform stakeholder discourse.

3.3 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative single-case study design, following the framework
established by Yin (2003) and Stake (1995). The case focuses on Swedish grassroots
football clubs as the bounded case (Stake, 1995). It follows the representative or typical
case rationale stated by Yin (2003), where the objective is to capture the circumstances
and conditions of an everyday or commonplace situation. Within this case, coaches and
administrators were examined as embedded units of analysis to explore how their
perceptions and roles shape and influence CSR-related stakeholder dialogue. A case study
is an appropriate methodology to use when the goal is to explore complex social
phenomena within real world contexts, allowing researchers to explore more complex
social phenomena in their real life context, especially when the boundaries between

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2003).

The reason a grassroots football club was chosen as the context for this study is due to
the informal nature of governance structures, the importance of interpersonal
relationships, and the use of volunteers. These characteristics make it a suitable setting to
explore micro-foundations of CSR-related stakeholder dialogue, specifically how

coaches and administrators influence and shape it.

This study focuses on a specific context, rather than trying to generalize it broadly. Since
the study focuses merely on Swedish grassroots football clubs, the context of the study

plays a key role in framing our research design. It means that this research is context

29



bounded, and the findings from the study are closely and directly linked with the Swedish
grassroots football settings. Although this limits the ability to generate statistical
generalizations, the study prioritizes analytic generalization (Yin, 2003), aiming to
compare findings against the bodies of literature and ST to explore points of alignment,

divergence, or nuance in the context of Swedish Grassroots Football Clubs.

By adopting a case study design, the study aims to capture multiple perspectives within
the same context. It therefore allows for a deeper understanding of how CSR-related
stakeholder dialogue is perceived and practiced by coaches and administrators within

Swedish grassroots football clubs.

3.4 Method

3.4.1 Data Collection (interviews)

Qualitative data were exclusively used in the study, which are pieces of information in a
non-numeric form (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). As the study investigated how coaches
and administrators experience and perceive CSR-related stakeholder dialogue, qualitative
research is in line with the case study framework (Yin, 2003; Stake, 1995). It helps access
the thoughts and feelings of the participants, which helps enable the understanding of the
meaning that people ascribe to their experiences (Sutton & Austin, 2015). In short, it

allows the investigation to unfold the how and why of their behaviors and experiences.

Semi-structured interviews were used as a data source, which allows for the collection of
rich, valuable, and detailed accounts of the experiences and perceptions of the
participants. The total of interviews was 11, with 7 coaches and 4 administrators
participating in the study (see Table 1 for further details). This method suits a case study
as interviews provide beneficial insights into how the CSR-related stakeholder dialogue
is being practiced in everyday situations and how individuals interpret their roles in these
interactions (Saunders et al., 2019). Semi-structured interviews give researchers the
flexibility to ask follow-up questions and adjust their approach during conversations. This

makes them especially useful for understanding complex social situations (Saunders et
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al., 2019). The selection of semi-structured interviews also align with Collis and Hussey

(2014) since it enables an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question.

The interview strategy was performed as follows and as advised by Easterby-Smith et al.
(2021). First, beforehand, a background research on the interviewee was conducted with
information such as the team they belong to, facts about their position in their league, or
historic results, and information of the like. Since all interviews were online (with
previous agreement with the interviewee), a technology check to confirm a stable
connection to ensure a smooth interview was done prior to the start of the interviews.
Second, at least one day before the interview day, a consent agreement sheet was sent to
the interviewee, containing relevant information about privacy, processing of personal
data, and anonymization of data. It was asked to the interviewees to read through and ask
questions if any of the information in the sheet was unclear or required further
explanation. Third, during the interview, understanding that the interviewee was
providing an important part of their time, creating a kind and respectful atmosphere was
crucial. It was also done by acknowledging that they are the experts in the matter. By the
beginning of each interview, the interviewees were asked whether they had read the
consent agreement sheet, and then the interviewer proceeded to ask them whether they
agreed or not to all six items that cover their consent to take part in the interview (see

interview topic guide for reference).

Once consent had been obtained, between 10 and 15 minutes were spent on rapport
building, using non-leading “icebreaker” questions to put the interviewee at ease. A topic
interview guide was used as a loose structure for questions, grounded in our research
question and existing literature, centered on stakeholders' interaction, socially responsible
practices, and conflictive situations. In addition, probing techniques such as “tell me more
about...” to clarify ambiguous answers were used. Also, laddering techniques were
performed, using “laddering up” to unfold underlying values by asking “why” and
“laddering down” to find out about specific situations. Lastly, by the end, final
appreciation words were shared with the interviewee, thanking them for their

participation and inviting them to say any final thoughts they may have.
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Name Interview | Position
duration

admin 1 64 mins sports director

admin 2 59 mins sports director

coach 1 60 mins coach

admin 3 67 mins former sports director and current board member

coach 2 67 mins coach

coach 3 63 mins coach

coach 4 61 mins coach

coach 5 61 mins coach

admin 4 57 mins chairman

coach 6 66 mins coach

coach 7 67 mins coach

Table 1: Overview of Interviews

3.4.2 Sampling

This research has the objective to explore how the perceptions and roles of coaches and
administrators shape the practice of CSR-related stakeholder dialogue, specifically in the
context of Swedish grassroots football clubs. Since the research question to answer
explores specific people’s experiences (coaches and administrators), it was hence decided
to choose purposive sampling along with convenience sampling. On one hand, in
purposive sampling, the participants are selected due to their strength of experience of the
phenomenon under study (Collis & Hussey, 2014). It is a form of non-probability
sampling design where candidates are screened to see whether they meet the criteria for

inclusion (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). On the other hand, in convenience sampling, the
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selected participants are those who are easier to recruit for the researcher (Bhardwaj,
2019). This study utilized both sampling types since the researchers made use of one of
the researcher’s personal network in Swedish grassroots football clubs to reach out to
potential participants and agree on their participation. The established criterion for this
study is that the candidate must be a coach or administrator in a Swedish grassroots
football club. This ensures that the participants have practical experience with the
phenomenon under investigation. The recruitment of participants stopped when data
saturation was reached, which is defined as the point at which new interviews do not bring

meaningfully new themes or perspectives to the coding tree (Guest et al., 2006).

3.4.3 Data Analysis

This study uses a Thematic analysis approach to analyze the data gotten from the
interviews. Thematic analysis is described as a step-by-step process that involves coding;
however, qualitative data analysis requires imaginations and inspiration; it is more than a
technical procedure (Wolgemuth et al., 2025). As part of these steps, Braun and Clarke
(2006) recommend following the thematic analysis as follows.

Phase 1: familiarizing yourself with the data. Reading the data several times, writing
down initial ideas.

Phase 2: generating initial codes. Starting to code interesting features of the data in a
systematic way across the entire data set, allocating relevant data to each code

Phase 3: searching for themes. Allocating codes into potential themes, gathering all data
relevant to each potential theme

Phase 4: reviewing themes. Checking that the themes work with the coded extracts and
the entire data set, generating a thematic map of the analysis

Phase 5: defining and naming themes. Analyzing and refining the specifics of each theme
and the overall story, generating clear definitions and names for each theme.

Phase 6: producing the report. Selecting compelling extract examples, final analysis
relating back to both the research question and literature, and creating an analysis report.
This approach allows to identify key patterns and themes related to how individual actors
influence and shape CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots football
clubs. This also aligns with the interpretivist approach by focusing on the subjective

meanings and experiences of the participants. (Saunders et al., 2019)
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The coding process is aligned to the inductive approach, where codes and themes emerge
from the data without the use of any concept of theory. It should be noted that even though
the interview guide relied on academic literature and the Stakeholder Theory framework,
the process of coding and identifying themes was done in an inductive way. In other
words, while the interviewees were questioned using sensitizing concepts based on
theoretical ideas, no predetermined codes were used for analysis. Rather, themes were
formed based on the information collected, thus allowing the identification of patterns
and meaning to emerge from the interviewees’ answers rather than being presupposed
beforehand. ST was used later in chapter 5 - discussion - to compare empirical themes
against ST and the literature's theoretical propositions.

To enhance the credibility and dependability of the analysis, an intercoder agreement was
applied during the coding process. Both of the researchers independently coded the
interview transcripts before comparing the codes and themes and discussing the decisions.
If there were any inconsistencies in the interpretation process, this was discussed until an
agreement was reached. This method helped ensure consistency in the data analysis,

which also reduced the possibility of personal biases affecting the themes.

3.5 Research Ethics

Ethics refer to moral values and principles that form the basis of a code of conduct, while
research ethics concerns the manner in which research is conducted and how the results
or findings are reported (Collis & Hussey, 2014). To fully ensure ethical practices during
and after the research process, Bell and Bryman (2007) break down 10 key principles in
research ethics, divided into protection of research participants and protection of the
integrity of the research community. This thesis is committed to following these 10 ethical
principles to ensure an ethical practice in this study.

Protection of Participants.

1) This thesis is committed to not doing any harm to the participants through the research
process, ensuring both physical and psychological well-being. The study did not involve
any physical activity; therefore, physical harm did not occur. To address any potential
psychological harm, the interviewees were observed to assess any situation that might
have caused them any unwell. The goal was to gain their trust, making them understand

that the provided information was used only for research purposes. 2) Dignity of
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participants was prioritized, avoiding any situation that might cause them discomfort or
anxiety. 3) Once the participants agreed to have the interview, a consent agreement was
sent, which informed them about important details in the matter of privacy, such as the
purpose of the study, right of withdrawal, and some other details regarding the interview
dynamic. 4) Confidentiality was ensured by not keeping information that participants
labeled as confidential. 5) Through the consent agreement, participants were informed
that personal information was not to be disclosed, ensuring their anonymity in the study.
When it comes to analysis, their real names were replaced by their position and a number,
for instance, coach 2 or admin 1, to facilitate the data analysis process.

Integrity of the Research Community:

6) The researchers and authors of this thesis have no intentions of deception and were
committed to doing an ethical and honest analysis of the information provided by all
participants. 7) The affiliation of authors to Jonkoping International Business School was
stated to ensure transparency. Since this research does not have any type of funding, there
were no potential conflicts of interests. 8) All relevant information about this study and
its implications were communicated with the participants, remaining open to any
clarification that came up along the way, ensuring honesty and transparency 9)
Reciprocity was addressed by informing the participants about the potential benefits that
Swedish grassroots football clubs can gain through this study’s conclusions, reminding
them of the importance of their collaboration to make the study happen. 10) The analysis
process involved two researchers to have more than one perspective and avoid
misrepresentations. The study also collaborated with coaches and administrators from
different teams, in this way it was prevented from drawing conclusions which were
applicable only to one or a few teams. Finally, this study complies to the General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR), which regulates the processing and safeguarding of

personal data inside the European Union.

3.6 Methodological limitations

This study acknowledges several limitations. With purposive and convenient sampling,
the process of identifying participants directly relevant to the research question becomes
relatively easier, although it carries the element of sampling bias. In light of the fact that
participants for the study were identified using the personal connections of the researchers

among the grassroots football in Sweden, it may mean that the chosen sample reflects
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only those people who are easier to reach, more interested in engaging in CSR-related
conversations, or have a more positive attitude toward CSR practices. As a result, the
obtained data could reflect only certain practices within the football clubs rather than all
practices. This study relies on self-reported data, which was collected through semi-
structured interviews. This approach facilitates participants in providing in-depth insights
into their perceptions and experiences. Nevertheless, it could be influenced by subjective
interpretations or social desirability bias of the interviewees (Bryman, 2016). The study
utilizes a single data collection method (semi-structured interviews); thus, it lacks
methodological triangulation. This is compensated through investigator triangulation
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). Two researchers were involved in the thematic coding
process, reducing individual researcher bias and enhancing the dependability of the
findings. One of the two researchers being part of the Swedish grassroots football system,
which facilitated the participants’ recruitment, also requires acknowledgement as a
reflexivity concern. Having a relationship with one of the researchers in the context under
study can potentially mean that participants may have responded differently than they
would with an external researcher. The researchers remained aware of this throughout the
interviews and data analysis process, prioritizing participants’ own language over
researchers’ assumptions. Lastly, all interviews were conducted through Microsoft
Teams. Easterby-Smith et al. (2021) mentions that these types of interviews lack the
immediate contextualization, depth, and non-verbal communication of a face-to-face
interview, making it harder to connect with the interviewee. Despite the said limitations,
the study offers significant and comprehensive insights into the influence of individual

actors on CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots football clubs.
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4. Empirical Findings

This section presents the empirical findings of the study using Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
thematic analysis. It introduces the themes which were extracted from the data provided
by participants via semi-structured interviews. Each theme is broken down with its
corresponding, sub-theme, and codes, with the aim to make it easy for the reader to follow
the analysis process. The three themes to be presented under this section are: 1) When
personal story becomes social mission, addresses who coaches and administrators are and
why they are present in their clubs. It reveals that their participation is driven by personal
and relational pathways that eventually deepen into a development of identity that is
inseparable from the clubs’ social mission. 2) Values, democracy, and conflict keeping
the mission alive, concerns how that personal commitment is translated in practice
through values transmission via dialogue, democratic decision-making structure, and
productive conflict that reinforces the clubs’ social mission. 3) Constrained actioning in
the navigation of the gap between mission and capacity, explores the structural conditions
where these clubs interact, suggesting that resource scarcity, competitive pressures, and
fragile human resources constrain what coaches and administrators are capable of
delivering on their social commitment (See appendix 8.2 for entire coding tree, including

quotes).
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CODING TREE

How the perception of coaches and administrators shapes the mission, values,
conflicts, and constraints in grassroots football clubs

CODES / KEY IDEAS SUB-THEMES MAIN THEMES
(Level 4) (Level 3) (Level 2)

+  Coach reframes role as human development rather than sporting performance
+  Club committed to develop players as human beings beyond football $T1. Sodlal purpose .
-+ Football as community development tool ; |
+  Social responsibility goes beyond club’s sporting boundaries. over sporting performance
+  Results are deliberately kept off the board's agenda ‘.’
- Sport director prioritizes community social purpose over competitive results \ J
+  Results do not reflect the performance of the club l

ST2. Personal and relational
+  Entry into club through personal/family network
-+ Starting as a parent and ending up running things as a leader and coach
+  No formal selection or recruitment procedure
+  Club fills positions based on community willingness

|
in the club story becomes |

pathways to get involved ‘ T1. When personal
social mission

«  Personal identification with football as lifelong journey |

{
+  Long-term attachment to single club across decades 1 ST3. When the club |
- Deep personal and social embeddedness in the club { becomes part of who you are A\

+ A player with the wrong attitude gets rejected even if talented
-+ Sport director screens potential players for values fit

+  Values co-creation: teams define own behavioral principles ST4. Values as

-+ Players write their own commitments and values to follow

+  Values enacted through dialogue, not authority living practice ®

+ Coaches refer back to the team’s own values ./.\ ®
during games and training ; Q. ;

& zi’::’,:;as::;“"g g ':'vi'j,”'" d's"g"f"":“f':" g ST5. Democratic structures =

+ Collective understanding over authority as the framework

T2. Values, democracy,
and conflict keeping

g to find among
- Parent conflicts managed through direct, calm communication
+ Cooperation rather than dictating in board meetings

the mission alive
-+ Conflict perceived as opportunity to hear ideas and implement discussion ST6. Disagreements end up
-+ Positive framing of conflict as catalyst for organizational change making the club better

for dialogue

+ Individuals keep pushing for resolution through the club’s voting process

+  Volunteer role around 60 hours/week with no financial compensation

-+ Multiple si performed i
+  All the work behind the scenes that nobody sees ST7. The fragile

- Small group of people responsible for running entire club. human infrastructure

+  Role overload preventing engagement with broader social activities bekind:the soclalimission

- Operating coaches taking entire player groups to other clubs

+  Volunteer burnout due to excessive time commitments

+  Club survival on i

+  Equal playing time policy vs. parent competitive pressure ST8. The inclusion-competition

Elite vs. inclusion p: (core tension) tension as continuous T3. Constrained

+  Tension between board’s social side and = i

- Coaches primarily value balance results and inclusion negotiation actioning in the

+ Inclusion philosophically protects players from feeling inferior during development navigation of the gap
el i i between mission and

= i Sermegkic) o e ST9. Sustaining community A

- ck of resources limiting ambition to social initiatives . 4 capacity

-+ Social initiati due to financial/ti i through scarcity: constraints,

+  Sponsorship as essential lifeline resource improvization, and

- Sponsor funding into ity welfare initiati 2

+  Club’s social mission as unique community value proposition partnership

+  Club as informal safe social space for youth beyond football

Figure 2: Coding tree including codes, subthemes, and themes

4.1 When personal story becomes social mission

To understand how coaches and administrators shape CSR-related stakeholder dialogue
in Swedish grassroots football clubs, an analysis of who these people are and why they
are there must be conducted. All participants share a similar starting story in their
corresponding club; everyone arrived through personal relationships, family connections,
or lifelong connections to their clubs and communities. In fact, this rather informal origin
is what shapes everything that follows. Throughout the following subthemes, it is
revealed that first, these actors consistently reframe their role around social purpose rather
than results or sporting performance, this makes people and community development the
main objective in their minds when volunteering for their clubs. Second, they entered the
club through personal and relational pathways, creating a sense of responsibility that no
other formal contract could have created. Third, over time, this development of

responsibility deepens and is adopted as their identity, which makes the club’s social
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mission inseparable from the individuals’ identity. In sum, in Swedish grassroots football
clubs, CSR-related stakeholder dialogue is not initiated with a policy or dictated by the
organization. Socially responsible practices are activated by individuals whose personal
story has become the club’s social mission, and in consequence, coaches and
administrators engage with players, parents, colleagues, and other relevant stakeholders
not as volunteers fulfilling a role, but as people who are genuinely accountable for what

happens with them.

Coach reframes role as human development rather
than sporting performance

Club committed to develop players as human
beings beyond football

Football as community development tool
Social responsibility goes beyond club's sporting. IS B e T, T ey
b ies performance

Results are deliberately kept off the board's agenda
Sport director prioritizes community social purpose
over competitive results

Results do not reflect the performance of the club T1: When p 1 story b social missi

Entry into club through personal/family network

Starting as a parent and ending up running things
as a leader and coach

5T2: Personal and relational pathways to get
involved in the clab
No formal selection or recruitment procedure
Club fills positions based on community
willingness
Long-term attachment to single club across
decades
Personal identification with football as lifelong

journey

Deen personal and social embeddedness in the club

5T3: When the club becomes part of who you
are

Figure 3: Theme I with its corresponding subthemes and codes

4.1.1 Social purpose over sporting performance

One of the most frequent findings in many participants was the explicit description of
their role being away from sporting performance and towards something larger, such
as people growth and community development. This was evident among coaches, who
described their social purpose as more important than results on the football field. For
instance, Coach5 captured this directly when reflecting on what separates a good coach
on the field from another coach who genuinely cares about their players: “There are so
many coaches that are really good in coaching, but the social thing is most important...
and the players to have an open, have a good discussion with them, to be

social ”(Coach5). What this coach values the most is not the tactical knowledge or the
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skill development that their players can reach, but the quality of the relationship and
dialogue with players. Coach3 reinforced this philosophy with the same clarity, framing
the coach’s goal in social rather than performance matters: “if you do the right things, we
will win more games than we lose” (Coach3). For this coach, social investment is not a
distraction from performance; it is a precondition of it. Admin3 was the most direct of all
in this matter by describing what they actually do at the club: “I don't work a lot with
football. I work with people”(Admin3). All of these examples are shared perceptions of
what being a coach or administrator at their clubs means; for them, football is the vehicle

to reach people and create a social impact.

The perception that these people have about prioritizing social purpose over sporting
results is not static since participants described it as something that is developed and
deepened over time. Coach4 explained how the role of a coach evolves along with the
players: “At first, when you coach kids that are five or six years old, you are more like a
kindergarten teacher. But now you are more of a football coach, and you develop with
the youth group and discuss a lot of interesting questions about what the club should
develop” (Coach4). As players grow up, the nature of the role changes too, from basic
supervision to dialogue about what the club stands for and which direction it is going.
Coach3 went even further as they explained how much a coach can impact players in the
way they behave: “Coaches have so much impact on how the players are acting, not so
much how they are playing. It's not so important to me how good you can be, but how you
are going to act as a good human being ”(Coach3). These are very meaningful words that
describe what this coach thinks about their main goal, which is to shape behavior and
character not technical skills. What these clubs do for players was framed beyond the
individual level as they have an important impact in community development: “We are
building this community in Sweden... we as NGOs build up the community” (Coachl).
Similarly, Admin3 expanded this view by highlighting the importance that a club has in
community cohesion: “Me personally, I don't give a **** about winning... because the
club, it's a place where people come together on a Friday night” (Admin3). These
perceptions actively determine which interactions matter and why. For instance, a coach
whose perception goes towards developing human beings will have different
conversations with players, parents, and colleagues than those who believe their job is

mainly to win matches and trophies.
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The individual perceptions of coaches and administrators regarding their personal social
mission are eventually translated into the organizational settings. Admin2 described that
they decided to quit their former club due to the loss of the team’s soul, and decided to
create a new team where this soul would be present: “I believe that the team I left had
lost their soul, and the soul of that team was community between people. We wanted to
implement that soul to the new club and we feel now we have succeeded" (Admin2). The
motivation to build a team from scratch was not football or results related, but it had all
to do with the intention of implementing a social purpose that had been lost in their
previous team. Admin3 explained how their club’s board perspective differs from what
the players and coaches set as their priority: “For us in the board, it's the social...we
prioritize the social. But our coaches and players, they want to win....as it should be”
(Admin3). Rather than seeing this as a problem, the board understands the ambition to
win by players and coaches since they are the main actors who compete in the games and
tournaments but acknowledges that the primary concern in the club is the social aspect.
This tension is a form of ongoing dynamic through which the club’s socially responsible

practices are reaffirmed.

A consequence that emerges from this view oriented towards social practices is that
sporting results disappear as the primary measure for a club’s success, at least in the
perception of internal actors like coaches and administrators: “We don't like to lose, but
in the bigger picture we have to boil it down and see what we do, what we doing good.
And that's important how we behave. It's more important for us than winning ” (Coach3),
“The results are not any answer to if it's a good club or not. It's how we are running it”
(Coachl). This shift of mentality also has structural implications for how the clubs
operate externally with other stakeholders. For instance, Coach6 noted that the club’s
relationship with the sponsor has evolved around this view of prioritizing the social aspect
over the results: “The sponsors are not now so interested in the results of the club or the
team. They are more interested in how you work with the values” (Coach6). This suggests
that the club’s social mission is no longer an internal preference, but it has become the
currency to be used in relationships with sponsors. In CSR-related stakeholder dialogue,
this has a significant impact as the conversations of coaches and administrators with
players, parents, board members, and sponsors are shaped mainly by the shared

understanding that the club exists to impact socially, while football is the way they do it.
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4.1.2 Personal and relational pathways to get involved in the club

None of the participants was recruited or selected through a formal process. With no
exception, every coach and administrator arrived at their club through a personal
connection. Some examples of starting journeys at their clubs from the participants are
through their kid, who started playing at the club, a childhood spent at the club, or a coach
extending an invitation to join. It reflects a structural condition of Swedish grassroots
football clubs that Admin4 addressed it clearly: “I don't have any salary for this. Neither
have you. We do it together... I mean adult people take care of other parents’ kids...if we
don't have anyone willing to do it, then we don't have nothing” (Admin4). In these clubs,
positions are filled through community willingness and the people who decide to join are
mainly because they already have a personal reason to be there and contribute. The lack
of formal selection should not be seen as a gap in the system, but it is the system itself

and what helps these clubs shape their social purpose.

The most common pathway was through parental relationships. Coach4 mentions that a
single request from a coach made him start at the club: “It was my son that started to play
football when he was five or six years old. The coach asked me if I could help and be a
coach too in the team, and I said yes, and I was stuck in the club since then” (Coach4).
It can be suggested from the wording the coach used (’stuck’) that it was not a deliberate
career decision but a gradual attachment driven by personal connection with their kid. A
similar story was narrated by Coach2 who coached their son’s coach for several years
since the start: “I was coaching my son, right from his first season to his seventh season,
so seven years I was coach for his team” (Coach2). This coach also emphasized that they
were part of the club mainly because of his attachment to their kids’ team. Once they were
not the coach of that team, the sense of belonging and commitment with the club
decreased until eventually they stopped being part of the team: “So then I quit the board
and 1 started to be a trainer for the youth under 18 team and gave a lot of time there last
vear. And this year I quit. I could go back to his team, but he doesn't like his father to be
a coach anymore” (Coach2). For this coach, the personal relationship was both the entry
point and the motivation to continue. When the relationship changed, the commitment

did as well.
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Both Coach5 and Coach7 had similar origins at their clubs. Coach5 began as a volunteer
parent after their son joined the club: “It was because my son...started to play when he
was seven... So then I started up as a parent...Of course, many coaches and leaders are
needed...so then I volunteered and started up as a volunteer” (Coach5). Coach7 joined
the club because of their daughter and started a girls’ team entirely on their own since
their daughter had no team to play with: “you do it by yourself, you meet the parents and
then start. So that was the start of the journey” (Coach?7). In this case, what started as a
parental action of care towards their daughter, became years of commitment and advocacy

for the team’s needs within the board’s system.

However, not all entry stories occurred through a parental connection. For example,
Adminl was invited by a former coach after spending years at the club as a player: “My
old coach asked me, why don't you come and coach with me. I gave it a go. Then he quit,
so I became the head coach of that youth team” (Adminl). This pathway was built on
personal trust and an existing relationship. Admin2 described a long relationship with the
club since their childhood: “I have always been involved with the [Team’s name]
and when I came there I was 13 years old” (Admin2). A similar story was told by
Admind, starting at an early age in the club: “I started to play football when I was like, 1
don't know, five, six years old. And I always been playing in [Team’s name]...so I've been
there for some years, so been there all my life, and I was also born and raised in [Village’s
name]” (Admin4). In these three stories, getting started in administrative roles was not a
career step, it was a natural continuation of a personal story with the club that they have

been part of for many years.

These perceptions and actions have a direct impact on CSR-related stakeholder dialogue.
The reason why these coaches and administrators joined the clubs is also the reason why
they now feel responsible for the people around them. For example, Coach4 joined
because of their son, and now they have a high sense of accountability towards their son’s
team. Admin4 grew up in a village, where he now feels responsible for the community
the club serves. Therefore, there is a strong connection between the entry point and the
personal perception of social responsibility that these individual actors develop in their
roles. Furthermore, they do not manage stakeholder relationships from a professional
perspective; they do so from a personal one. In consequence, it creates a form of

accountability that no formal contract could duplicate. Coach7 is a clear example as they
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started a girls’ team out of a personal connection with their daughter and other girls. Over
time, Coach7 felt personally responsible for advocating for the team’s interests within the
club: “The first year I had 9 proposals, but the 9 proposals, everybody voted them down,
and the next year I had 12" (Coach7). The personal relationship happened first, and then
social commitment emerged from it. This is why the social purpose previously described
is not an attitude alone; it is enacted because it is connected to people they already care
about and were part of their lives before agreeing on taking the role at the club. How these
actors arrived at the club is therefore inseparable from the sense of responsibility they

develop for what happens within the club.

4.1.3 When the club becomes part of who you are

What starts with a personal connection being the entry point for coaches and
administrators, deepens until the club is no longer something these actors do but
something they are. For several participants, their involvement in the club went beyond
what could be described as voluntary commitment. It became an essential part of their
personal identity. Admin2 described this passionately: “Football means to me passion,
and it means community, when people work together to reach a goal or to reach
something higher. That's football for me” (Admin2). This is not merely a description of a
hobby or a volunteer role; it is the perception of the administrator’s personal values
system. Coach6 related to this unity between their personal story and their football
identity: “Football is a part of how I grew up, is a part of my identity”” (Coach6). When
football becomes part of a coach's or administrator’s identity, the social interactions they

have within the club are closely tied to who they are as a person.

This identity is also built over time. Coach3 illustrated a sense of long-term reward after
personal investment for many years: “Being the coach for young kids is one of the greatest
things you can do as a parent or as a coach. See the happiness and developing when they
are from when they're starting, like when [they were] six years old till [they are] 16. That
's great. And when you meet them at the local store when they are 25 and they're still
happy” (Coach3). The personal relationship that is developed here does not end at the
final whistle; instead, it extends into other social aspects of life beyond the club. That is

exactly the case of Coach3, who sees the consequences of their social effort even years
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after the coach-player relationship ended. Coachl captured the same long-term
commitment in a different way when talking about the para-football project the club has
for people with special needs: . 15, 16 years we have been developing children and adults
with para-football, that is something that is very important here” (Coachl). The phrasing
that this coach uses is relevant; they do not say ‘the club has been developing’ but ‘we
have been developing'. Personal identity and actions are not separated from the club when

speaking about it.

What these participants’ stories share in common is how they start to see themselves in
relation to the club. Regardless of whether they brought their personal values to the club
or these were developed inside it, the club and what they do becomes part of who they
are. Coach7 addresses this when reflecting on how his own motivations have changed
over time: “From the beginning it was I want to win football matches. Now it’s a society”
(Coach7). They also came to realize that although their daughter is not as involved in the
team,they are still highly involved at the club: “My girl is not playing so much longer,
but I'm in the club” (Coach7). Thus, their job at the club is not something the coach is
doing for their daughter, which was the initial purpose, but now they do it as part of their
own story and purpose. In fact, Coach7 described his involvement in terms of a deeper
mission that he has and how he connects two roles that at first might be seen as distinct -
teacher and coach: “For me personally, it's a mission. I work with kids all day in school
as a teacher, and to be a trainer... to laugh with them and not be so serious. To see the
other side of the children”. The role he performs as a coach is not separate from his paid

job as a teacher; it is rather an extension of their existing social purpose.

Admin4 expressed similar feelings but with a slightly different angle: “I’ve been there
all my life, and I was also born and raised here” (Admin4). This admin brought their
already existing story to the club, as he was born in the village and shaped the club’s
mission. Moreover, Adminl connected their sense of identity to a specific responsibility
that the club has: “4s a club we have a huge responsibility to keep them away from that
[criminality] and give them a proper place to to be involved in. I feel like they have people
to turn to if something goes wrong” (Adminl). By using the word ‘feel’, it describes a
personal belief that is shared with the club to help their players in case of any pitfall; it
does not necessarily reflect a policy, but a conviction this admin and the club have with

their players.
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In sum, the three subthemes build on the argument that coaches and administrators arrived
through personal connections, developed a social purpose which was deepened over time,
and eventually reached a point where the club’s social mission and their own identity are
merged. All of this mostly occurs without having any policy or procedure because when
the club is part of who these individual actors are, acting on its social mission is not a

hard task to do, it is simply the expression of their own identity.

4.2 Values, democracy, and conflict keeping the mission alive

Although the previous theme section argues that coaches and administrators in Swedish
grassroots football clubs enact the club’s social mission personally, it did not explain how
that personal commitment translates into practice. In practice, there are multiple
stakeholders with different priorities, expectations, and perspectives shared within the
club. As these clubs lack formal CSR policies, HR systems, or management strategies,
their social mission is activated through three practices. First, values are not written down
in any document and provided to new members; they are transmitted and created through
conversations, before someone joins the club and throughout their time in it. Second,
decisions do not move from top to bottom; they are collectively reached through
democratic structures where every stakeholder has a weight. This makes negotiation and
dialogue the way in which clubs are governed. Third, disagreements are not perceived as
negative; they are understood as the moments in which the social mission is tested and
strengthened. These three mechanisms are only possible because coaches and

administrators are the ones enacting them.
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A player with the wrong attitude gets rejected even
if they are talented
Sport director sereens potential players for valuas
fit
Walues co-creation mitiative: teams dafine own
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- - . 5T4: Values az living practice
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follow rather than being told what to do

Values enactad through dialogue, not authonity
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Figure 4: Theme 2 with its corresponding subthemes and codes

4.2.1 Values as living practice

In Swedish grassroots football clubs, values are not shown on any policy that new
members receive on their first day. These values are transmitted through conversations
that can begin even before anyone has officially joined. Admin2 talks about how they
have personal conversations with potential players to give them an understanding of the
club’s values: “I want players who are keen to help the club grow and they are keen to
show some heart and they are keen to be player who is committed to the club, not just for
himself. So I speak to them about that and it's very, very important when I engage new
players... that they know our values” (Admin2). The same approach is implemented by
Adminl since their club has two mechanisms. First, an annual meeting where the club’s
values are presented: “Every new coach have the big have the opportunity every year to
to join up in that and see every coaches in the club and and the chairman and and the
board is talking about the club, clubs values” (Adminl). Second, individual mentoring
for new coaches: “The new team coaches, they always and they always get like a

mentor...Now ['ve been in the club for a long time and to picking them up and talking
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about what the club stands for and how we operate” (Adminl). The first is a collective
initiative where the club communicates the values it stands for. The second one addresses
the individual level as it relates to individual interactions between the new coach and their
mentor, and the new coach and the sport director. These two together demonstrate that
the club transmits its values through a deliberated way with two different types of

dialogue - collective and individual.

This practice can take stricter approaches when there is no values’ alignment, like
Admin2 not accepting technically strong players due to attitudes or mentality mismatch
with the club: “Very good players, but they didn't have the head, you know. So I don't
want to take them into the club because they don't have the right thinking. That's how [
spread the word to the players”. Admin3 also showed a comparable approach, where they
check criminal records before accepting players to the club: “It's a necessity, if they are
convicted for something that we can't stand for in some ways, like sexual assault or
something like that, I don't want players like that in our club”. This value and background
screening check is not followed by a formal policy, but it is enacted by Admin3 and its

perception of what the club stands for.

However, Admin3 provides a relevant finding: this monitoring is not always
straightforward, and personal relationships previously described can create tensions. “We
had a kid a few years ago. Very nice, but he got convicted for a large amount of drugs...
and I kept him because I had a soft spot for him and I tried to help him... he came high
to our practices and high to our one game. He came stoned, so we had to let him go. ”
(Admin3). Through this quote, it demonstrates that the screening procedure was very
much dependent on Admin3, as he decided to keep the player, though he had been in
prison a few years. Also, it stands out how the bond and the willingness to help from
Admin3 were enough to make an exception and decide to help the player. This brief story
1s worth stressing as it reveals the limits of individual-level values monitoring in a reality
where the people making the decisions whether to accept or not a player are also
personally involved with the player they are judging. Therefore, the dialogue between
Admin3 and the player was never separated from the relationship they had created and

the administrator's intrinsic desire from the administrator to help the player.
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The other side of values as living practice is found in how they are shaped from within
the club. A couple of coaches touched on initiatives where players themselves participate
directly in the dynamics that create or shape the team’s values. For example, Coach3
started an initiative of discussing with their players the values they would need to follow
as a team and how they should behave: “It started a few years ago... we've done it with
our team... We have value words...They should ask their kids how should we behave and
how will we how if someone else look at us, what do they see?” (Coach3). This means
that a coach’s initiative is run alongside the club’s existing values, where each team
engages its own players to define which words and behaviors will guide them. Coach3
also said that the team can refer back to these words, meaning that this is utilized as an
accountability tool: “We can always easy for the coaches to go back to those 3 words or
4 words that they decided... They always have to try to do the best because they said it
themselves” (Coach3). The fact that players create these values is what carries weight in

the evaluation to see whether the team is following these values.

A slightly different approach but also one that integrates players in the values
conversation is taken by Coach 6. They mentioned that at their club, every team picks a
player and all together discuss how the team can align with the club’s values: “The
players choose one player to represent the team. And then they are sitting in meetings
and talking about how they can, in each team, realize and adapt and actually do what the
values say... Hopefully when the young ones become seniors, they have the values so
impregnated that they come naturally” (Coach6). This vision of starting teaching the
club’s values from a young age and letting them carry them out until older ages, reflects
the understanding of social responsibility as something that needs to be worked over time,

and not only said and forgotten at once.

Values are never passive in these clubs; they are rather enacted through dialogue. It can
happen through a conversation that determines who belongs or as a dynamic that shapes
the values that the club will stand for. Therefore, socially responsible practices in this
context are not addressed in an annual report, but they emerge in a continuous negotiation
of what the club stands for, carried by individual actors like coaches and administrators

who perceive this negotiation as part of their role.
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4.2.2 Democratic structures as the framework for dialogue

Important decisions within the club were rarely made by one person only. Participants
mentioned regular meetings, documented discussions, and voting when consensus could
not be reached. Admin2 referred to meetings as the main space where the club’s direction
is discussed: “We have a board meeting every second month where we discuss different
things...and that's where we implement new things”. Coach2 expanded this view with a
clear borderline between formal and informal decisions: “We had board meetings every
month, we had a group chat, we discussed, but there were no decisions in the chat... the
decisions were taken at the board meetings”. This differentiation between group chat
communication and formal decision-making is not incidental; it reflects a conscious effort

to ensure that decisions pass through a proper process of discussion within the board.

The general perception from participants towards rejection of their proposals or ideas was
not frustration or withdrawal. Participants complied with the club’s protocols of
democracy. Admin3 described how proposals are handled when agreement is not
immediate: “I put out a suggestion of what I want to do and then the chairman asks the
others what do they think. If they vote it down, we say it one more time... and that's that,
there's no hard feelings about it” (Admin3). The absence of resentment suggests that the
democratic process is widely accepted and not disputed. Even when the frustration was
evident, participants followed the democratic process. Coach7 went through a frustrating
situation as they tried to get several proposals approved by the board, but at first they
were reluctant to accept them: “They said that we have never done this before and we
want to do that thing we always do. Who are you who comes with 9 propositions?”
Although having some initial hurdles on his proposals, throughout our interview they
never expressed any frustration or resentment against the club’s board. In fact, they kept
pushing for these ideas, following the democratic internal club’s protocols, until it
happened: “And I said, I want to change this. I don't like this. So the next year I have
Twelve propositions... and the next year after that I have six, and all six went through”
(Coach?7). Important to note here, that even though Coach7 had many of his ideas being
turned down at first, they always understood that the way the club operated was through

the board's democratic approval.
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Participants observed a culture where the people most directly affected by a decision are
brought to the conversation. Admin4 made it explicit: “In every decision, it’s also
important that you have... I hear the parents, yes I see the kids, yes I listen to them... to
get a lot of information on both sides, and then say a decision, because everyone has the
right to get the version about the situation” (Admin4). Adminl equally described a step-
by-step process that reflects the same logic: “If there's a problem between players and
coaches, we bring in both. We first take a meeting between us, see what we feel is the
right way to move, and then we bring in the board and the chairman” (Adminl). The
people closest to the issue are consulted first, and then it involves more people only if
necessary. Coach3 provided a broad observation of how this exchange of perspectives
has benefitted the club: “Before, the decision routes were much shorter. Now the decision

route is a little bit longer ... which is good” (Coach3).

In everyday practice, dialogue is implemented, especially in the interactions between
coaches and parents, which were detected as one of the most challenging stakeholder
relationships. Nevertheless, coaches consistently opted for dialogue rather than authority
when tensions arose. Adminl shared their personal approach to handling conflictive
interactions: “You always have to try to find a solution before you go into fixing the
problem. Because if I just go into fixing a problem, I'm going in with a negative mind. But
if I come to the problem and say, OK, we have a problem here...my suggestion is we do
it this way, what's your thinking about it...you should go into it with an open mind... see
it as an opportunity to change something” (Adminl). Coach4 exemplified it with an issue
involving an unhappy parent due to their son’s playing time: “I tried to explain to parent
that on his position we had several players, so that position had to play a bit less... and
his son didn't want to play on another position either...but we agreed finally. But he was
a bit angry” (Coach4). This is a situation where the coach, instead of dismissing the
parent’s concern, explained the reasoning and established dialogue. Perhaps, this
conversation did not remove the tension immediately, but the openness to explain the
decision rather than to make use of their authority made the parent understand the
reasoning behind the decision. However, as Coach2 noted, dialogue has limits: “he didn't
want to speak to me. He just wanted to speak to the other coaches” (Coach?2). This shows
how dialogue also depends on the two parties to be started. If one side refuses to engage,

there is no two-way dialogue. Nevertheless, the coach's intention to solve the
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disagreement through a conversation was present. This particular situation reflects how
dialogue does not always produce a secure agreement, but both coaches and

administrators are committed to it regardless.

In both formal board interactions and informal interactions in everyday life, there is no
single person holding authority over anyone. The default mechanism to make decisions
and solve conflicts is conversation rather than demanding or instruction. In fact, Coachl
captured this dynamic from his own position in the club: “Even if  was in the board since
1988, I'm only one voice. Everyone has a voice” (Coachl). Under this context, social
mission is not protected by hierarchies; the collective commitment to hear each other is
what protects it. When dialogue is the norm rather than the exception, disagreement

strengthens the mission.

4.2.3 Disagreements end up making the club better

Across the interviews, participants shared a positive approach towards disagreements,
concluding that conflict is a source of information and a driver for improvement. Coachl
summarized this view in the following way: “The negative is that it taking time to solve
it. That's the negative, but I think afterwards, it must be positive. Mostly I can't find out
everything, something that will be negative” (Coachl). A similar position was provided
by Coach5, but this perspective was more connected to organizational learning: “I think
conflict or situations are good because then there are things to change” (Coach5).
Coach4 offered a reflection on how the club has improved since facing more
disagreements: “I think it's helpful because 15 or 20 years ago there were not that many
discussions, but that also leads to the club not developing that much because you do
everything as you have always done...Today when there are a lot more discussions,
something good comes out of it when you twist and turn and discuss different aspects and
sometimes disagree” (Coach4). In sum, less dialogue meant less development, and

disagreement led to the club’s growth.

This positive perception of disagreements is also grounded in experiences where conflict
led to better outcomes for the club’s social mission. CoachS narrated a situation where

some people in the club wanted to recruit players from outside, mainly students: “they
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recruited players from outside. And then the board said, no, we are not that kind of club...
And that was a conflict because then they got rid of the coaches... But then the board
stood upon their values, I must say, and said that we are like the broader club that we
are, and everybody, especially [neighbourhood’s] players, shall play ~ (Coach5). This
conflict shows a discrepancy between some club members and the club’s board. There
were some serious consequences, like getting rid of some coaches, but ultimately, the
club and particularly CoachS5 think this conflict led to a positive outcome, which was
having local players representing the club. Coach5 also talked about a smaller but similar
dynamic: “It's good when these kind of people pass the line because then you can make
a statement. Otherwise, it's a grey area” (CoachJ5). According to this story, the limit

remains unclear until conflict makes it visible.

Coach6 provided a very rich example of a disagreement with a colleague coach about the
lineup and players they needed to use. While Coach6 wanted to think in the long term,
the other coach wanted to use the same players, who were the most competitive: “I fold
him, no, this is my team, I do it as [ feel is the best for the long term of the team, not for
you” (Coach6). This was characterized by Coach6 as a discrepancy that needed to be
solved for the good of the team: “You need to resolve those disagreements one way or
another. But it depends how do you resolve that. You cannot leave it in the air” (Coach6).
This conversation between the two coaches, although it was difficult, produced a clearer
vision and shared understanding of what the club’s social mission was. This perhaps
would not have happened if the disagreement had not occurred. The act of solving these

disagreements is a form of dialogue that protects the club’s social mission.

These examples reveal that in Swedish grassroots football clubs, disagreement is not to
be avoided; coaches and administrators engage with it as a way of clarifying and
protecting the club’s values. The social mission in these clubs is sustained not by
enforcing consensus but by a continuous and even uncomfortable process of transmitting

values, democracy, and productive conflict.
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4.3  Constrained actioning in the navigation of the gap between mission and

capacity

The previous two themes addressed who carries the club’s social mission (coaches and
administrators through a personal story) and the ways in which such social mission is
enacted (dialogue, democracy, and conflict). Nevertheless, there is a constrained reality
within which all of this happens. The personal stories and dialogic practices do not exist
alone, they operate in clubs whose reality is constrained by the lack of economic and
human resources, and pressures towards competitiveness. This theme is dedicated to
examining this reality as it reveals three constraints that shape CSR-related stakeholder
dialogue in these clubs. First, the human resources behind the clubs’ social mission are
fragile, as it is composed mostly of volunteers who receive a high workload, and their
departure leaves the club without the capacity to sustain the social mission they enact.
Second, clubs are highly committed to an idea of inclusion, but it is in constant tension
against competitive expectations from stakeholders such as players, parents, and the same
Swedish grassroots football setting. Third, there is a significant gap between what the
clubs aim to achieve and what they can afford to do based on their capacity. It forces
coaches and administrators to make choices about what to prioritize and who to
collaborate with. Together, these constraints suggest that personal commitment and
dialogic practices are the response from coaches and administrators to a system that

requires them to act socially responsible but does not offer enough resources to deliver.
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Figure 5: Theme 3 with its corresponding subthemes and codes

4.3.1 The fragile human infrastructure behind the social mission

A dominant pattern across the interviews was the realization that the roles within the
grassroots football clubs stay inside their original parameters very rarely. The time that
volunteering demands at these clubs goes beyond what any formal job usually asks for.
Coachl was very direct and precise in the time that he usually invests in their team:
“When I counted, it was not under 60 hours a week. So it's more than a full-time job”
(Coachl). They also stressed that these hours go on top of their paid job at the Swedish
tax agency. Coach4 also highlighted their role as being time-consuming: “/¢’s almost a
half-time job, 50% job when you add up all the hours like going to away games, planning,
discuss talking to coach colleagues” (Coach4). A broader vision was captured by
Admin3: “there is a lot of social work, more than you think to run a football club"
(Admin3). The reality of these volunteer roles is that on every training session and match
day, there is an additional workload regarding administrative and logistics. An accurate

summary of what these roles entail was provided by Coachl: “I work with the economics
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and administration voluntarily and I also train two teams, so I have five or six practice
time hours... meetings, and two games a week... I do everything, that's it” (Coachl). This

work overload is a condition that shapes CSR-related stakeholder practices in these clubs.

Despite this overload, the characteristic of being a small-sized club produces an
organizational advantage in acting quickly when a social need is identified: “It's me and
him that takes all the decisions. So we normally made-up each other at before trainings
and talk about what we have to do and if there's any troubles or so" (Adminl). Here, the
path from recognition to action is suggested to be short due to having few people making
decisions. The same agility in decision-making was illustrated by Coachl when touching
on how their club responded to the arrival of Syrian refugees to Sweden back in 2015: “/¢
was a quick decision for the board. We must do something...We took part in a lot of
meetings with the community and political politicians and then we then we start [to do]
a lot of voluntary” (Coachl). Having a small club enabled it to move faster than any other
formal and bigger organization could have done. However, it can be counterproductive
as the speed and flexibility depend on the same small group of people carrying the whole
club.

Acting with just few people is difficult to change since there are not many people wanting
to take on an unpaid role that requires to invest many hours per week: “There's not ten
person in the line who want to get this job I have . if I leave, there will be not so easy to
get people that will get a board member and the head of the board” (Admin4). A similar
perspective was taken from Coach2 when he was questioned about why the club had taken
a long time to find a new chairman: “Nobody wants to put engagement into voluntary
work. They don't really want to give the time for it” (Coach2). The consequence is that
this can be seen as a double-edged sword; when key individuals leave, the club does not
have an effective response to mitigate their departure. For example, Admin2 described
what happened when engaged coaches left their team: “The hardest problem we had was
that engaged coaches took the whole team to another club ” (Admin2). As a result of this,
years of community-building and player development efforts are dissolved. A similar
situation was described by CoachS: “That coach that was there, then he stopped and
many players stopped as well because many of them were students” (Coach5). When a
coach leaves, all the conversations, relationships, interactions, and social connections that

the coach developed with their players also leave. Coach7 reflected on a similar situation
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where important people left: “But it's not good because that four people has done. Very
much the last two years to get the club better” (Coach?7). The departure of key people in

the club triggered a reaction that the clubs had no mechanism to prevent.

In conclusion, the human infrastructure that holds the clubs’ social mission is both its
greatest strength and vulnerability. The personal calling of coaches and administrators in
these clubs is what enacts their social mission, but it is also what makes them fragile.
When these individuals burn out, reach their limit, or decide to walk away from the club,
the mission is not transferred automatically. It needs to be built again by the people who

remain at the club.

4.3.2 The inclusion-competition tension as continuous negotiation

A tension that came up frequently across our interviews was regarding the struggle
between the club’s commitment to include all players and competitive expectations.
While the club’s social mission demands inclusion, the competitive environment of the
grassroots setting and the sport itself demand results and selection based on merit and
skill level. These two demands do not coexist easily, and they are never fully resolved.
Most teams operate under an equal playing time policy for young players, making the
social side a priority. Admind said: “If the kids train, they should play equally”
(Admin’4). But as Coach5 mentioned, maintaining the intention of equal playing time is
not so straightforward: “We are not allowed to say the best... that's not an easy way
because the coaches sometimes always say, I need to let the best players play, but they
are not allowed because everybody should play when they're young” (Coach5). The

policy and the commitment exist, but there is constant pressure that challenges them.

This pressure often comes from players and parents. Coach3 pictured the parents’ side:
“Parents don't think it's fair. Everybody's not treating in the fairway because that player
is playing six games and my kid is just playing four games or he plays 20 minutes and
that kid plays 40 minutes” (Coach3). Adminl expressed the same tension from regarding
players: “it's quite hard to describe for them [to players] why we have that ruling here...
they know themselves who's the best player in my team... sometimes it can lead to to many

of the kids becoming really angry like why you play this player that much” (Adminl).

57



These are tensions, conversations, and conflicts that both coaches and administrators need
to navigate without having a script or system to follow. They do so by relying on their

own judgment about how to preserve the club’s social mission.

These tensions escalate even further to the organizational level when sport achievements
demand higher levels of competitiveness. As a club moves up in divisions, the pressure
to prioritize winning over inclusion and equal playing time practices becomes more
relevant. Adminl relates to such scenario where internal stakeholders wanted to pay
players to play for their team as the team was recently playing in a higher division: “They
wanted like yeah we should get out there and buy players with money and spend some
money to getting bigger players and but then the board, the chairman and I, we said like
we don't want to be that club because if you go that route. You can't go back anymore”
(Adminl). Making this decision was a deliberate move to protect the club’s social mission

against competitive pressures.

The tensions also shape how coaches plan their teams. Adminl’s team applies a strategy
to avoid hierarchies and their players feeling inferior during their development: “It's not
an A or B team. It's like to shift around players to make sure that it doesn't feel like there
is an A team and our B team” (Adminl). An equivalent strategy is implemented in
Coach4’s club since the club prevents its coaches from splitting the teams by skill level:
“We had a bit of a sensitive discussion in the youth group...there were some coaches in
some teams that wanted to...divide their team into like three groups, the best ones in one
group and the middle ones in a group”(Coach4). In this case, it became a policy until
discussions and dialogue among internal stakeholders shaped what the club understood
as better for its inclusion mission. There is also an external pressure coming from the
Swedish football system that, starting at the age of 13, divides teams by level: “To level
them in groups, because the levels are so different between the players... The table
situation from Smdlands football (Swedish Football Federation in charge of the area of
Jonkoping and its surroundings), they are dividing the divisions more into better and
worse groups” (Coach2). This is a tension that needs to be navigated by clubs and their
individual actors. For example, coaches are the ones who need to make decisions about
which players to allocate in which team. Therefore, both clubs and the organization in

Swedish grassroots football shape the way inclusion is enacted.
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The pressure between inclusion and competition is not a problem that coaches and
administrators solve once and forget about it, it is a permanent condition of the Swedish
grassroots football context. Individual actors engage in negotiations between the club’s
social mission and the competitiveness around it, and they do so with every playing time

decision, team selection, and parent conversation.

4.3.3 Sustaining community through scarcity: constraints, improvization, and partnership

Swedish grassroots football clubs are not separated from their communities; in many
cases, they are part of the community. Admin3 highlighted the involvement from the
community where the club is located: “Almost every person in the village was there at
some point trying to help. So it really is a community club” (Admin3). Likewise, Coachl
noted that their club has 1,800 active players in the club, which is 10% of the entire
population in the village: “That's 10% of all the community people here” (Coachl).
Despite what teams can achieve on the field, it was found that the clubs take the
responsibility of providing a social safe space to anyone: “We always want to make sure
that they have the opportunity to be involved anyway, always find solutions instead of
looking for troubles” (Adminl), “Getting people out of the streets and playing football”
(Admin2), “People who aren't from the village who come and play for us, they often stay.
Because they feel that sense of community” (Admin3). Altogether, these stories address
why Swedish grassroots football clubs matter to their communities. It is not necessarily
what they can achieve on the field; it is what they offer outside of it: a place to belong, to

be engaged, and to feel part of something that does not end after a football game.

Even when clubs show a genuine intention to follow socially responsible practices, the
reality of these clubs, characterized by resource scarcity, limits how far this commitment
can go. A frequent limitation addressed by participants was the financial one. Admin2
named this when asked about the main barriers to engaging in socially responsible
practices: “Our biggest issues are like funding, it’s like getting money” (Admin2). Coachl
covered this too, but in an infrastructure project: “If we know some time to get financials
to do that, we will be built up clubhouse near to the field... So that’s a financial problem”
(Coachl).
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On top of the financial limitation, lack of time and people were also mentioned as
important constraints that limit the ability of clubs to expand on their socially responsible
practices. For example, having players with disabilities was mentioned by a couple of
teams as an issue that has not been able to be fully addressed due to a lack of finance,
people, and expertise in the topic. Admin4 said that there are two kids with special needs,
but the club does not have financial sufficiency nor the time: “I think we don't have the
time or... resources to do more...we have kids with special needs. [ mean, you have like
20 kids and these two need that... As a trainer, how can we help?” (Admin4). Similarly,
Coach7 stated that players with special needs do not fit in the club because of a lack of
expertise and knowledge from the club: “The club has no guide to meet that kind of kids.
So often they stop. They try a couple of trainings, and then they stop because it's hard
when you have a handicap. I think we have failure with that... people with handicap or
NPF [Neuropsychiatric or neurodevelopmental disorder] diagnose, they don't fit in the
system” (Coach?7). Although coaches and administrators hold a personal commitment to
inclusion and social responsibility, and they have been clearly shaped positively through
their actions, commitment alone cannot substitute capacity. When financial and human
resources are short, socially responsible practices cannot be enacted any longer. The gap
between social ambitions and social reality is not a failure of these actors’ will; it is a
structural constraint that shapes the limits of what coaches and administrators can actually

do.

In response to these constraints, clubs improvise strategies to keep their social mission
alive through personal relationships and values-based sponsorships. Admin2 mentioned
how their club selects sponsors based on shared values: “We involve with companies who
have the right values [community engagement]” (Admin2). An example of what a good
club-sponsor relationship can deliver was narrated by Admin2 too: “This collection which
we which we did for the homeless [winter jackets, boots, clothing], we asked them if they
could help with some money and they did. You know that's a good example of how they
bring back to the community, they bring back to us” (Admin2). A few participants talked
about some initiatives they do for their sponsors in exchange for financial resources: “We
had a sponsor who wanted us to clean his yard for his business...we got like 10,000 for
it” (Admin3). “This Friday we are going to help a company ... making hamburgers, being

hosts. That's something that we have to do to get money” (Admin2). These are not
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strategies designed by a formal communications team; they are improvised responses of

people within the club who made a deal through a personal conversation.

Coaches and administrators arrive personally, they build values through interactions, they
cope with the inclusion-competition tension, and everything happens inside a club that
cannot offer enough resources to deliver on its social mission. The partnerships,
exchanges, and community initiatives that clubs do is how the social mission stays alive
in practice. The survival of these clubs’ social mission does not depend on the
organization holding it together as much as they do on individual actors showing up and

finding ways to make things work, even under constrained conditions.
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5. Discussion

This chapter discusses the empirical findings of the study in relation to the existing
literature and theoretical framework. The aim is to interpret how coaches and
administrators shape CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots football

clubs and to highlight the broader implications of these findings.

5.1 From personal conviction to organizational practice

The findings of this study reveal that in Swedish grassroots football clubs, coaches and
administrators are the individuals who give rise to a CSR agenda. In contrast to
professional teams that have an established agenda coming from top to bottom, social
responsibility in these clubs originates from the personal values, motivations, and stories
that individual actors bring with them before any policy exists. Donaldson and Preston
(1995) argued that organizations carry moral obligations toward their stakeholders, and
these obligations are embedded in the way the organization finds its structure and
governance. This normative dimension of ST is helpful to understand that in Swedish
grassroots football clubs, though this moral obligation exists, it is not embedded in any
structure; it lives in individual actors who enact this moral obligation. In many cases,
coaches and administrators do not enact a socially responsible practice that the club had
before their arrival; they create and shape these practices. Freeman (1984) described
stakeholder management as something organizations plan and assign. In the Swedish
grassroots football context, stakeholder relationships are sustained by individuals who
choose to do so, not because of someone’s instruction. Therefore, both the moral
obligation and management of stakeholder relationships are enacted at the individual

level.

Rith & Spinelli (2024) identified a micro-level underexplored area regarding how
individual actors make socially responsible decisions and overcome barriers in football
clubs. However, their study assumes that there is an existing CSR structure and
individuals operate within it. This thesis finds that in Swedish grassroots football clubs,
there is no existing structure before the individuals arrive and create one. Coaches and

administrators from this study arrived at their clubs through personal relationships, grew
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up in their communities, and, throughout time, they developed a deeper sense of
belonging and accountability with the people around them. These personal stories are the
main source and influence for the clubs’ social responsibility. For instance, a coach who
joined the club because their daughter had no team to play with, or an administrator
returning to the club where they played as a kid. In these two cases, they do not perceive
their social responsibility as an instruction that comes from the organization; they
perceive it as a personal commitment they have towards their clubs, and it ultimately leads
them to offer substantial help to the clubs, even though they are just volunteers. Drawing
on Rith and Spinelli (2024) and their call about how individual actors make socially
responsible decisions within their clubs, this study suggests that, in the Swedish
grassroots football clubs context, before asking how coaches and administrators make
socially responsible decisions, an even more relevant question is why they feel
responsible at all. The answer is because they joined through a personal story that, in
consequence, makes these individual actors develop a great sense of social responsibility

towards their clubs and those who benefit from it.

Research in sport governance has concentrated on organizational performance, global
standards, and institutional compliance, leaving aside individual actors in grassroots
sports (Sulistiyowati et al., 2026). The lack of individual actors in sport governance
research reflects a deeper structural reality in Swedish grassroots football clubs. In this
context, there is no governance structure that sustains the club’s social mission on its own,
and it 1s highly dependent on coaches and administrators. The clubs’ social mission does
not live in a policy or system; it lives in the people who decide to do socially responsible
practices. For instance, if an administrator who runs charity initiatives decides to leave,
this initiative is likely to be in danger because it is mainly realized through the
administrator in question. In other words, the data suggest that social responsibility
practices in Swedish grassroots football clubs are driven by individual efforts; when
individual actors who enact socially responsible practices leave, their social practices
leave with them. Thus, these clubs have both their greatest strength and weaknesses at the

individual level.
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5.2 Stakeholder dialogue as structurally embedded

While Acuti et al. (2024) defines stakeholder dialogue as ongoing, iterative, and
interactive communication for the creation of shared meaning, their review revealed that
most of the research treats it as an ad-hoc, occasional process. A particular feature of
dialogue to highlight in the Swedish grassroots football context is who gets to participate
in it. According to Mitchell et al. (1997) managers prioritize stakeholders based on their
levels of power, urgency, and legitimacy, meaning that managers are to decide who gets
attention and to what extent. ST helps understand how different the reality of Swedish
grassroots football clubs is from Mitchell et al’s (1997) model, since coaches and
administrators do not apply any of the filters to decide who gets to be heard. A frustrated
parent or a player unhappy with their playing time both receive the same direct and open
engagement. Beyond this, dialogic interactions are inherent to these clubs’ nature.
Training sessions occur several times per week, board meetings occur regularly and bring
different perspectives together, and coaches and administrators are in constant interaction
with players, parents, and staff within the club. These interactions happening within the

clubs are what make dialogue inherently continuous and fluid in this context.

Acuti et al’s (2024) argument for more research about continuous dialogue assumed that
such continuity would come from organizational design or commitment towards ongoing
dialogue. What this thesis suggests is that continuity in Swedish grassroots football clubs
is not achieved through a strategy, because it is a structural existing condition regardless
of any organizational decision. Freeman (1984) described stakeholder management as a
deliberate organizational function, referring to it as planned and assigned to ensure
engagement. In these clubs, this planning does not exist, yet the outcome of continuous
and ongoing stakeholder dialogue is present. This suggests that ongoing and continuous
dialogue is an embedded mechanism in these clubs, not by an organizational decision but
because it is the natural way in which these clubs cope with their high level of interactions

among stakeholders and their unexpected and often unforeseen issues.

However, the dialogue continuity is not stable. Following the research to call about how
individual participants initiate, sustain, and exit stakeholder dialogue over time (Acuti et
al., 2024), this study’s findings indicate that dialogue is initiated and sustained by specific

individuals. Through personal interactions, such as a coach creating a space to discuss
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with a parent their kid’s playing time or an administrator discussing an activity to bring
the town’s community together, all these interactions are what keep dialogue related to
socially responsible practices alive. Under this context, there is no activity of assigning
beyond single individuals (Freeman, 1984); when the individuals who initiate and sustain

dialogue leave, the relationships they built leave with them.

The role of individuals as facilitators was studied by Grimm et al. (2024) in multi-
stakeholder initiatives and found that these individuals are the micro-level foundation to
create productive dialogue. Nevertheless, their facilitators were assigned, and they
worked under formal structures and connected different stakeholder groups to build
common ground. In Swedish grassroots football clubs, there is no assigned facilitator,
formal initiative, or intentional strategy. By lowering tensions, creating space for
disagreement, and having conversations with the people they care about, coaches and
administrators take on the role of facilitators without ever being assigned to it. While
Grimm et al. (2024) concluded that productive dialogue is the result of a deliberate effort
and formal structures, this study implies that in Swedish grassroots football clubs, a
productive dialogue as an outcome emerges by nature of the people and relationships
involved in the clubs, not by design, as Grimm et al. (2024) suggest. In this context,
dialogue does not need to be planned to be real and effective; it just needs people who

genuinely care about the club and its stakeholders.

5.3 How the club’s social mission is sustained and where it ends

In Swedish grassroots football clubs, values are not written in any document and then
provided to members for their implementation. Instead, they are transmitted through daily
interactions, for example, talking to players before joining the club, to new coaches with
mentoring activities when they recently join the club, or to existing members through
dialogue about what the club aims to achieve socially. The club’s social mission is
continuously negotiated rather than declared. Coaches and administrators are the
individuals who carry these values; however, they do not do it because of a policy dictates
it, they do it because such values are an extension of who they are and the reason why
they joined the club. Acuti et al. (2024) called for research about how stakeholder

dialogue in CSR is sustained over time, the findings suggest that in the Swedish grassroot
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football context, stakeholder dialogue related to CSR is sustained through the inevitable

ongoing interactions between coaches and administrators with relevant stakeholders.

Decisions in these clubs do not follow a top-to-bottom dynamic; they are reached through
democratic practices such as board meetings, votes, and discussions where stakeholders
have a voice regardless of their position or time at the club. Sulistiyowati et al. (2026)
found that community-led and participatory governance are the most effective ways to
sustain social impact in grassroots sports. The findings suggest that clubs do not adopt
participatory governance by choice; it naturally comes from the democratic legal structure
that Swedish grassroots football clubs are obligated to comply with and the relational

culture that coaches and administrators bring to the clubs.

Conflict plays an important role in these clubs within their democratic structures. The
limits of conflict were identified as an underexplored area, especially when it comes to
productive or counterproductive conflict (Acuti et al., 2024). Coaches and administrators
expressed a general perception of acceptance towards conflict, describing it as necessary
and valuable. In fact, conflict was perceived as helpful because it helped to reaffirm the
club’s social mission in adversity. Disagreements and conflicts are the process through

which the club’s social mission is tested and ultimately strengthened.

The same individuals who sustain the clubs’ social mission through values, democracy,
and conflict management also face several constraints. Sulistiyowati et al. (2026) found
volunteer burnout as a persistent challenge that increases program failure, but it was less
cited than other barriers like financial barriers. This thesis suggests that in Swedish
grassroots football clubs, volunteer burnout is more frequent than what Sulistiyowati et
al. (2026) propose in their systematic review. Coaches and administrators described their

volunteer role at their clubs as an excessive workload, on top of their existing paid job.

Following the call for more research on the barriers that influence stakeholder
involvement related to CSR in football (Rith & Spinelli, 2024). The findings of this study
suggest that in Swedish grassroots football clubs, the most significant barrier is the gap
between what coaches and administrators want to do and what the club’s capacity allows
them to do. People within the club can identify a social need to cover, open a dialogue to

discuss, and reach an agreement to act. But when the financial resources, time, and people
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needed are not available, the dialogue produces no actionable outcome. In other words,

the conversations might happen, but the actions cannot follow it.

The mechanisms that sustain social mission, such as values transmission, democratic
decision-making, and productive conflict, are highly dependent on the commitment of
specific individuals. By contrast, the constraints that limit social mission such as
volunteer overload, resource scarcity, and the gap between ambition and capacity, is what
undermines the commitment and presence from these same individuals over time. The
clubs genuinely care about their social mission through individual actors within them
protecting it when disagreements arise, but there is one thing that can substantially
damage the clubs’ social mission, and it is when people who care about it and enact it

decide to leave.
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6. Conclusion

In this final chapter, the main findings of this study are presented to answer how the
perceptions and roles of coaches and administrators shape the practice of CSR-related
stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots football clubs. Theoretical and practical
implications are also discussed. Lastly, the limitations of the study are acknowledged, and

directions for future research are identified.

6.1 Social responsibility enacted through people

The findings reveal that CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots football
clubs is shaped mainly by who coaches and administrators are, not necessarily by what
their clubs require of them. Socially responsible practices begin with the personal story
of these individuals since they arrive through personal connections or interests, then grow
into their roles while building relationships along the way, and over time develop a sense
of responsibility towards the people around them. All of this does not happen through a
formal structure, it is carried by individuals and through their everyday interactions, value
transmission, democratic decision-making, and disagreements that aim to reinforce the
clubs’ social mission.

The nature of these clubs includes constant interactions between coaches, administrators,
players, and parents; a democratic governance that all clubs must follow; and a relational
culture that individuals bring with them to the club. Such a nature makes stakeholder
dialogue related to CSR a structural condition rather than a designed practice. Dialogue
follows an ongoing dynamic because these clubs cannot function without it; they need it
to address the frequent interactions and situations that emerge in everyday life, and the
lack of formal structures makes them lean towards dialogue as their mechanism to discuss
situations related to social responsibility. Within this continuous dialogue, conflict is
perceived from a constructive view. It is not seen as a threat to the clubs’ social mission;
it becomes the process through which social matters are tested in adversity and
strengthened.

The same qualities that make socially responsible practices real and meaningful in these
clubs are what also make them fragile. Coaches and administrators put in many hours of
their lives into these clubs without receiving economic compensation for their roles.
Volunteer overload is a reality, when individuals reach their limit and cannot juggle their

volunteer hours at the club with their personal lives anymore, the relationships and
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initiatives they built do not transfer automatically to their successor. But the fragility does
not only appear when these individuals leave. Even when coaches and administrators are
still part of the clubs, the gap between what they want to achieve and the real clubs’
capacities is a structural constraint that their personal commitment alone cannot

overcome.

6.2 Implications

6.2.1 Theoretical Implications

Research on CSR in the field of football had focused mainly on the organizational level,
in result, the micro-level was identified as underexplored (Rith & Spinelli, 2024),
especially in the grassroots sports settings (Sulistiyowati et al., 2026). This study
contributes to this gap by showing that in Swedish grassroots football clubs, individual
actors such as coaches and administrators do not operate within an existing CSR structure;
they create it. In these actors, the clubs’ social mission is created and implemented. This
finding contributes to Rith and Spinelli’s (2024) conversation as they asked how
individual actors make socially responsible decisions. This study suggests that in the
Swedish grassroots football context, they make socially relevant decisions due to the
genuine responsibility they feel towards their clubs.

The study also follows two calls for research from Acuti et al. (2024): the need to research
continuous stakeholder dialogue and when conflict within dialogue becomes productive.
The findings suggest that dialogue adopts a continuous dynamic because of the high
frequency of interactions in the clubs. Regarding conflict, it is suggested that
disagreements strengthen the social mission in these clubs.

Lastly, this study extends Grimm et al.'s (2024) finding that individual facilitators are
important micro-level foundations for productive dialogue. This study experienced a
similar dynamic but in an informal context where no facilitator was assigned, and no

formal structure supported them.

6.2.2 Practical Implications
Football is a sport that is played for many in Sweden; it is the sport where many people
find a place to exercise, connect with others, and develop values such as responsibility,

discipline, and resilience, among others. Grassroots football clubs offer such a place for
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many kids and young people; however, as it has been addressed throughout this study,
the Swedish grassroot football context has constraints, multi-stakeholder interactions, and
ambitions. This study aims to provide findings to the Swedish grassroots football clubs
and governing bodies to improve the strategies and operations in this context.

This research investigates stakeholder dialogue related to social responsibility in Swedish
grassroots football clubs. First, the findings of this study are relevant for coaches and
administrators, club boards, and governing bodies in charge of grassroots football in
Sweden. Social responsibility in this context depends significantly on the personal
commitment of volunteers to take on important roles at the clubs. Moreover, there is no
policy that holds the club’s social mission when people leave, and there is no system that
automatically continues what was started. The sustainability of these clubs’ social mission
is closely tied to how supported, recognized, and incentivized the people who carry the
mission are.

Second, for clubs and their boards, when key individuals leave, what they had built tends
to leave with them as well. Creating mechanisms that reduce this risk does not require
implementing a formal CSR system in a way that does not align with these clubs’ nature.
By actions such as mentoring incoming volunteers, distributing responsibilities across a
greater variety of participants, and acknowledging the importance that coaches and
administrators have, the clubs would benefit from helping preserve the social practices
that individuals have built over time.

Third, for governing bodies and policy makers, Swedish grassroots football clubs are
expected to contribute to social inclusion, youth development, and community building,
but they are expected to do this without resources or capacity to deliver on it. Therefore,
it is pertinent to investigate accessible training for coaches and administrators, reducing

administrative overloads, and creating programs to help retain and attract volunteers.

6.3 Limitations and recommendations for future research

This thesis focuses on Swedish grassroots football clubs, a context that is shaped by a
legal governance structure that all non-profit associations in Sweden should follow. The
findings of this study are therefore closely tied to this context, and it limits their
application to grassroots football settings in other countries where they may operate under
different governance conditions. Future research could investigate a comparison between

the individual-driven dynamics identified here and other national contexts. This study
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also captures the perceptions and experiences of coaches and administrators at the
moment. Such perceptions are subject to change over time; research that tracks clubs over
time would provide valuable insights into how the social mission is transmitted or lost.
Coaches and administrators were studied as a single unit of analysis, though their roles
are meaningfully different. Treating these two actors as a single unit may have missed
important differences between these two and how each shapes CSR-related stakeholder
dialogue in Swedish grassroots football clubs. Hence, further research could examine
coaches and administrators as separate units of analysis to compare and analyze what
each contributes.

Another limitation lies in the selected participants and their perspectives towards the
entire phenomenon of CSR-stakeholder dialogue. This study relied on coaches’ and
administrators’ perspectives, meaning that other relevant stakeholders within this context
were not included, such as players, parents, and sponsors, among others. Their
experiences and perceptions could differ from what was analyzed from coaches and
administrators, and including these voices in future research can significantly provide a
more complete picture of how CSR-related stakeholder dialogue functions across
everyone involved in it.

The majority of coaches and administrators who were interviewed were still performing
their role at their club; only one of the participants left their club last season and was no
longer involved at the club. This means that the findings may reflect clubs where social
responsibility and stakeholder dialogue are already functioning. An interesting research
could be employed in exploring individuals who had left their club to further understand

the constraints that volunteering at a grassroot football club in Sweden entails.
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8. Appendices

8.1 Interview Topic Guide

CSR-related stakeholder dialogue in Swedish grassroots football clubs - Interview

Topic Guide

Interview Setting: Interviews will be conducted on an online setting via zoom or
Microsoft Teams depending on the availability of the interviewee. Each interview is

expected to last approximately 45-60 minutes.

Target Participants: We are planning to target the coaches and the administrators
involved in Swedish Grassroots football clubs, since they act as key intermediaries

between the club and the stakeholders.

Sampling Approach; Participants are selected using purposive sampling to ensure they

have relevant experience with stakeholder interactions and the operations within the club.

Interview Approach: A semi-structured interview format will be used to allow some
flexibility to the participants while ensuring to cover key themes such as conflict, social

responsibility, and stakeholder dynamics

Research goals of the interviews:

o How do perceptions and roles of coaches and administrators shape the practice of

CSR-related stakeholder dialogue?

e How is "social responsibility" perceived and enacted within the unique Swedish

grassroots context?

e How does stakeholder dialogue occur in practice (situations, formats, and actors

involved, for example)?
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e How do individuals handle conflicts, competing expectations, and resource

constraints in stakeholder interactions?

o What strategies do they use to influence, negotiate, and manage stakeholder

relationships?

o Identify the barriers and challenges that affect stakeholder dialogue.

e Understand how individuals manage conflicts, competing expectations, and

power dynamics in stakeholder interactions inside the football clubs

1. Introduction, overview of roles and motivations - First 10 mins

a. Welcome and thank you to be part of the study

b. Verbal informed consent:
1. I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet.
ii.I understand the purpose of the study and what my participation involves.

ii1.I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw at any time without

giving a reason.
iv.I consent to the processing of my personal data in accordance with GDPR.
v.I understand that my data will be treated confidentially and anonymized.
vi.I agree to participate in this study.

c. Instructions regarding the interview: We are interested in exploring how
you your experiences and perceptions as coach / admin influence dialogue
and interactions between you and other members in the club about social

responsible practices
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Opening prompt:
e  Warm up with questions like:
o What does football mean for you?
o Best memory on a football field?

o Who’s winning the next world cup? and how far will your country make it?

e To start, could you tell me the story of how you first found your way to this club

and how your role has evolved since then?

Questions
o What does a typical week look like for you in this role?

o What is the biggest difference between what people think you do all day and what

you actually spend your time on?

e In your own words, what is the 'soul' of this club? What makes it different from

the one down the road?
e How do you define a "successful" week in your role?

e Who are the main people you interact with in your role, and in what kinds of

situations do those interactions usually happen?

2. Discussion of social responsibility, stakeholders, and conflicts - 30 mins.
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If the interviewee mentions a specific conflict or relevant situation during the questions,

we will discuss it and change the sequence of the interview accordingly.

a. Understanding social responsibility

Opening prompt: Can you tell me about a recent situation where the club had to step in
and do something that had nothing to do with football, but everything to do with a benefit

for society?

Questions

e Can you walk me through a specific time the club had to deal with a sensitive

social issue (e.g., inclusion, financial hardship of a player, or behavior)?
e How did the situation get solved?
e  What are the club values?
e What do you do from your position to achieve them?

e Think about the values that the club stands for or tries to follow. For a person
outside the club, how would you explain what the club does to fulfill these

values?
« internally, how is the collaboration to achieve these goals?

e How do you decide which social issues to prioritize when you have limited time?

Who is in the room when that choice is made?
e  Who and how is it decided which social objectives must be followed by the club?
e How do you from your role contribute to the social objectives that the club has?

e How do you balance “winning games” vs “doing the right thing”? Are they ever

in conflict?
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e When a new colleague such as a coach, admin, etc, how do you explain to them

the social objectives that the club has?

b. Stakeholder dynamics and power

Opening Prompt: Can you walk me through a recent situation where you had to make a

decision that affected the team or the club? Who was involved and what happened?
Questions

o Can you describe a situation where different groups (for example, board members,

parents, coaches or players) wanted different things? How was this solved?

e In this club, who tends to have the most "unspoken" influence on decisions,

regardless of their official title? or who is the final step before authorizing an idea?

e can you name all the groups who are involved in the club, internally and
externally? (players, parents, sponsors, coaches, admins, community, volunteers,

what else?)

o How do you prioritize these groups? Which groups take more importance?

How is this discussed?
3. Conlflict, tensions, and closing - final 20 mins

a. Interaction & Conflict (Stakeholder Dialogue & Agonism)

Opening prompt: Think of a time someone like a player, coach, parent, or colleague was

genuinely disappointed about a decision you made. Walk me through that interaction

Questions
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e Can you walk me through a time when you and the board (or other colleagues)
were on completely different pages regarding a social initiative? How did you try

to shift their perspective?
e Do you think disagreements are generally helpful or harmful for the club? Why?

o In your experience, when there is conflict, problems, or disagreement between
club members, does that lead to a positive outcome or negative? How does that

happen?

o Can you describe a situation where the discussion did not lead to a solution?

b. ambition-resource gap

Opening prompt: Can you walk me through a situation where the club wanted to do
something good for the community like a social initiative or helping a struggling family,

but you simply didn't have the hands, money, or time to make it happen?
Questions
e how do you balance winning and doing the right thing?

o Can you give me a concrete example where you had to choose between focusing

on performance (winning) and doing what you felt was best socially for the group?

e If you can’t implement something you feel is very important, how would you

react?

c. Closing

1.Looking back at everything we’ve talked about, what is the one thing you are most proud

of regarding the social impact of this club?
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ii.If you were training your successor tomorrow, what is the one "unwritten rule" you would

tell them about handling the people in the club?
iii.Final note: "Is there anything else you’d like to add that we haven't touched on yet?

iv.Final appreciation words for taking the time to make this interview happen
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