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ARTICLE

Sport clubs, policy networks, and local politics
Ørnulf Seippel and Johanna Sveen Belbo

Department of Sport and Social Sciences, NIH: Norwegian School of Sport Science, Ullevål Stadion, Rælingen 
kommune, Fjerdingby, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
Sports clubs cooperate with other clubs, sports organisations, and public 
and market actors to organise sports. In this article, we study the way clubs 
cooperate through a sports club network involving only sports clubs and a 
wider sports policy network consisting of all relevant actors related to those 
clubs (e.g. the clubs, public and private actors, sports governing bodies, 
clubs outside the municipality). The context is a medium-sized Norwegian 
municipality. We answer three questions. First, what do these cooperative 
networks look like (e.g. density, centralisation and clustering)? Second, how 
do the networks develop (based on a theoretical framework comprising 
strategies, institutions and trust)? Third, what are the implications of the 
network characteristics we find for the dominant sports-for-all policy?

Methodologically, we depend on traditional network analyses and 
exponential random graph models (ERGMs), which include endogenous 
factors (density, reciprocity and transitivity), exogenous factors (actors’ 
attributes) and covariate networks (geographical distance between 
clubs). Based on theory, we suggest that the network structures we 
describe empirically make the clubs well suited for organising broad 
inclusive mass sports, but less so for inclusion of special targeted groups 
who are not as attracted to traditional club sports.
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Introduction

Without sports clubs, not many sports would be organised. Sports clubs, however, do not provide 
sports on their own (Thibault and Harvey 1997, Cousens and Barnes 2009, Misener and Doherty 2013, 
2014, Jones et al. 2018). To offer sports to their members, sports clubs must collaborate with other 
clubs, and they depend on their local communities for members and volunteers. To obtain political 
and financial support, municipalities and local businesses are crucial partners. Sports organisations1 

help clubs with their sports, and clubs hosting larger events might get assistance from the police and 
transport authorities with traffic and security.

To understand how sports clubs succeed on their own terms as providers of sports activities and as 
sports policy implementers, it would be useful to study sports clubs as part of a broader political and 
organisational context: How do various actors cooperate and thereby establish inter-organisational 
relations and, through these relations, build various types of networks? Analysing such networks could 
teach us about how much and what type of cooperation exists (e.g. degrees, density) and how such 
relations are structured (e.g. centralisation, clustering). This could further tell us where we find influential 
actors and how these actors are positioned for cooperation and innovation. Hence, the purpose of this 
study is to examine the cooperative relations between sports clubs and other relevant actors from a social 
network perspective, and then to investigate how these relations matter for how sports clubs provide 
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sports and function as policy implementers in a local community. We ask three questions: What do such a 
sports network look like? How do the social relations within this network develop? What are the 
implications of the network’s structure for ‘sports-for-all’ policies?

To answer these questions, we study one sports network in one municipality from two perspec-
tives. First, we zoom in on the actors closest to the sports activity – the sports clubs – and ask the 
clubs about the other sports clubs with whom they collaborate. This is what we call the sports club 
network. Second, we zoom out and question the same clubs about the public actors, market actors, 
sports organisations and other actors with whom they cooperate. We also ask the three most central 
actors in this field (i.e. the municipality, the regional sports confederation, and the sports council) 
about their relations with these clubs. From this larger dataset that includes the key actors in the 
field, we describe a policy sports network. The sports club network is, therefore, a more focused 
subset of the larger sports policy network.

Most existing studies of collaboration in sports involve a small selection of elite sports, and these 
studies’ dominant focus is on formalised relations between a few actors cooperating in specific 
projects (Lindsey 2009, MacLean et al. 2011, Lucidarme et al. 2018). In contrast, our study is original in 
investigating actors involved in all sports, focusing on grassroots sports and including all actors (e.g. 
large and small; political, voluntary or private) and all relations (e.g. formal or informal) that are 
relevant to the development of grassroots sports at the local level. We study how sports clubs and 
other actors collaborate within a context large enough to include most types of actors relevant to 
sports clubs, yet small enough to be convenient for an empirical study – i.e. a medium-sized 
Norwegian municipality. By studying an entire locality, we both get a fuller picture of sports as 
they currently operate and contribute to ‘a more comprehensive understanding of collaboration in 
sport’ (Lindsey 2009, p. 86; see also Provan and Milward 2001). Applying social network methods and 
concepts, we also respond to requests for social network analyses in sports studies (Quatman and 
Chelladurai 2008, Misener and Doherty 2013, Wäsche et al. 2017, Jones et al. 2018).

The point of social network analysis (SNA) is to research relations (i.e. organisational cooperation) 
between actors, not primarily to study actors’ attributes. The descriptive part of our study follows this 
traditional SNA approach and, based on the most central concepts in the SNA tradition, investigates: 
(i) the number of relations between actors within these networks, (ii) whether these networks 
contain central and influential actors and (iii) whether subgroups of actors tend to cluster. More 
recent developments within network methodology (e.g. exponential random graph modelling 
[ERGM]) make it possible to combine information on network structures with both actors’ attributes 
and the influence of other exogenous networks on our network of interest. Accordingly, we will also 
study how network structures depend on actors’ attributes (e.g. which types of sports are organised 
by clubs) and clubs’ locations (e.g. the geographical distance between clubs). After describing the 
two networks, we will explain their structures and discuss what these networks’ characteristics might 
imply for the dominant sports-for-all policies in the field.

In the next sections, we describe the context of the study and review research and theories relevant 
to our topics. Next, we present the data and methods, before we analyse the sports club network and 
the policy sports network. The first descriptive findings are presented in figures and network statistics. 
In the second empirical section, we use ERGMs to explain the structure of our networks. We test 
hypotheses linked to specific network dynamics (i.e. degrees, centrality, clusters), actor attributes (i.e. 
club capacities, sports, sector) and a contextual variable (i.e. how the clubs are geographically situated 
relative to each other). We end the article with a summary and discussion of two questions: Why do 
local sports clubs and other actors cooperate as our empirical results show? What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of these network structures given the hegemonic sports-for-all policies?

Context

At the heart of Norwegian sports, we find 12,000 local clubs. In these clubs, 41% of members are 
female, and the age distribution is as follows: 0–5 years: 4%, 6–12 years: 26%, 13–19 years: 18%, 20– 
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25 years: 8%, and 26 years and older: 45%. The sports with the greatest participation, measured by 
the number of members of corresponding sports associations are: football (374,099), company sports 
(198,796), skiing (154,608), handball (127,572), gymnastics (104,636), golf (100,834), track and field 
(77,856), swimming (67,601), cycling (47,924) and fighting sports (40,869). The overall aim of 
Norwegian sports policies is ‘sports for all’ (Whitepaper nr 26, 2012), and these policies have two 
pillars: (i) financial support for facilities and (ii) financial funding of the two-tiered sports federation: 
The Norwegian Olympic and Paralympic Committee and Confederation of Sports (NIF).

The NIF (Figure 1) includes one tier with 11 regional sports confederations (RSCs) and another 
with 54 national sports associations. Most of the clubs are relatively small; a few clubs, never-
theless, have a large proportion of the members: 31% of the clubs have fewer than 50 members, 
18% have 50–99 members, 19% have 100–199 members, 19% have 200–499 members, 8% have 
500–999 members, and 4% have more than 1000 members. Sixty-six percent of the clubs are single 
sports clubs, and 34% are multisport clubs. Many of the clubs are still voluntarily organised: 10% 
have full-time employees, 7% part-time, and 83% have no paid manager (Bergsgard et al. 2007, 
Seippel and Skille 2015, Seippel 2019). In terms of club longevity, Norwegian sports clubs consist of 
a mix of old and new: 33% of the clubs were founded before 1946, 34% between 1946 and 1989, 
and 33% after 1989.

Norwegian sports’ broad participative orientation is reflected in the NIF’s unique form of 
‘Regulations on Children’s Sport’ (Støckel et al. 2010). The idea is that sports for youth and children 
should be safe and fun, and competition for those below the age of 13 should follow specific 
regulations. A further indication of Norwegian sports’ particularities is found in the results from the 
SIVSCE project. A sample of sports clubs in nine European countries were shown the statement, ‘Our 
club sets high value on sporting success and competition’ and were asked the extent to which they 
agreed (Breuer et al. 2017). Norwegian clubs had the lowest average score on this question (i.e. they 
are, compared to other European countries, sceptical towards sporting success and competition). So, 
on one hand, Norwegian sports policies have a clear grassroots orientation; however, public sports 
policies are also intended to support elite sports, and Norway is among the most successful elite 
sports nations in the world (Kuper and Szymanski 2014). All in all, Norwegian sports have an explicit 

Figure 1. Norwegian sports system.
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and institutionalised commitment towards grassroots sports while, at the same time, elite sports 
hold a strong position.

The Norwegian sports system is described as corporatist with tight links between voluntary and 
public actors (Bergsgard and Rommetvedt 2006). Recent research also shows that, for municipalities, 
sports clubs and sports councils (SCs) are the most important actors when cooperating with the 
voluntary sector at the local level (Eimhjellen and Loga 2017). The municipalities are important to the 
sports clubs, yet their roles vary throughout the country (Bergsgard and Nødland 2009, p. 117, 
Rommetvedt 2002; Whitepaper nr 26, 2012). On the one hand, the rules for state funding of sports 
facilities require the involvement of municipalities and, by that, a minimum of local sports policies in 
most regions. On the other hand, municipalities are not legally obliged to contribute to sports, so, in 
the end, their involvement depends on local initiatives. Most importantly, municipalities’ financial 
situations vary, and their sports policies tend to reflect their overall financial situation.

Every municipality with three or more sports clubs should have one SC that operates at the 
intersection of the municipality and the sports federation to which it belongs. The SC is supposed to 
represent all clubs and sports in a municipality, and board members come from local clubs. SCs 
provide services for the clubs, coordinate activities in the municipalities (e.g. advise the funding of 
facilities), promote clubs’ interests towards the municipality and help out in the implementation of 
sports policies (Seippel 2008, Waldahl 2009, Grix 2010). Approximately 10% of the state funding goes 
directly to the clubs, and the SCs have an important role in distributing these resources. An active SC 
could indeed be helpful to the clubs, and a large majority of sports clubs see the SC as an important 
political body and a great source of support at the local level (Bergsgard and Nødland 2009, p. 133).

In sum, the field of local sports comprises a host of various actors with both common and 
divergent interests. On the one hand, the clubs compete for resources such as members, volunteers, 
financial funding and (access to) facilities. On the other hand, clubs are supposed to collaborate to 
access resources and to implement policies. The recent increase in expectations for cooperation 
between sports clubs comes both from the sports themselves becoming more serious and profes-
sionalised and from governance-like policies intensifying the institutional pressure for collaboration 
and interorganisational cooperation.2

Theoretical and conceptual framing

In this study, we focus on one sports club network and one sports policy network where the former is 
a subset of the latter. Our aim is to combine insights from SNA and previous studies of relevance to 
our topic of sports clubs and sports policies, and we develop six sets of hypotheses reflecting central 
concepts in the SNA discourse: degrees, centralisation, clustering, organisational capacities, trust and 
geographical distances (Wasserman and Faust 1994, Borgatti et al. 2013, Robins 2015). For each of 
these SNA-inspired hypotheses, we present relevant research results in the field, add theoretical 
reflections where useful, and conclude with hypotheses or more open questions, formulated in SNA 
terms, which are relevant and applicable to our network data.

Descriptions: degrees, centralisation and clusters

Even though the knowledge of sports clubs networks is limited, many sports researchers expect 
great impacts from collaboration in the field of sports: ‘The value of IORs [inter-organisational 
relations] cannot be overstated’ (Babiak and Willem 2017, pp. 274–275; see also Barnes et al. 2018, 
Jones et al. 2018, MacLean et al. 2011, Thibault and Harvey 1997). The importance of IORs is also 
emphasised in the burgeoning literature on organisational capacities (Hall et al. 2003, p. 10, Swierzy 
et al. 2018). From this, a pivotal empirical question becomes: How much cooperation (i.e. how many 
relations) do we expect to find in the networks we investigate?

Theoretically, there are several convincing reasons for cooperation. First, sports clubs should 
cooperate for strategic reasons: to gain and share information, win power and legitimacy, work 
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efficiently, avoid risks and uncertainties (e.g. transaction costs), shun duplications, achieve synergies, 
integrate and coordinate policies (e.g. avoid collective action problems), improve planning and 
mobilise resources (Babiak and Thibault 2009, Leifeld and Schneider 2012, Lindsey 2013, Wicker et 
al. 2013, Greve et al. 2014, Wäsche 2015, Ingold and Leifeld 2016, Lucidarme et al. 2016, Babiak and 
Willem 2017, Jones et al. 2017, Dobbels et al. 2018). Second, empirical studies also emphasise the 
growing institutional expectations for collaborative strategies. This pressure comes from neoliberal 
government policies and trends related to globalisation, new technologies, commercialisation and 
professionalisation (Thibault et al. 1999, Alexander et al. 2008, Babiak and Thibault 2008, Dickson and 
Cousens 2008, Lindsey 2009, Grix 2010, Lazer 2011, MacLean et al. 2011, Babiak and Willem 2017, 
Ibsen and Levinsen 2019). Third, two characteristics of the Norwegian sports context also favour 
interorganisational relations. First, sports clubs are accustomed to collaborating to help deliver their 
sports locally. Second, Barnes et al. (2018, p. 10) point to the importance of ‘actors playing coordinat-
ing roles’ for relations to develop, and the Norwegian sports system has actors – especially the SC – 
who are supposed to facilitate cooperation at the local level.

Some circumstances also work against cooperation. Clubs have at least partially divergent 
interests, and a lack of trust or differences in resources and capacities could hinder collaboration 
(Babiak and Thibault 2009, Lindsey 2013). An additional finding highlighted in recent research is the 
often silent local resistance towards governance policies in the voluntary sector (e.g. public autho-
rities want sports clubs to provide health, but sports clubs want to focus on sports (Fahlen et al. 2014, 
Lucidarme et al. 2016, Edwards and Rowe 2019, Seippel 2020).

In social network terms, the topic of how much cooperation we should expect is a question of 
degrees (i.e. the number of ties for each actor in a network) and density (i.e. the number of ties in a 
network as a proportion of all potential ties in the network; (Wasserman and Faust 1994). Taken 
together, most strategic interests, institutions and traditions work in favour of high degrees and 
dense network structures among Norwegian sports clubs and their co-actors. It is, nevertheless, 
difficult to predict the number of degrees between the sports clubs; so, as a start, we leave the 
question open – no hypothesis – as to how many and how dense these relations are. When 
expanding our scope from clubs only to the larger policy sports network, we expect to find some 
additional central actors (i.e. municipality, SC, RSC) but also many sparser and ad hoc network actors 
more marginal to the field of sports. Overall, the density of this larger policy network is probably 
lower than for the sports club network.

Among empirical researchers, Lindsey (2013) distinguishes between three characteristics of 
interorganisational sports networks: size, formalisation and cross-sectional status. Babiak and 
Thibault (2008, p. 282) focus on IOR ‘as a voluntary, close, long-term, planned strategic action 
between two or more organisations with the objective of serving mutually beneficial purposes in 
a problem domain’ (p. 282). In their conceptual review article, Babiak and Willem (2017, p. 274) 
describe IORs as ‘enduring, strategic, close, [and] focused’ (p. 274). Concurrently with a massive focus 
on strategies and formalities, researchers also emphasise that IORs cannot merely be strategic and 
formal. Babiak and Thibault (2008) conclude that the evidence from their study ‘revealed that the 
management of IORs for the CSC [community sport clubs] was complex and that while some formal 
control mechanisms existed to structure the IORs, the informal processes [emphasis added] played a 
critical role in IOR management’ (Babiak and Thibault 2008, p. 282, our emphasise).

To grasp these diverse types of interorganisational relations and especially the basic distinction 
between the formal and the informal, SNA contains two useful concepts. First, planned, formal and 
strategic networks imply, in network terms, centralisation; some actors within a network have more 
ties than other less-connected actors (Wasserman and Faust 1994). As such, these actors are central 
in the network. When the central actor’s links are not reciprocated, the result is a hierarchical 
network. Centralisation is important because it is assumed that central actors are also influential, 
and hierarchies could strengthen centralisation even more. We will use one more measure – 
fragmentation (An and Liu 2016) – to look for actors that might be influential. This measure is 
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based on how network structures are affected when actors are (hypothetically) eliminated from the 
network.

Second, SNA research points to situations where some actors are closer to and more focused on 
each other than other actors. In network terms, this implies that some networks are more clustered 
than others: some actors cooperate more with each other than with other actors in the network 
(Wasserman and Faust 1994).

How much centralisation and clustering should we expect to find in the sports network? The club 
network consists of many, mostly small organisations. It is supposed to be fairly dense (see previous 
section) and is relatively open and informal. Hence, we hypothesise (HCentralisation) this network to be 
even and equal and not particularly centralised or hierarchical. The policy network contains three 
actors – the SC, municipality and RSCs – whose tasks supporting cooperation almost by definition 
make them more central to the field than most clubs, more concerned with planning and strategies, 
and potentially utilising more one-way communication. Accordingly, we expect the policy network 
to be more centralised and hierarchical than the sports club network.

For sports clubs, we expect the field to be equal, trustful and inclusive, without strong incentives 
to exclude specific clubs. From this, we assume (HCluster) a relatively low level of clustering among 
sports clubs. Even though we suppose the policy network to be somewhat more centralised and 
hierarchical, we expect these central actors’ many links to be relatively evenly spread out. For the 
sports policy network, therefore, the outcome should be a relatively low level of clustering.

Explanations and implications: strategies, institutions, trust and space

Clubs have strategic and institutional reasons for cooperation. Yet, cooperation might be costly, and 
not all clubs have the same opportunities or capacities to establish relations with other actors. Hence, 
we hypothesise (HCapacities) that clubs with more organisational capacities will tend to cooperate 
more than others. For the sports club network, we operationalise organisational capacity by club size 
(i.e. number of members). For the larger sports policy network, the number of members is not a 
relevant measure for all actors; instead, we make a distinction between sectors (e.g. clubs, public 
actors, market actors and sports organisations) and assume that the municipality and the sports 
organisations, in particular, have capacities for networking because collaboration is part of their 
missions.

Besides strategy, institutional rules and expectations could also explain how actors behave and 
the development of networks. Clubs will tend to cooperate because the SC, the state, the munici-
pality and the sports organisations encourage them to do so (Alexander et al. 2008, p. 271, Babiak 
and Willem 2017, pp. 277–278, DiMaggio and Powell 1983, Oliver 1991, Thibault et al. 1999). Given 
that these expectations apply more or less to all actors, we assume that institutional pressures work, 
more or less equally, for all clubs. The municipality and sports organisations are, however, them-
selves representatives of these institutional forces, and we should expect (HInstitution) them to 
cooperate more and to be more central in the larger policy network than the sports clubs are.

Research shows that trust is helpful for nearly all types of interaction (Lin et al. 2001, Castiglione et 
al. 2008). Trust operates at the intersection of strategies and institutions; cooperation generates 
social trust and strong institutions, and good institutions provide trust and support cooperation 
(Wollebæk and Selle 2007). In our case, we propose that trust is both caused by and results from 
cooperation (Seippel 2006, Babiak and Thibault 2008, Doherty and Misener 2008, Cousens and 
Barnes 2009, Lucidarme et al. 2016, Barnes et al. 2018). Trust is especially relevant for two parts of 
our analyses. First, trust is important for the social mechanism of homophily, which means that actors 
with similar attributes tend to trust each other and interact more easily than dissimilar actors (J. M. 
McPherson and Smith-Lovin 1987; J. M. McPherson et al. 2001). Hence, we expect (HHomophily) clubs 
representing similar sports to cooperate with each other more than clubs from different sports.

Moreover, researchers distinguish between various types of network structures according to their 
social functioning. On the one hand, we have networks with categorically similar people who interact 
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effortlessly because they understand each other easily; they have the same experiences, interests 
and knowledge. In the network literature, this describes strongly bonded groups (Putnam 2000) 
based on strong social ties (Granovetter 1973): They are helpful for coordinating action. On the other 
hand, we find networks of people from categorically dissimilar groups where common understand-
ings could be more precarious because different forms of interests, experiences and knowledge are 
brought together. Putnam (2000) speaks of these as bridged groups, and Granovetter (1973) 
describes their social ties as weak. Such networks are more helpful for generating new knowledge 
and ideas than bonded groups, but could be less conducive for easy-going social interaction 
(Corritore et al. 2020). Effective and innovative groups require a balance between the two. If our 
previous hypotheses are confirmed, sports clubs should be seen as a relatively uniform, close and 
bonded group of actors, and this could be a hindrance for sports clubs’ and policy actors’ ability to 
fulfil various sports policies.

One of the simplest, though most obvious, reasons for cooperation is an open opportunity 
structure and physical contact, which both follow from geographical closeness and availability 
(Moody 2001, Greve 2005, Rivera et al. 2010). Many clubs, being in the business of sports and coming 
from the same district, are familiar to each other, but geographical closeness could make coopera-
tion even easier. Hence, we have estimated the distance between clubs in kilometres and hypothe-
sise (Hgeography) that sports clubs located near each other geographically will cooperate more often 
than more distant clubs.

Data and methods

To investigate the cooperation between sports clubs and actors from more sectors, a municipality as 
a place where most types of actors are present and interact is a suitable case. We first chose an 
‘average’ municipality in terms of geographical centralisation (i.e. score around 800 of 1000 based on 
reachability of working places and service provision), population (i.e. approx. 20,000 residents) and 
income (i.e. median income somewhat below average; www.ssb.no). Second, we made sure that the 
municipality had a functioning SC. Finally, we ensured that the sports clubs represented a sufficient 
variety of sports. Although one should take care in not generalising from this case, we expect our 
findings to have relevance for many Nordic municipalities and for comparable locations in nations 
with sports systems akin to a Nordic model.

To decide our sample, we started with all registered single- and multi-sport clubs within the 
chosen municipality (Belbo 2018). Single-sport clubs are obvious units in our study. The multi-sport 
clubs pose a challenge because they often consist of two types of groups: one or more groups for 
activities (e.g. the football group) and one mainly central administrative unit (i.e. not organising 
specific sports). Both the groups for specific sports and the administrative unit could interact with 
actors in their surroundings. To catch all significant cooperative ties, we have chosen to treat both 
the central sections of the clubs and their respective subgroups as separate organisational units. We 
identified 22 sports clubs and an additional 24 subgroups within the municipality.

We next contacted the clubs and subgroups by email and phoned non-responders to establish 
contact. We did not insist on including every subgroup of every club in the sample. As some sports 
clubs are small, the subgroups do not always operate separately, and we would end up with 
duplicate data. Among those contacted (i.e. 22 clubs plus 15 subgroups), two clubs did not want 
to participate, and a total of six clubs and subgroups never responded. One club was to end 
operations in October 2017 and was therefore excluded. In total, 29 interviews were conducted 
with representatives from 17 sports clubs, nine subgroups, and three additional actors, including the 
municipality, the regional sports confederation, and the sports council.

Missing data occurs when clubs and subgroups choose not to participate. One option is to 
exclude these actors from the sample. If these actors are mentioned by others, the remaining 
network data would, however, be misleading, and we would be wasting data. We, therefore, follow 
the advice of Borgatti et al. (2013, p. 76) and assume that if clubs did not respond, they would have 
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mentioned the same actors in their network as those who nominated them. Although there is a risk 
of this presumption not always being right, we argue that – especially considering the high level of 
reciprocity in our data – this is more accurate than treating the missing values as zeroes. Hence, our 
final data consists of 35 club actors, and ties are directed (i.e. we specify which directions they take).

What we call the policy network, build on yet extend the sports club network in two ways. First, 
we included three actors we knew beforehand to be important for local sports politics – the 
municipality, the regional sports confederation, and the sports council. Second, we also asked our 
interviewees for all other co-actors, both inside and outside the municipality. These actors could be 
political and public actors (e.g. the county, other municipalities), other sports clubs, other sports 
organisations (e.g. national units, RSCs for specific sports), other voluntary organisations (e.g. nature 
or outdoor recreation organisations) and market actors (e.g. local companies, owners of facilities). A 
question of importance in all networking studies concerns boundaries (Wasserman and Faust 1994, 
pp. 30–31). Our sports club network is clearly bounded by the municipality, whereas the policy 
network has its base in the municipality but also reaches out to neighbouring and even national 
organisations.

Data were collected through interviews based on an interview guide. The first question, and the 
one relevant for this study, was ‘Which of the sports clubs in the municipality have you been in 
contact with the last 12 months?’ Participants could name as many co-actors as they considered 
appropriate for their club, and we used both name generators (e.g. names of the clubs, the 
municipality, sports organisations and the SC) and open-ended questions to identify actors. This 
first question was followed by questions on the resources relevant for the contact (e.g. economic, 
physical or human) and the substantive content of the contact (e.g. facilities, competition, marketing, 
recruitment). The same strategy was used for the question on non-sports-club cooperation. We 
assume that asking for the concrete resources and substance involved in the contacts ensures that 
the cooperation covered in our data is substantial and involves more than superficial, non-conse-
quential contacts.

We collected data on 35 club units, ranging from 6 to 1,409 members (M = 212, SD = 290.5). For 
the ERGM analyses, we recoded the size variable into three values – small: 4–100 (1), medium: 101– 
250 (2), and large: 251–1,409 (3). The clubs organise a wide selection of sports. Six clubs offer soccer, 
three have shooting and cross-country skiing, and two supply handball and floorball/bandy activ-
ities. Golf, tenpin, funkis, curling, orienteering, cycling, volleyball, powerlifting, karate, ‘sports in 
school’, speed skating, dogsledding and swimming can all be found in one club. Six units are central 
club organisations. We recoded the sports variable into the following six categories: central unit, 
soccer, skiing, shooting, other team sports, and other individual sports. Geographical distance is 
measured in kilometres between the clubs and varies from co-location (0) to 35.7 (M = 12.5, SD = 7.8). 
In the sports clubs network, all actors are obviously sports clubs; in the larger policy network, 
however, there are (the same) 35 sports club units within the municipality, 26 sports clubs from 
outside the municipality, 12 public actors, 19 sports organisations, 8 market actors and 8 (non-sport) 
voluntary organisations.

We do separate parallel analyses for the sports club network and the wider sports policy 
network. This makes it possible both to emphasise the particulars of each network type and to 
compare them. We first visualise the networks and give some basic statistical descriptions (i.e. 
degrees and densities). Second, we identify the most central and influential actors in the field, 
examine whether specific actors are especially important for the linking of the network as a 
whole (i.e. fragmentation) and investigate how the networks tend to cluster and establish 
subgroups. Third, we supplement these analyses with ERGMs (Lusher et al. 2013, Harris 2014), 
which show how a network consists of specific configurations of links (e.g. degrees, reciprocity, 
transitivity and homophily) and how they set their imprint on the network. The outcome (i.e. 
dependent variable) in ERGMs is a dichotomous variable indicating the probability of a link 
between actors based on the values of the predictor variables. The outcome could be inter-
preted much like logistic regression models (Hunter et al. 2008, p. 2, Lusher et al. 2013, pp. 52– 
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54), yet the dependent variable is not telling us something about an actor, as in ordinary 
regressions, but whether we tend to find a link between actors.

ERGMs have three types of predictors. Some of these are genuinely structural and endogenous to 
the network. Density is such an endogenous characteristic; it is specific to a network working 
independently of actors’ attributes: the denser the network, the higher the probability of cooperative 
relations. Networks with low levels of reciprocity tend to be hierarchical, and networks with high 
transitivity tend towards closure and clustering. Exogenous predictors cover the effects of the 
attributes of the actors involved in the networks (e.g. how large clubs tend to cooperate more 
than smaller clubs). A third set of covariance predictors tells us how the networks in focus depend on 
other networks – in our case, the geographical distance between clubs. We evaluate the fit of the 
models from shifts in Aikake information criterion (AIC) or Bayesian information criterion (BIC) values, 
but we will also present goodness of fit (GOF) measures indicating how well our models predict the 
characteristics found in our real networks. We used R and the network package statnet to visualise 
and analyse the data (Butts 2008, Hunter et al. 2008, Morris et al. 2008, R Core Team 2018).

Results: visualisations, basic statistics, and ERGMs

Visualisations

What do the sports club network and the sports policy network look like? Figure 2 shows the sports 
club network – cooperative relations between the sports clubs – which consists of one large 
component (almost all clubs), one small group of three clubs (violet), and six isolates (clubs without 

Figure 2. Sports club network. Size of nodes reflects number of members; colour of nodes represents sports.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT POLICY AND POLITICS 9



co-actors). For the large component, most clubs – apart from two clubs with only one link to the rest 
– seem to have at least three links to others and appear well integrated. The nodes’ sizes reflect club 
size (i.e. number of members). We ask whether larger clubs have more links than smaller clubs; yet, it 
is difficult to deduce this from Figure 2. Given the one dominant component, it is also hard to detect 
true clustering visually; it looks, however, like there is a tendency towards sports-homophily – that is, 
similar sports (i.e. colours) tend to attract each other.

Figure 3 exposes the larger sports policy network. We see that most of the sports clubs (black) 
from Figure 2 are at the centre of the plot. Compared to the sports club network, there are two ‘new’ 
categories of actors. One group, the more influential, appears at the centre of the network and 
includes public and political actors (e.g. the municipal administration, elected politicians), sports 
organisations (e.g. SC, RSC) and some market actors (e.g. local bank). A second group of more 
marginal, ad-hoc actors is at the margin of the network and seems to have unique relations to single 
clubs. These actors are market actors (e.g. event co-hosts), sports organisations (e.g. regional sports 
organisations) and public actors (e.g. police, road authorities, county administration). The most 
populated group among these more marginal co-actors is sports clubs outside the municipality.

Figure 4a shows the distribution of degrees in the sports club network. Previous research claims that 
social networks often have rather skewed degree distributions (Barabasi 2003, Watts 2004, Ansell et al. 
2016, 2017). Compared to such findings, degrees in the sports club network appear rather evenly 
distributed. In the sports policy network (Figure 4b), we find a more skewed degree distribution, where 
most of the actors have only a few links, but a few actors have considerably more degrees.

Degrees, centralisation, influence, and clustering

Degrees and density. Our two networks are moderately large: 35 and 108 actors with 95 and 270 ties, 
respectively (see Table 1). The average degrees in the two networks are similar (2.7 and 2.5), yet the 
smaller sports club network is much denser than the policy network: 8% of all potential edges (0.08) 
are realised in the club network compared to only 2% in the policy network (0.02). We posed no 
hypotheses for density and used an explorative approach. We suggest, however, that the combined 

Figure 3. Sports policy networks, coloured by sector.
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effect of each sports club being in touch with 2.5 co-actors and the sports club network having a 
density of 8% could qualify as relatively dense.

Centralisation. Organisations partake in formal and informal networks, and we assume 
(HCentralisation) that the networks in the field of local sports tend towards the informal (i.e. they are 
relatively equal and non-hierarchical). Centralisation measures vary between 1 and 0, and the 
measures for our two networks (Table 1) are 0.18 and 0.12, respectively. These relatively low levels 
of centralisation support our hypothesis.

We examine centralisation because we assume it can tell us something about power and 
influence (Freeman 1978, Borgatti 2004). The critique against the most common measure of cen-
tralisation (i.e. based only on number of degrees, as used here) is that it includes little information 
about those to whom an actor is linked: If a club is close to many non-central clubs, centrality does 
not equal influence. A measure that takes the centrality of co-actors into account is the eigenvector 
centrality (Wasserman and Faust 1994). The eigenvector centrality is 0.21 and 0.36 for clubs and 
policies, respectively. For this measure, the policy network is clearly more centralised than the club 
network, which reflects the importance of being close to the more central actors in the policy 
network and nuances our hypothesis. A further indication of the hierarchical nature of networks is 
the tendency for links to be reciprocal (i.e. the higher the proportion of links returned, the less 
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Figure 4. Distribution of degrees (a) sports clubs, (b) actors in policy network.

Table 1. Descriptive network measures of sport club network and sport policy network.

Sport clubs network Sport policy network

Degrees
Number of actors 35 108
Number of ties 95 270
Average degree 2,7 2.5
Density 0.080 0.023
Centralisation
Centralisation, degree 0.18 0.12
Centralisation, eigenvector 0.21 0.36
Reciprocity 0.97 0.98
Fragmentation
Max 0.82 0.91
Min 0.74 0.89
Difference 0.07 0.02
Cluster
Cluster global 0.26 0.06
Transitivity 0.27 0.27
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hierarchy exists). Table 3 shows that there is a high level of reciprocity in both our networks, a finding 
that furthers the impression of a non-hierarchical sports field of equal actors and, again, supports our 
assumptions.

Fragmentation. Actors could also inhabit strategic and influential positions in a network without 
having many ties to others (i.e. centrality). This could happen when one actor is the only actor linking 
other sets of actors, thus operating as a bridge or a broker (Putnam 2000, Burt 2005). The broker 
could be influential because it becomes hard for actors to meet without involving the broker. 
Fragmentation (An and Liu 2016) is one way to test whether a network contains brokers. The idea 
is to remove one actor at a time to see whether this elimination affects the way the rest of the actors 
in the network are linked (measured as betweenness). The result of the fragmentation test for our 
networks is clear – there are no single actors that decisively influence the structure of the network as 
a whole (Table 1). Again, we find that the sports field consists of equal and non-hierarchical networks.

Clustering. Are there strong subgroups in our networks? For the clubs, we immediately see (Figure 
2) that there are six isolates, three clubs in a group of their own, and the 26 remaining clubs together 
in one large group. For the larger policy network, the picture (Figure 3) is more complex: two isolates, 
one small group, and the rest together in a group. The ‘rest’, however, looks different from the clubs’ 
network; it has a core (similar to the clubs plus some new actors) and a set of satellite actors. Both 
networks have main components that are large and include almost everyone.

An indication of the extent to which actors cluster is evidenced by the level of transitivity (i.e. the 
tendency for cooperation developing from friends to those friends’ friends and excluding others). In 
Table 3, we see that the level of transitivity is 0.27 for both networks, which is relatively low and 
supports our hypothesis (HCluster). A more complex measure, the global clustering coefficient (i.e. 
realised triads proportional to potential triangles), reveals largely the same situation: low levels of 
clustering; yet, for this measure, there is a difference between the two networks. The policy networks 
are almost non-clustered, while the clubs’ network tends to cluster at a certain level.

ERGMs: networks, attributes, and space

We have described what happens in two interorganisational networks: a certain propensity to link up 
with little hierarchy and fairly low clustering. Next, with ERGMs, we examine how these endogenous 
network characteristics, organisational attributes and geographical location work together (i.e. 
controlled for each other) and contribute to the emergence of the sports club and the sports policy 
networks.

A challenge for ERGM modelling is determining which independent variables to include (Morris et 
al. 2008, Lusher et al. 2013). For the sports club network, we have chosen a set of endogenous 
network predictors (name of R-syntax in parentheses), including basic propensity for linking up 
(edges), reciprocity (mutual) and clustering/transitivity as edgewise (gwesp), dyadwise (gwdsp) and 
cyclic triads (ctriple). For actors’ attributes, we hypothesised that large actors (i.e. those with many 
members) should have more links than small actors (nodefactor) and that clubs organising similar 
sports might cooperate more with each other than with other clubs (nodematch). Finally, geogra-
phical distance (edge covariance) is included to determine whether clubs’ locations matter for 
networking. For the policy network, we have again included the most common predictors: propen-
sity (edges) and reciprocity (mutual). This simple model has, compared to more complex models, a 
low (i.e. favourable) AIC/BIC but an unimpressive GOF. The model does not degenerate when we add 
measures of transitivity (i.e. triangles, gwesp, gwdsp, ctriple), but the results are models with a higher 
(i.e. less favourable) AIC/BIC than the simpler model. For endogenous variables, therefore, we choose 
to make do with propensity and reciprocity. For actor attributes, we have included one variable for 
sector (nodefactor): Do some sectors link up more than others? In this final model, we have a lower 
AIC/BIC than for the simpler models, even though the GOF still indicates that this simple model is far 
from optimal (see Appendix, Figure A1 and A2).
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For the sports club network (Table 2), the edge variable presents the basic propensity for a tie 
between clubs controlled for all other effects represented by our variables. As such, it has a role 
comparable to the intercept in ordinary regression models. Next, we find a high, positive, significant 
effect of reciprocity: If one actor has a tie to another actor, the tie tends to be reciprocated. High 
reciprocity implies interaction on equal terms and low centralisation (support HCentralisation). 
Transitivity and closure are often the hardest network configurations to capture and interpret in 
ERGMs. The edgewise pairs are positive and significant, thereby indicating a tendency for one type of 
clustering, but the dyadwise is negative, although not significant. A negative, significant cyclic 
closure coefficient (i.e. ctriple) points to the absence of cyclic triads. The picture is complex, yet 
the conclusion remains that the clubs have a certain tendency towards clustering (nuancing HCluster).

Theoretically, we suggested that the larger clubs are better positioned (i.e. have the organisa-
tional capacities) to establish IORs. The ERGM shows that both medium-large and large clubs tend to 
have more links than the smaller clubs (support HCapacities). Do clubs with similar sports tend to 
cooperate? Figure 2 suggests they do, and the ERGM gives a set of positive and significant effects for 

Table 2. Sport club network. ERGM estimates, standard errors, z-values and statistical significance.

Estimate Std.Error z-value Pr(>|z|)

Propensity:
Edges −2.67 0.50 −5.33 <1e-04***
Centralisation/hierarchy:
Mutual 4.46 0.50 8.94 <1e-04***
Clustering/transitivity:
gwesp.fixed.0.2 1.02 0.27 3.86 0.0002***
gwdsp.fixed.0.2 −0.10 0.08 −1.23 0.2420
Ctriple 
Actor attributes/capacity:

−1.43 0.53 −2.69 0.0095**

Sizea 101–250 (nodefactor) 0.56 0.21 2.61 0.0013**
Size 251–1409 (nodefactor) 0.48 0.25 1.91 0.0240
Actor attributes/homophily:
Central org (nodematch) 1.05 0.32 3.21 0.0013**
Individual sports (nodematch) −0.34 0.50 −0.69 0.6955
Team sports (nodematch) −0.40 0.63 −0.65 0.7085
Soccer (nodematch) 2.46 0.54 4.39 <1e-04***
Ski (nodematch) 1.50 0.62 2.39 0.0182*
Shooting (nodematch)6 2.37 0.63 3.73 0.0001***
Edge covariance
Distance between clubs −2.06 0.29 −7.09 <1e-04***
AIC: 371 
BIC: 442

0 ‘***’ 0.001 ‘**’ 0.01 ‘*’ 0.05 ‘.’ 
aCompared to the smallest clubs: 6 to 100 members

Table 3. Sport policy network. ERGM estimates, standard errors, z-values and statistical significance.

Estimate Std.Error z-value Pr(>|z|)

Propensity:
Edges −3.27 0.11 −29.10 <1e-04***
Hierarchy:
Mutual 3.67 0.22 17.05 <1e-04***
Actor attributes/influence
Public actorsa (nodefactor) −0.42 0.13 −3.33 0.0009***
Sport organisations (nodefactor) −0.57 0.11 −5.39 <1e-04***
Market actors (nodefactor) −0.88 0.19 −4.57 <1e-04***
Voluntary org. (nodefactor) −1.49 0.28 −5.34 <1e-04***
Sport clubs outside (nodefactor) −1.52 0.17 −9.19 <1e-04***
AIC: 2080 
BIC: 2132

0 ‘***’ 0.001 ‘**’ 0.01 ‘*’ 0.05 ‘.’ 
aCompared to sport clubs within the municipality
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four of the six sports we included in the model – the central group, football, skiing and shooting 
sports cooperate more than others (support HHomophily). Finally, we also see that clubs geographically 
close to each other are more prone to interact with neighbouring clubs than with more distant clubs 
(support HGeography).

For the policy network (Table 3), the ERGM confirms, but only marginally adds to, what we already 
know from visualisations and basic statistics. We see a certain propensity for cooperation, and we 
find a high level of reciprocity. We furthermore find that sports clubs have the highest level of 
cooperation, followed by public actors, sports organisations and other sectors that cooperate at a 
lower level (partly support HInstitution).

Discussions: explanations and implications

We have described how Norwegian sports clubs cooperate – both among themselves in a sports club 
network and with other actors as part of a larger sports policy network – and the context for these 
networks. Besides descriptions, we also asked for explanations (i.e. Why do our networks look like 
they do?) and discussions (i.e. What are the implications of these networks’ characteristics for sport- 
for-all policies?).

Explanations: why do the networks look like they do?

We outlined a theoretical framework consisting of three parts – strategic incentives, institutional 
pressures, and trust – and we next interpret our findings in light of this framework. The first 
remarkable feature of the sports club network is its density, and we claim that, as an organisational 
network of a certain size, the sports club network is relatively dense. The policy network has less-clear 
boundaries and appears sparser.

We suggest that the sports club network’s density comes, first, from the clubs’ strategic incentives, 
which make it reasonable to cooperate to get access to resources (e.g. facilities, funding, volunteers 
and members). When including a wider set of actors as in the policy networks, some actors are more 
marginal to the sports field and will have few incentives for extensive cooperation with more sports 
actors. Hence, the policy network is sparser. Institutions encourage, and in some cases demand, 
cooperation between the clubs. We also find actors (e.g. SC, RSCs and the municipality) who have as 
their jobs to facilitate and motivate cooperation. As a result, these policy actors themselves also 
become central actors in the policy network.

On one hand, sports activities themselves are conducive to network-building: Teams and indivi-
duals must repeatedly meet to exercise and compete. Additionally, the field of sports in a local 
community is cohesive and mainly consists of trustful actors who have known each other for a long 
time. This familiarity makes it easy to interact. On the other hand, this convenience and tradition-
alism could also lead to a certain inertia in the field (Stinchcombe 1965). Together, these factors 
make cooperation for many actors a ‘low-hanging fruit’ achieved effortlessly, while it also creates a 
situation where clubs turn complacent, conservative, unprepared, and even resistant to change. In 
sum, it looks like the context is conducive to cooperation at the same time as traditions and 
embeddedness in the local community undermine the strategic and institutional incentives for 
further interorganisational relationships. In sum, this explains the relatively high levels of coopera-
tion but also a certain underachievement in more complex network-building.

Second, we found the sports club network to be less centralised and hierarchical than many other 
social networks. The policy network is more skewed and more like ‘normal’ social networks. Even 
though there are gains to be made from strategic cooperation in our context, the institutional 
guidelines also seem to stifle such incentives. Given specific characteristics (e.g. number of mem-
bers), the clubs have, more or less, a right to a certain level of funding. That is, the fairness of the 
institutional context does not always motivate clubs to establish organisational relations to obtain 
funding at the cost of other clubs. They are ‘all in’, regardless of specific actions. This lack of strategic 
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motivation also comes from the types of problems clubs experience. In a recent study, Norwegian 
sports clubs report that human resources (i.e. members and volunteers) are what they worry about, 
while finances and facilities are further down the list of problems (Breuer et al. 2017). To secure 
human resources, the most important strategy will often be to work towards clubs’ local constitu-
encies, not other clubs or policy actors. For the policy network, the networking roles for some actors 
(i.e. municipality, RSB, SC) are institutionalised and, thus, inevitably make them the nodes through 
which much of the interaction takes place.

Third, social and organisational networks often have a tendency for clustering. Yet, even though 
we find a certain level of clustering among sports clubs, the indications of closure in the two 
networks we describe in this study are weak overall. When actors strategically choose their co-actors, 
they will try to secure their interests and avoid those they distrust – that is, those with whom they will 
not share strategically important information (Coleman 2000). The result could be closed groups: 
clustering. In our field of sports, we assume that the clubs mostly know and trust each other, there is 
(almost) no need for secrecy when acquiring resources and the result is trustful interaction and low 
levels of clustering. The institutional context functions relatively democratically and transparently, 
and this lowers the clubs’ (and other actors’) risk of being left behind when resources are distributed; 
incentives for creating exclusive relationships with selected co-actors are low.

Implications: how fit are the networks for furthering ‘sports for all’

A discussion of implications requires some premises: What are the purposes of sports clubs and the 
sports policy system? For both public actors and sports organisations, an overall aim is high levels of 
participation: ‘sports for all’ (NIF, 2015; Whitepaper nr 26, 2012). Voices critical of the system are also 
concerned with participation: The present sports system is inefficient (because of lack of opportu-
nities) or unfair (because specific social groups are excluded; (Bergsgard 2017).

The response to quests for more participation and inclusion of non-active or vulnerable groups 
has typically been some type of professionalisation (Dowling et al. 2014, Seippel 2019). The capacity 
of sports clubs must improve: more education and systematic knowledge and more specialised 
organisations. If the answer to the current situation’s challenges is professionalisation, how will the 
existing local sports system be able to fulfil the sports-for-all policies?

On one hand, the Norwegian sports system is successful, with 93% of youths affiliated with a 
sports club at some time (Bakken 2017). At this level, the sports system succeeds because it contains 
many opportunities at the local level, is not very specialised, and has low thresholds for participation. 
The structure of the sports field as described in our analyses – relatively dense, low level of 
centralisation and clustering – could be well suited to a basic ‘sports-for-all’ vision. On the other 
hand, both policies and critiques are more ambitious than a vague ‘for all’ policy. Their aim is to 
achieve a higher level of activity among specific groups (e.g. children, women, the elderly, minorities, 
disabled persons and those not attracted to traditional sports). The critique claims that these groups 
tend to lack the opportunities for sports they are entitled to under a traditional ‘sports-for-all’ policy.

Success along these more specific and inclusive lines, however, requires adjustment to various social 
groups’ needs and interests. To provide opportunities for more groups, sports clubs must take new and 
special measures, develop distinctive competencies and cooperate in more specialised settings. 
Translated into ‘network language’, we need a sports field with more specialisation (i.e. more centralisa-
tion and clustering). This is exactly what the Norwegian sports system at the club level is not designed 
for, and, given what we have described as its basic structures, this specialisation is not easily achieved.

Retaining high low-threshold participation at the same time as new groups are included requires 
maintaining the strengths of the present low-level system while building a capacity to respond to 
the needs of specific groups. In network structure terms, one needs to balance bonding and bridging 
capacities and the presence of strong and weak ties (Granovetter 1973, Putnam 2000). The aims 
should be to bring in more advanced knowledge and expert competencies at the same time as one 
maintains unity, equality and cohesion in local clubs willing to take on the new challenges. The 
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challenge will be to maintain the strength of the present inclusive system and at the same time to 
support a set of weaker networks (i.e. bridges or brokerages) to increase innovation and enable more 
specialised opportunities in sports for groups excluded in the present system. Motivating the present 
actors for a more change-oriented approach while simultaneously maintaining the strengths of the 
present system will be the future challenge in developing more inclusive sports networks.

Summary and future research

We have described the interorganisational relations between most actors in the field of sports in a 
Norwegian municipality. We focused both on clubs alone (i.e. a sports club network) and a sports 
policy network including both clubs and other types of actors. The sports club network was relatively 
dense, without central actors and with a fairly low level of clustering. The policy network was sparser; 
it had more central actors yet also operated without much clustering. We have applied two ERGM 
models to further investigate how network configurations, club attributes and geographical distance 
together produce the structures of these two networks. Next, we have explained the emergence of 
these network structures in light of theories on strategic interests, institutional procedures and 
various forms of trust structures. Finally, we have discussed the implications these network structures 
together might have for the dominant sports policies and pointed to the need for balancing various 
forms of network structures (e.g. bonding and bridging).

There are many ways that studies of IORs and networks might contribute to the future under-
standing of the functioning of sports clubs and sports policies. We have presented our case from the 
perspective of what we see as an average municipality. There are obvious differences, however, 
between local communities. Our networks could have looked different (e.g. sparser, more centra-
lised, more clustered) in a larger city or smaller community. Future studies would benefit from 
looking at cases – for example, more urban with more elite sports and more professionals – that 
might broaden the picture of the field of sports addressed in this study. It could also be interesting to 
compare sports to other organisational fields.

We have based our studies on dichotomous data: A directed tie between two actors is either 
present or absent. A study with valued networks telling us how often or how ‘intense’ actors 
cooperate could have yielded more nuances. Including data on the content of the relations could 
deepen the analyses of the actors’ intentions and experiences – the ever-present weak point of 
structural studies (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994) – and contribute to better descriptions, more 
advanced explanations and more informed understandings of the implications of the structures of 
sports systems. As for network boundaries, it is also obvious that a more comprehensive, systematic 
study of non-local networks could add significantly to what we have been able to examine here. This, 
together with a focus more from the point of view of non-club actors, could benefit the policy 
perspective. We have chosen one set of presumptions when discussing the implications of our 
findings, but something else (e.g. elite sports) could have revealed strengths and weaknesses 
different from those we have described here.

Notes

1. We make a distinction between sports clubs – the local units organising sports – and sports organisations, the 
actors making up the larger sports governance body.

2. Sport clubs – and in general, actors in the voluntary sector – are urged to cooperate with each other, public 
actors and market actors (Whitepaper nr 26, 2012). We also find the same encouragements in NIF’s policy papers 
(NIF, 2015). Sport associations also tend to support cooperation as exemplified by the Football Association’s 
ambitious club development programme, Quality Club (see Seippel 2019). For international perspectives, see 
Ibsen and Levinsen, 2019.

16 Ø. SEIPPEL AND J. S. BELBO



Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

References

Alexander, T., Thibault, L., and Frisby, W. 2008; Avoiding separation: sport partner perspectives on a long-term inter- 
organizational relationsship. International journal of sport management and marketing, 3 (3): 263–280. doi:10.1504/ 
IJSMM.2008.017192

An, W. and Liu, Y.-H. 2016; keyplayer: an R package for locating key players in social networks. The R Journal, 8 (1): 257– 
268. doi:10.32614/RJ-2016-018

Ansell, C., Bichir, R., and Zhou, S. 2016; Who says networks, says Oligarchy? oligarchies as “rich club” networks. 
Connections, 35 (1): 20–32. doi:10.17266/35.2.2

Ansell, C., Lundin, M., and Öberg, P. 2017; How learning aggregates: a social network analysis of learning between 
Swedish municipalities. Local government studies, 43 (6): 903–926. doi:10.1080/03003930.2017.1342626

Babiak, K. and Thibault, L. 2008; Managing inter-organisational relationships: the art of plate spinning. International 
journal of sport management and marketing, 3 (3): 281–302. doi:10.1504/IJSMM.2008.017193

Babiak, K. and Thibault, L. 2009; Challenges in multiple cross-sector partnerships. Nonprofit and voluntary sector 
quarterly, 38 (1): 117–143. doi:10.1177/0899764008316054

Babiak, K. and Willem, A. 2017. Interorganizational relationships in sports: from theory to practice. In: R. Hoye and M.M. 
Parent, eds.. The sage handbook of sport management. London: Sage, 273-293.

Bakken, A. 2017. Sosiale forskjeller i ungdomsidretten - fattigdomsproblem elle sosial gradient? In: Bufdir, ed.. 
Oppvekstrapporten 2017. Oslo: BUFDIR, 148-167.

Barabasi, A.-L. 2003. Linked. how everything is connected to everything else and what it means for business, science, and 
everyday life. New York: Plume.

Barnes, M., Cousens, L., and MacLean, J., 2018. Trust and collaborative ties in a community sport network. Managing 
sport and leisure, 22, 310–324. doi:10.1080/23750472.2018.1465840

Belbo, J.S. 2018. Networks in the local sport sector: who is linked to whom, and what does it mean? A social network analysis 
of one Norwegian municipality. In. Oslo: Norwegian School of Sport Sciences, Master’s thesis.

Bergsgard, N.A. 2017; Spillet om idrettsanleggene – hvilke ressurser er virksomme i lokale anleggsprosesser [The 
struggle for sport facilities - which resources matter in local policy processes]. Norsk sosiologisk tidsskrift, 1 (2): 
171–187. doi:10.18261/.2535-2512-2017-02-05

Bergsgard, N.A., et al. 2007. Sport policy: a comparative analysis of stability and change. Amsterdam: Butterworth- 
Heinemann.

Bergsgard, N.A. and Nødland, S.I. 2009. Kontaktmønstre og innflytelse i den lokale idrettspolitikken: nettverk eller 
hierarki? In: B. Enjolras and R.H. Waldahl, eds.. Frivillige organisasjoner og offentlig politikk. Oslo: Novus, 117-145.

Bergsgard, N.A. and Rommetvedt, H. 2006; Sport and politics. the case of Norway. International review for the sociology of 
sport, 41 (1): 7–27. doi:10.1177/1012690206073146

Borgatti, S.P. 2004; Centrality and network flow. Social networks, 27 (1): 55–71. doi:10.1016/j.socnet.2004.11.008
Borgatti, S.P., Everett, M.G., and Johnson, J.C. 2013. Analyzing social networks. London: Sage.
Breuer, C., et al. 2017. Characteristics of European sports clubs. A comparison of the structure, management, voluntary work 

and social integration among sports clubs across ten European countries. Odense: University of Southern Denmark.
Burt, R. 2005. Brokerage & closure. an introduciton to social capital. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Butts, C.T. 2008; Social network analysis with sna. Journal of statistical software, 24 (6): doi:10.18637/jss.v024.i06
Castiglione, D., Van Deth, J.W., and Wolleb, G., Eds., 2008. The handbook of social capital. Oxford: Oxford Univerisity Press.
Coleman, J.S. 2000. Social capital in the creation of human capital. In: E.L. Lesser, ed.. Knowledge and social capital. 

Boston: Butterworth & Heinemann, 17-42.
Corritore, M., Goldberg, A., and Srivastava, S.B. 2020; Duality in diversity: how intrapersonal and interpersonal cultural 

heterogeneity relate to firm performance. Administrative Science Quarterly, 65 (2): 359–394. doi:10.1177/ 
0001839219844175

Cousens, L. and Barnes, M. 2009; Sport delivery in a highly socialized environment: a case study of embeddedness. 
Journal of sport management, 23 (5): 574–590. doi:10.1123/jsm.23.5.574

Dickson, G. and Cousens, L. 2008; Introduction. International journal of sport management and marketing, 3 (3): 163–166.
DiMaggio, P. and Powell, W. 1983; The iron cage revisited: institutional isomorphism and collective rationality in 

organizational fields. American sociological review, 48 (2): 147–160. doi:10.2307/2095101
Dobbels, L., et al. 2018; Why network structure and coordination matter: a social network analysis of sport for 

disadvantaged people. International review for the sociology of sport, 53 (5): 572–593. doi:10.1177/1012690216666273
Doherty, A. and Misener, K. 2008. Community sport network. In: M. Nicholson and R. Hoye, eds.. Sport and Social Capital. 

Amsterdam: Elsevier, 113-142.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT POLICY AND POLITICS 17

https://doi.org/10.1504/IJSMM.2008.017192
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJSMM.2008.017192
https://doi.org/10.32614/RJ-2016-018
https://doi.org/10.17266/35.2.2
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2017.1342626
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJSMM.2008.017193
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764008316054
https://doi.org/10.1080/23750472.2018.1465840
https://doi.org/10.18261/.2535-2512-2017-02-05
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690206073146
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socnet.2004.11.008
https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v024.i06
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839219844175
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839219844175
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.23.5.574
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690216666273


Dowling, M., Edwards, J., and Washington, M. 2014; Understanding the concept of professionalization in sport manage-
ment research. Sport management review, 17 (4): 520–529. doi:10.1016/j.smr.2014.02.003

Edwards, M.B. and Rowe, K. 2019; Managing sport for health: an introduction to the special issue. Sport management 
review, 22 (1): 1–4. doi:10.1016/j.smr.2018.12.006

Eimhjellen, I. and Loga, J. 2017. Nye samarbeidsrelasjoner mellom kommuner og frivillige aktører. Rapport 9/17. Oslo: 
Senter for forskning på sivilsamfunn og frivillig sektor.

Emirbayer, M. and Goodwin, J. 1994; Network anlaysis, culture, and the problem of agency. American journal of 
sociology, 99(6): 1411-1456.

Fahlen, J., Eliasson, I., and Wickman, K. 2014; Resisting self-regulation: an analysis of sport policy programme making and 
implementation in Sweden. International journal of sport policy and politics, 7(3): 1-16. doi:10.1080/ 
19406940.2014.925954

Freeman, L.C. 1978; Centrality in social networks conceptual clarification. Social Networks, 1 (3): 215–239. doi:10.1016/ 
0378-8733(78)90021-7

Granovetter, M. 1973; The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78 (6): 1360–1380. doi:10.1086/225469
Greve, H. 2005; Interorganizational learning and heterogeneous social structure. Organization Studies, 26 (7): 1025–1047. 

doi:10.1177/0170840605053539
Greve, H., Rowley, T., and Shipilov, A. 2014. Network advantage: how to unlock value from your alliances and partnerships. 

New York: John Wiley.
Grix, J. 2010; The ‘governance debate’ and the study of sport policy. International journal of sport policy and politics, 2 (2): 

159–171. doi:10.1080/19406940.2010.488061
Hall, M., et al. 2003. The capacity to serve: a qualitative study of the challenges facing Canada’s nonprofit and voluntary 

organizations. Toronto: Canadian Centre for Philanthropy.
Harris, J.K. 2014. An introduction to exponential random graph modeling. Los Angeles: Sage.
Hunter, D.R., et al. 2008; ergm: a package to fit, simulate and diagnose exponential-family models for networks. Journal 

of statistical software, 24, 3.
Ibsen, B. and Levinsen, K. 2019; Collaboration between sports clubs and public institutions. European journal for sport 

and society, 16 (2): 187–204. doi:10-1080/16138171.2019.1610619
Ingold, K. and Leifeld, P. 2016; Structural and institutional determinants to influence reputation. Journal of public 

administration research and theory, 26(1): 11-18. doi:10.1080/19406940.2014.925954
Jones, G.J., et al. 2017; Collabortive advantages: the role of interorganizational partnerships for youth sport nonprofit 

organizations. Journal of sport management, 31(148-160: 10.1123/jsm.2016-0118
Jones, G.J., et al. 2018; A structural perspective of cross-sector partnerships involving youth sport nonprofit organiza-

tions. European sport management quarterly, 18 (2): 133–155. doi:10.1080/16184742.2017.1322625
Kuper, S. and Szymanski, S. 2014. Soccernomics. 3 edition. London: Nation books.
Lazer, D., 2011. Networks in political science: back to the future. PS, political science & politics, 44, 61–68. doi:10.1017/ 

S1049096510001873
Leifeld, P. and Schneider, V. 2012; Information exchange in policy networks. American journal of political science, 53 (3): 

731–744. doi:10.1111/j.1540-5907.2011.00580.x
Lin, N., Cook, K., and Burt, R., eds.. 2001; Social capital. Theory and research. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.
Lindsey, I. 2009; Collaboration in local sport services in England: issues emerging from case studies of two local authority 

areas. International journal of sport policy and politics, 1 (1): 71–88. doi:10.1080/19406940802681210
Lindsey, I. 2013. Partnership working and sports development. In: B. Houlihan and M. Green, eds.. Routledge handbook of 

sport development. London: Routledge, 517-529.
Lucidarme, S., Babiak, K., and Willem, A. 2018; Governmental power in elite sport networks: a resource-dependency 

perspective. European sport management quarterly, 18 (3): 348–372. doi:10.1080/16184742.2017.1405998
Lucidarme, S., Cardon, G., and Willem, A. 2016; A comparative study of health promotion networks: configurations of 

determinants for network effectiveness. Public management review, 18 (8): 1163–1217. doi:10.1080/ 
14719037.2015.1088567

Lusher, D., Koskinen, J., and Robbins, G., eds.. 2013; Exponential random graph model for social networks. Theory, 
methods, and applications. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

MacLean, J., Cousens, L., and Barnes, M. 2011; Look who’s linked with whom: a case study of one community basketball 
network. Journal of sport management, 25 (6): 562–575. doi:10.1123/jsm.25.6.562

McPherson, J.M. and Smith-Lovin, L. 1987; Homophily in voluntary organizations: status distance and the composition of 
face-to-face groups. American sociological reveiw, 52 (3): 370–379. doi:10.2307/2095356

McPherson, J.M., Smith-Lovin, L., and Cook, J.M. 2001; Birds of a feather: homophily in social networks. Annual review of 
sociology, 27 (1): 415–444. doi:10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.415

Misener, K. and Doherty, A. 2013; Understanding capacity through the processes and outcomes of interorganizational 
relationships in nonprofit community sport organizations. Sport management review, 16 (2): 135–147. doi:10.1016/j. 
smr.2012.07.003

Misener, K. and Doherty, A. 2014; In support of sport: examining the relationship between community sport organiza-
tions and sponsors. Sport management review, 17 (4): 493–506. doi:10.1016/j.smr.2013.12.002

18 Ø. SEIPPEL AND J. S. BELBO

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2014.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2018.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2014.925954
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2014.925954
https://doi.org/10.1016/0378-8733(78)90021-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/0378-8733(78)90021-7
https://doi.org/10.1086/225469
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840605053539
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2010.488061
https://doi.org/10-1080/16138171.2019.1610619
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2014.925954
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.2016-0118
https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2017.1322625
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096510001873
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096510001873
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2011.00580.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940802681210
https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2017.1405998
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2015.1088567
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2015.1088567
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.25.6.562
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095356
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.415
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2012.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2012.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2013.12.002


Moody, J. 2001; Race, school integration, and friendship segregation in America. American journal of sociology, 107 (3): 
679–716. doi:10.1086/338954

Morris, M., Handcock, M.S., and Hunter, D.R. 2008; Specification of exponential-family random graph models: terms and 
computational aspects. Journal of statistical software, 24 (4): 24. doi:10.18637/jss.v024.i04

NIF. 2015. Idrettspolitisk dokument 2015-2019. Oslo: NIF.
Oliver, C. 1991; Strategic responses to institutional processes. Academy of management review, 16 (1): 145–179. 

doi:10.5465/amr.1991.4279002
Provan, K.G. and Milward, H.B. 2001; Do networks really work? a framework for evaluating public-sector organizational 

networks. Public administration review, 61 (4): 414–423. doi:10.1111/0033-3352.00045
Putnam, R.D. 2000. Bowling alone: the collapse and revival of american community. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Quatman, C. and Chelladurai, P. 2008; Social network theory and analysis: a complementary lens for inquiry. Journal of 

sport management, 22 (3): 338–360. doi:10.1123/jsm.22.3.338
R Core Team. 2018. R: a language and environment for statistical computing. Vienna, Austria: R Foundation for Statistical 

Computing.
Rivera, M.T., Soderstrom, S.B.S., and Uzzi, B. 2010; Dynamics of dyads in social networks: assortative, relational, and 

proximity mechanisms. Annual review of sociology, 36 (1): 91–115. doi:10.1146/annurev.soc.34.040507.134743
Robins, G. 2015. Doing social network research. London: Sage.
Rommetvedt, H. 2002. Idrett og politikk – perspektiver og utviklingstrekk. In: P. Mangset and H. Rommetvedt, eds.. Idrett 

og politikk – kampsport eller lagspill? Bergen: Fagbokforlaget, 9-10.
Seippel, Ø. 2006; Sport and social capital. Acta Sociologica, 49 (2): 169–185. doi:10.1177/0001699306064771
Seippel, Ø. 2008. Public policies, social capital and voluntary sport. In: M. Nicholson and R. Hoye, eds.. Sport and social 

capital. Amsterdam: Elsevier, 233-256.
Seippel, Ø. 2019; Professionalization of voluntary sport organizations – a study of the quality club programme of the 

norwegian football association. European sport management quarterly, 19 (5): 666–683. doi:10.1080/ 
16184742.2019.1579240

Seippel, Ø. 2020. Norway: the ambiguity of sports clubs and nonsports social functions. In: S. Nagel, et al., eds.. Functions 
of sports clubs in European societies. Cham: Springer, 211-234.

Seippel, Ø. and Skille, E. 2015. Sport clubs in Norway. In: C. Breuer, et al., eds.. Sport clubs in Europe. New York: Springer, 
309-324.

Seippel, Ø. and Skille, E. 2019. Sports participation in Norway. In: K. Green, T. Sigurjónsson, and E. Skille, eds.. Sport in 
scandinavia and the Nordic Countries. London: Routledge, 108-135.

Stinchcombe, A.L. 1965. Social structure and organizations. In: J. March, ed.. Handbook of organizations. Chicago: Rand 
McNally & Company, 142-193.

Støckel, J.T., et al. 2010; Sport for children and youth in the Scandinavian countries. Sport in society, 13 (4): 625–642. 
doi:10.1080/17430431003616332

Swierzy, P., Wicker, P., and Breuer, C. 2018; The impact of organizational capacity of voluntary engagement in sport 
clubs: a multi-level analysis. Sport management review, 21 (3): 307–320. doi:10.1016/j.smr.2017.08.001

Thibault, L., Frisby, W., and Kikulis, L.M. 1999; Interorganizational linkages in the delivery of local leisure services in 
Canada: responding to economic, political and social pressures. Managing Leisure, 4 (3): 125–141. doi:10.1080/ 
136067199375805

Thibault, L. and Harvey, J. 1997; Fostering interorganizational Linkages in the Canadian Sport delivery system. Journal of 
sport management, 11 (1): 45–68. doi:10.1123/jsm.11.1.45

Waldahl, R.H. 2009. Sampill mellom idrett og kommune. Idrettsrådene - organisasjon, rolle og oppgaver. Oslo: Institutt for 
samfunnsforskning. /2009: 6.

Wäsche, H. 2015; Interorganizational cooperation in sport tourism: a social network analysis. Sport management review, 
18 (4): 542–554. doi:10.1016/j.smr.2015.01.003

Wäsche, H., et al. 2017; Social network analysis in sport research: an emerging paradigm. European Journal for sport and 
society, 14 (2): 138–165. doi:10.1080/16138171.2017.1318198

Wasserman, S. and Faust, K. 1994. Social network analysis. methods and applications. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Watts, D.J. 2004; The ”new” science of networks. Annual review of sociology, 30 (1): 243–270. doi:10.1146/annurev. 
soc.30.020404.104342

Whitepaper nr 26. (2012). Report to the storting: den norske idrettsmodellen [The Norwegian Sport Model]. Oslo: Ministry of 
Culture.

Wicker, P., et al. 2013; The link between resource problems and interorganisational relationships: a quantitative study of 
Western European sport clubs. Managing Leisure, 18 (1): 31–45. doi:10.1080/13606719.2012.742226

Wollebæk, D. and Selle, P. 2007; Origins of social capital: socialization and institutionalization approaches compared. 
Journal of civil society, 3 (1): 1–24. doi:10.1080/17448680701390638

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT POLICY AND POLITICS 19

https://doi.org/10.1086/338954
https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v024.i04
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1991.4279002
https://doi.org/10.1111/0033-3352.00045
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.22.3.338
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.34.040507.134743
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699306064771
https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2019.1579240
https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2019.1579240
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430431003616332
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2017.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/136067199375805
https://doi.org/10.1080/136067199375805
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.11.1.45
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2015.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/16138171.2017.1318198
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.30.020404.104342
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.30.020404.104342
https://doi.org/10.1080/13606719.2012.742226
https://doi.org/10.1080/17448680701390638


Appendix: Goodness of Fit

Figure A1 (appendix). Goodness of fit for Sport Club Network. A sample of graphs is randomly drawn from the specified model 
and the figures show the statistics of the quantiles for a selection of measures for the simulated sample. In a good fit, the 
observed statistics should be near the sample median (0.5).
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Figure A2 (appendix). Goodness of fit for Sport Policy Network. See Figure A1 for more info.
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