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ABSTRACT

This study addresses the ongoing issue of racism in football, portraying the sport as
both a reflection of broader social inequalities and a potential catalyst for positive
change. Football is viewed as a powerful platform capable of uniting individuals
of different races, cultures, and nationalities, although it often mirrors the same
prejudices and divisions present in contemporary society.

The aim of the research is to investigate applied managerial approaches and their
impact on combating intolerance and racist behavior in football, as well as the rela-
tionships between different social groups within the sporting environment.
Research methods with a focus on marketing analysis were employed. A survey and
expert assessment within football circles aimed to evaluate attitudes and percep-
tions regarding racism, along with how effective different initiatives are and what
potential they hold. Analyzed case studies illustrate how managerial approaches,
including education and engagement strategies targeting clubs, players, and fans,
have been used to address racism in football. These measures have led to a signifi-
cant decrease in racist incidents and have enhanced social responsibility and fair
play in the sporting context.

The research results indicate that identifying key factors contributing to racist behav-
ior in sports, along with assessing the effectiveness of institutional measures, provides
an opportunity for a comprehensive analysis of the problem and possible solutions.
In conclusion, the combination of public engagement, educational initiatives, and
the implementation of clear strategies can lead to significant improvements and
long-term results in the management of racism in football.
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INTRODUCTION

Racism is not only a social and political issue, but
also one deeply rooted in the world of sports, where
the ideal of “equality on the field” often clashes with
the reality of both formal and informal barriers that
hinder the participation of individuals from differ-
ent racial and ethnic backgrounds (Jarvie, 2003).
Racism in football remains one of the most press-
ing social challenges in contemporary sports. This
phenomenon negatively affects players and fans
alike, while also reflecting broader societal in-
equalities and deeply held prejudices. With each
incident, public awareness grows, prompting ac-
tivists, scholars, and international organizations
to examine the roots of racism, the mechanisms
that sustain it, and the possible strategies for its
eradication (Back et al., 2001).

The manifestations of racism in football can be
traced back to the early 20th century, when the sport
began to globalize (Giulianotti, 2005; Kassimeris,
2022). In many countries, particularly in Europe,
racial and ethnic stereotypes made their way into
stadium culture. M. Stoyanova observes that “the

historical context of racism in football is tied to the
social and political inequalities that are mirrored
in the sports domain” In particular, the phenom-
enon has intensified with increased migration and
the cultural tensions associated with globaliza-
tion (Stoyanova, 2020). As Atanasova & Atanasov
(2021) emphasize, the identity of a football club is
deeply intertwined with the demographic and so-
cial characteristics of its fan base. This supports the
view that supporter communities can serve both as
agents of inclusive culture and, as is often the case
in the absence of deliberate club policies, as sources
of discrimination and racial intolerance.

Today, racism in football manifests in various forms.
According to Ellis Cashmore and colleagues, “verbal
aggression and the use of social media to spread rac-
ist messages are among the most common forms of
racial discrimination” (Cashmore & Cleland, 2014).

Aim and Objectives

The purpose of this study is to analyze the appli-
cation of various managerial approaches, as part
of strategic management, and their impact on the
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fight against racism in football. It is expected that
different educational campaigns and initiatives tar-
geting players, coaches, and fans could influence
attitudes and behavior toward racism, leading to
a reduction in discriminatory incidents and im-
provement in social responsibility and fair play
within the sports environment.

The focus is on the national football context in Bul-
garia; thus, findings should be interpreted within
this scope and may not be directly generalizable to
other countries.

METHODOLOGY
To achieve this aim, the following specific objec-
tives have been set:

1. Research and analyze existing forms of racism
in the football environment, including its man-
ifestations among players, spectators, the me-
dia, and on social media platforms.

2. To analyze current campaigns and initiatives
aimed at combating racism, implemented by

Table 1. Profile of respondents (N=354).

football clubs, federations, and international
organizations (e.g., FIFA, UEFA).

3. To investigate and evaluate key managerial ap-
proaches and strategies applicable in sports as
best practices in addressing intolerance both
on and off the field.

Participants

The subject of this study includes professional and
semi-professional sports clubs at the national lev-
el, involving managers, coaches, athletes, fans, and
others, totaling 354 people, as well as institutions
and organizations involved in the governance of
football and related to its development.

Data collection included surveys, expert assess-
ments, and document analysis. The sample com-
prised 354 respondents: 152 experts (managers,
administrators, referees, and federation represen-
tatives) and 202 participants from the public (play-
ers, fans, and enthusiasts), as shown in Table 1.

Role N

%

Experts 152
Players/Fans 202
ns

42.9%
57.1%

Variable Categories

%

Gender
Age
Education

Male (80.1%);
19-24 (43.7%);
Secondary (46.4%);

Female (19.9%)
25-34 (28.2%);
Higher (41.1%);

35-44 (50.4% experts)
Other (12.5%)

Research methodology

To carry out the research, the following scientific
methods were used:

Document analysis, including official documents,
strategic plans, programs, statutes of sports organi-
zations, and reports from FIFA, UEFA, and nation-
al football federations related to the fight against
racism.

Content analysis of various media publications,
statements, interviews, social media posts, and re-
actions from clubs, institutions, and fans.
Questionnaire method and expert evaluation with a
marketing focus, conducted among football clubs
and sports professionals.

Case study of specific incidents of racism in foot-
ball and the managerial responses applied in those
situations.

The study applied a mixed-method design combin-
ing qualitative and quantitative approaches. Respon-
dents were recruited through football clubs, feder-
ations, and fan associations. A purposive sampling
strategy was applied to ensure participation from dif-

ferent roles in football. At the same time, the sample
reflects the diversity of the Bulgarian football com-
munity; full statistical representativeness cannot be
claimed, which constitutes a limitation of the study.

« Expert survey (20 items): measuring percep-
tions of anti-racism initiatives, institutional re-
sponsibility, and managerial approaches.

« Public questionnaire (15 items): capturing demo-
graphic data, witnessing racist incidents, and per-
ceptions of campaigns. Both tools were developed
for this study and piloted with 20 respondents.

« Validity and reliability: Face validity was en-
sured through expert review, and internal con-
sistency was tested (Cronbach’s a=.82).

Participation was voluntary, with informed consent
obtained prior to data collection. Anonymity and
confidentiality were guaranteed, and data were stored
securely in compliance with GDPR requirements.

Statistical analysis
Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (fre-
quencies, percentages) and chi-square tests for cat-
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egorical comparisons. Qualitative data from open
responses and documents were thematically coded.

RESULTS
The survey and expert assessments revealed that
verbal attacks are the most widespread form of

o 3:3%
15,2%

2%

79,5%

racism both on and off the field (79.5%). The most
frequently mentioned are verbal insults from the
stands, aimed at skin color, ethnic origin, or na-
tionality of the players (Figure 1, Figure 2).

[ Verbal attacks (offensive language, monkey sounds)

[1 Physical violence

Emotional abuse (any action leading to humiliation)

® None of the above

W Can not decide

Figure 1. Answers to the question “The most common form of racism in football. (Not only at stadiums

and during matches).

m types of discrimination

85.4%

Based on skin color

Based on ethnic and/or national origin
Based on gender

Based on religion

Based on physical or mental disabilities
Based on social status

Based on migration status

Undecided

— 49 7%
= 11.9%

== 16.6%

= 9.3%

= 9.9%

5 53%

1 4%

Figure 2. Answers to the question “The most common types of discrimination in football”

Chi-square analysis showed a statistically signifi-
cant difference (y*(1, N=354)=6.71, p<.01) between
experts and public respondents regarding percep-
tions of racism frequency. Public respondents were
more likely to report witnessing racism during
matches or online, suggesting higher exposure
among non-professionals.

Undecided, 6.6 %

No, 23.2 %

Respondents from the public survey indicated that
a significant number of them had witnessed racist
acts directed at other individuals (Figure 3). This
confirms that discrimination cases are not isolat-
ed but recognizable and socially observable in real
football settings.

Yes, 70.2%

Figure 3. Answers to the question “Have you ever witnessed an incident where someone else was the target

of racism?”

Further, y” tests indicated that younger respondents
(aged 19-24) reported witnessing racism more fre-
quently than older ones (y*(2, N=354)=8.92, p<.05).
This may be linked to younger groups’ greater pres-
ence in online fan communities and digital com-
munication spaces.

The next area of investigation focused on aware-
ness of existing initiatives and campaigns. Results
from the expert sample show that certain initia-
tives are clearly recognized, such as “Say No to
Racism” (82.1%), “Respect” (33.8%), and “Kick
Racism Out of Football” (18.5%). At the same
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time, there is relatively low recognition of other
international and national campaigns (Figure 4).
This raises questions about their public visibility
and the effectiveness of their implementation in
the Bulgarian football context. The presence of re-

Let's Kick Racism Out of Football
Say "NO to Racism"

Show Racism the Red Card

Stand Up, Speak Up

All Colors Are Beautiful

Respect

Racism Stops With Me

Union Against Racism

 4.6%
. 9.3%

B 4.6%
B 2%

I don't know any mmmm 7.9%

spondents who stated that they do not recognize
any of the listed initiatives reveals the need for
more intensive awareness and a sustained pres-
ence of anti-discrimination messages at all levels
within the football system.

18.5%

I 82.1%
. 10.6%

I—— 33.8%

M initiatives

Figure 4. Answers to the question “Which campaigns and initiatives do you know about?”

A x” test confirmed a significant difference between
experts and fans (y’(3, N = 354) = 14.26, p < .01),
with experts demonstrating notably higher aware-
ness. This suggests that institutional actors are more
familiar with international frameworks, whereas
public awareness remains limited, implying a need

for stronger communication strategies.

A significant proportion of specialists — 64.2% -
believe that such campaigns and initiatives are
somewhat effective. However, 43.7% of respon-
dents think that Bulgarian society is not sufficiently
informed about the problem of racism in football.

International football organizations
Ministry of Youth and Sports
Bulgarian Football Union

Football clubs

Local municipalities

The media

I 49%
I A3 %
. 60.9%
I 42.4%

I 11.3%

T 29.1%

Undecided

There are no such organizations 1 0.7%

I 15.2%

® institutions

Note. The sum of the percentages exceeds 100 because respondents were allowed more than one answer.

Figure 5. Answers to the question “Which institutions are responsible for eliminating racism in football in

Bulgaria?”

Football professionals have clearly defined percep-
tions regarding institutional responsibility for ad-
dressing racism. The most frequently mentioned
are international football organizations and the
Bulgarian Football Union - institutions that, by
their structure and functions, have the actual ca-

Undecided
8,6%
Never
4%

Rarely
25,2%

pacity to introduce, enforce, and monitor anti-dis-
crimination policies — 60.9%. A significant portion
of the experts, however, support a comprehensive
approach, pointing to shared responsibility among
clubs, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, the media,
and local authorities (Figure 5).

Constantly
9,3%

—_

Often
27,2%

Sometimes
25,8%

Figure 6. Answers to the question “How often do you encounter racism on social media (Facebook, Insta-

gram, X, TikTok, etc.)?”
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As shown in Figure 6, respondents indicate that so-
cial media is a primary channel for the appearance
and spread of racist content. A considerable share
of them report encountering such content ,very
often” or at least ,occasionally,“ with a notable
portion categorizing the issue as ,,constant.“ This
confirms that the digital environment not only re-
flects but often amplifies existing forms of discrim-
ination, especially within a sporting context.

Chi-square testing revealed a significant age ef-
fect (y*(2, N=354)=11.84, p<.01), showing
that younger respondents (19-24) reported more
frequent exposure to online racism than older co-

horts. This underscores the importance of target-
ed digital literacy and anti-hate interventions for
youth audiences.

Expert opinion on the need to impose strict mea-
sures to combat discrimination is unequivocal.
Sanctioning fans, players, and clubs for racist be-
havior is seen as essential, with figures supporting
aregulated and structured approach (Figure 7). Ex-
pert opinions reveal a clear preference for financial
penalties and bans from participating in matches as
the most common measures, often applied in com-
bination.

Financial penalties I 55%

Ban from participation in football
Suspension from the respective competition
Releasing the player from the club

Initiating legal proceedings

Depends on the specific situation

I don't think there should be any punishment
Undecided

10,7%

57 %
I 42,4%
I 17,2%

I 11,3%

I 29,1%

. 4,6%

m types of constraints

Figure 7. Answers to the question “In your opinion, how should football players be punished for racist behavior?”

Experts strongly supported sanctioning mecha-
nisms: financial penalties, bans, matches without
spectators, sector closures, and point deductions.
These were seen as the most effective ways to dis-
courage racist behavior.

At the international level, various mechanisms
exist to implement legislation and monitor racist
actions in sports. UEFA (the Union of European
Football Associations) and other organizations like
FIFA play a key role in the fight against racism in
sports by imposing sanctions and conducting edu-
cational campaigns. In addition to sanctions, these
organizations actively work to change public atti-
tudes and reduce racism among fans and athletes.
UEFA’s “Say No to Racism” campaign is one exam-
ple of these efforts, aiming to raise public aware-
ness of the harm caused by racism and to promote
cultural tolerance and social responsibility within
the sports environment (UEFA, 2023).

The findings demonstrate a direct link with the aim
of the study: while managerial approaches such
as awareness campaigns and sanctions are recog-
nized, their effectiveness is only partial. Education-
al initiatives raise awareness but lack visibility and
long-term impact, while sanctions are widely sup-
ported yet inconsistently enforced. This suggests
that integrating both preventive (educational) and
corrective (sanctioning) measures is essential for

sustainable change.

DISCUSSION

This study identifies racism in football as a system-
ic and deeply embedded phenomenon that extends
beyond the field to institutional structures, fan
culture, media, and especially social media. Both
general and expert survey data confirm that play-
ers, coaches, referees, and officials frequently en-
counter or witness racist behavior, most commonly
through verbal abuse, but also via structural ineq-
uities such as biased recruitment, limited access to
leadership, and institutional neglect.

Consistent with Mashigo et al. (2024), these find-
ings suggest that racism in European football is of-
ten treated as a problem of individual misconduct
rather than an institutional issue. Football leaders
tend to adopt corporatized, managerial approach-
es to diversity, focusing on compliance and image
management instead of addressing underlying in-
equalities. This color-blind, meritocratic rhetoric
conceals the systemic nature of racism and sustains
existing hierarchies. Similarly, Luo & Liu (2024) re-
veal that in English football, overt racism is increas-
ingly displaced onto digital platforms, where online
abuse persists despite anti-racism campaigns such
as “No Room for Racism.” These initiatives, while
symbolically powerful, remain largely performative
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and fail to challenge entrenched power relations.
Combating racism effectively depends on recog-
nizing football as both a reflection and reproducer
of broader social inequalities - a shift from man-
aging diversity to actively dismantling structural
discrimination.

Compared to international campaigns, Bulgaria
shows lower awareness and weaker institutional
communication, underlining the need for sustained
visibility. While UEFA and FIFA have long applied
sanctions and awareness initiatives, their penetra-
tion into national contexts remains insufficient.

Future research directions
o Comparative studies with other European
countries.
« Longitudinal tracking of campaign impact on
attitudes and behaviors.
« Exploration of digital strategies to counteract
online racism.

CONCLUSION

Tackling racism in Bulgarian football requires a
dual managerial approach: sustained educational
campaigns to transform attitudes, combined with
consistent sanctioning policies to deter miscon-
duct. Only through collaborative action, consistent
education, and well-defined managerial frame-
works can meaningful change in attitudes and be-
haviors be achieved, both in the stands and within
the structures that shape the game.
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