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Understanding the social consequences of major soccer events is important for
social science researchers and policy-makers alike. On the one hand, socially
integrative effects are ascribed to these events. On the other hand, they are sus-
pected of increasing the devaluation of minorities and disadvantaged groups.
Sociological theories in a Durkheimian tradition suggest that the emotional
entrainment that goes along with football-related rituals might play a role. We
thus investigated the effects of the World Cup 2010 on the derogation of minori-
ties and disadvantaged groups in Germany and hypothesized that the emotional
entrainment is a predictor of changes in derogation. Results of our naturalistic
study show significant increases in derogative attitudes after the World Cup.
Contrary to our expectations, emotional entrainment is not associated with this
increase. We discuss possible alternative explanations, in particular the influence
of public discourse.

Introduction

Major international football tournaments, such as the FIFA World Cup or the UEFA
European Championships, have a global impact on politics and economies, and the
governing bodies of the respective associations consider football as a tool for ‘mak-
ing positive impacts on society and the environment’.1 These positive impacts are
frequently portrayed by national and international football associations in various
campaigns and policies as promoting social inclusion and countering discrimination
and the devaluation of minorities. The validity of these claims and the success of
implemented policies, however, are questionable since violence, racism and homo-
phobia have not at all disappeared from the football scene.

In fact, various scholars have noted that major football events are ‘Janus-headed’
in their effects on social inclusion, both within and across societies. On the one
hand, football events and media coverage of these events are supposed to have
socially integrative effects by bringing together a diverse audience engaged and
immersed in a common activity.2 On the other hand, scholars have argued that these
events have socially disintegrative effects and promote exclusion and the rejection
of minorities and prejudiced groups by forcing people to confront each other in
competitive and affectively laden ways.3 This view is famously reflected in George
Orwell’s description of football as ‘war minus the shooting’ that activates the ‘com-
bative instincts’ of both players and audiences.4
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Scholarship dealing with this ‘darker’ side of football and related media coverage
have focused on two key aspects. First, a variety of sociological studies have
investigated game-related violence, hooliganism and fan riots.5 Second, research has
established various links between football and hostile attitudes towards minorities
and prejudiced groups, in particular in terms of ethnic discrimination, racism and
homophobia.6

Studies focusing on tournaments in which national teams are competing, such as
the FIFA World Cup or the UEFA European Championships, point at an interesting
aspect of this broader literature. Much of this research is concerned with the reper-
cussions of such tournaments for national identity, national pride and national
belonging.7 It critically scrutinizes the self-proclaimed positive effects of these
events for social integration, multiculturalism or nation building, as stated, for exam-
ple, by the FIFA.8 A closely related line of inquiry has suspected rather opposite
effects of national team competitions and investigates their influence on social exclu-
sion in a broad sense. This includes negative attitudes towards national or ethnic
groups directly involved in or related to the team competition (usually stereotyped
members of opposing national groups), but also towards prejudiced groups, such as
migrants, ethnic or religious minorities, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
(LGBT) groups or persons with disabilities.9

Although much research has been carried out and considerable progress has been
made towards understanding the social consequences of football events, it is still
debated whether they primarily serve as performative stages for rivalries and com-
petition and tend to strengthen communal bonds or whether they are rather based on
the ‘defining of borderlines between in-groups and out-groups’, and thus contribute
to the reproduction of these borders.10 Aside from this unresolved question, most
existing studies tend to emphasize the discursive, praxeological and symbolic
aspects of football’s consequences and still comparably little is known about the
social mechanisms that bring about attitudinal changes as a consequence of football
events – for better or worse.

Germany, and especially the German national team, offers particularly interest-
ing cases to further investigate these questions, chiefly with regard to the rejec-
tion of minorities and prejudiced groups. This is evident when looking at
football-related discourse that had gained momentum throughout the World Cup
2006 in Germany. The 2006 World Cup is widely considered a turning point in
modern Germany’s self-understanding and endorsement of public expressions of
national pride or patriotism (e.g. waving the German flag) that were mostly
tabooed due to German history. At the same time, however, there have been con-
stant debates and grave concerns as to whether this renewed national pride would
go hand in hand with increases in xenophobia and discrimination against minori-
ties.11 This debate was again fuelled around the football World Cup 2010, when
the German national team for the first time was constructed as a particularly
‘multicultural’ team that represented the diversity of German society in view of
the discourse on German society’s racial, cultural and ethnic composition.12 The
team composition was praised by many as a ‘role model’ for German society at
large and as a stronghold against potentially derogatory effects of renewed
national pride regarding nationalism and the social exclusion of minorities within
German society.

The reasons for such ‘spill-over’ effects of negative attitudes arising within
national contexts onto seemingly unrelated minority groups are frequently seen in
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the symbolic boundaries of national communities13 that are constructed both
internationally and intranationally.14 Symbolic boundaries rely on symbolic codes
dividing individuals into either (national) in-group members or ‘others’ that
are excluded from the group because they are perceived as threats to an alleged
‘homogeneity’ of the national community.

The workings of symbolic boundaries in the context of football have recently
been linked to the performance of (mediatized) rituals and ritual practices that are
integral to most major football events.15 Since Durkheim’s16 seminal works, rituals
have been shown to have important consequences for solidarity and cohesion
within social groups and for attitudes and behaviours towards perceived out-
groups. Importantly, Durkheim suggested that a key facilitating element in bring-
ing about these consequences is the linking of collective effervescence, i.e. the
emotional entrainment17 experienced during rituals, with the symbols and sym-
bolic codes (e.g. values and beliefs) that are constitutive for groups and group
boundaries.

Looking at major football events from a ritual perspective thus raises the
question whether the emotional entrainment experienced during these events is in
fact implicated in changing attitudes towards a ‘range of different target groups of
discrimination’.18 Examining major football events may also shed light on the
mechanisms that bring about such changes, in particular with respect to the affec-
tive dimensions of ritual practices. In this article, we present the results of a
quasi-experimental study that investigated the influence of emotional entrainment
experienced in Germany during the World Cup 2010 on changes in exclusionary
attitudes towards minorities and prejudiced groups in German society. We hypothe-
sized that the emotional entrainment individuals experience more or less intensely
during the World Cup is a predictor of increases in derogatory attitudes towards
these groups after the World Cup. In the remainder of this article, we first outline
our theoretical arguments in more detail and derive a number of testable hypothe-
ses. We then report on the methods used and the results obtained and finally
summarize and discuss our findings.

Rituals, emotional entrainment and symbolic boundaries

The socially integrative effects of nationwide-mediatized football events are thought
to be closely related to their ritual features and their involving thousands of indi-
viduals from various socio-demographic and ethnic backgrounds.19 This integrative
potential of rituals has been discussed in detail by Durkheim more than a hundred
years ago. Durkheim suggested that rituals are crucial for group identification, cohe-
sion, solidarity and the development of a collective consciousness. In his treatise on
The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim20 argued that the social func-
tions of rituals in tribal communities pertain to their potential to evoke the experi-
ence of collective effervescence, i.e. the feeling of a deep emotional entrainment
with the other ritual participants and the social group.

A basic ingredient of these rituals is the close physical proximity of large num-
bers of community members in social gatherings with clear (symbolic) borders to
non-participating outsiders. Importantly, rituals are set apart from mundane activities
and constitute a ‘sacred’ space. Numerous taboos, for example, regarding consump-
tion and conduct, as well as bodily synchronization via music, dancing and singing
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guard participants from ‘profane’ distractions and assure that the crowd shares, and
is mutually aware of, a common focus of attention, which is usually seen in specific
symbols and symbolic codes representing the group and its values. This, in turn,
leads to a state of ‘heightened intersubjectivity’21 and the experience of shared
emotions. Durkheim22 described ‘collective effervescence’, as

a sort of electricity [that] is generated from their [participants’] closeness and quickly
launches them to an extraordinary height of exaltation. Every emotion expressed res-
onates without interference in consciousnesses that are wide open to external impres-
sions; each one echoing the others. The initial impulse is thereby amplified each time it
is echoed.23

Thus, collective effervescence is supposed to reinvigorate group identity, to
strengthen feelings of belonging to the community and to reinforce the (symbolic)
boundaries towards perceived outsiders. Along similar lines, Cohen argued for an
affective understanding of the boundaries of a community: ‘similarity or difference
is not a matter for objective assessment: it is a matter of feeling, a matter which
resides in the minds of the members themselves’.24 Cohen also agrees with
Durkheim in conceiving of rituals as crucial for the symbolization of the commu-
nity’s boundaries.25

Durkheim26 further suggested that the effects of rituals on group identification
can be achieved by negative as well as by positive emotions. Crucially, the presence
of group-related symbols in ritual practices leads to their ‘affective grounding’ or
‘charging’, i.e. they become imbued with emotional meaning and significance
because ‘the emotions aroused are transferred to the symbol’.27 These symbols,
which can be any kind of object or code, for example, (representations of) idealized
ancestors, artworks, animals, plants, or landmarks,28 make salient a group’s values,
norms, beliefs and symbolic boundaries even outside ritual gatherings, prompt feel-
ings of belonging and solidarity, reinforce identification with the group and increase
prosocial behaviour.

Although Durkheim’s original arguments largely centre on close-knit, groups
such as clans and communities, he explicitly related his arguments to the context of
nations and national symbols. He argued that national symbols become sacred once
they have been emotionally charged – i.e. when they are loved, feared and wor-
shipped. Durkheim29 illustrates this by referring to national flags: ‘The soldier who
dies for his flag dies for his country, but the idea of the flag is actually in the fore-
ground of his consciousness’.30 Actions towards symbols are interpreted as actions
towards the group, and members of national communities will thus be willing to
have their symbols treated with respect and to protect them from harm. Perceived
defilement, for example, the burning of flags, often elicits feelings of ‘righteous
anger’.31

Durkheim also emphasized the demarcating consequences of rituals by highlight-
ing the strong antagonisms between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’ as symbolic
boundaries created and enacted in rituals.32

When we think of sacred things, the idea of a profane object cannot present itself to
the mind without meeting resistance, something within us that opposes its settlement
there. The idea of the sacred does not tolerate such a neighbor. But this psychic antago-
nism, this mutual exclusion of ideas, must necessarily culminate in the exclusion of the
things that correspond to them. If the ideas are not to coexist, the things must not touch
one another or come into contact in any way.33
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This perspective was further elaborated by Bergesen34 in view of the fabrication
of moral antagonisms. He suggested that rituals produce and reproduce different
symbolic boundaries depending on their context: political rituals tend to create an
antagonism between loyal and subversive, legal rituals between innocent and guilty,
etc.35 Collins36 also theorized on the ‘negative side’ of ‘feelings of moral solidar-
ity’37 which may manifest in ‘righteous anger’ arising towards ‘heretics, scapegoats,
and other outcasts’.38 Because group members successively become attached to the
symbols of their group, disrespectful behaviour towards these symbols may lead to
‘shock and outrage’.39

Taken together, theories in this Durkheimian tradition suggest that the experience
of emotional entrainment during certain rituals is closely linked to the establishment
and reproduction of symbolic boundaries. This may, on the one hand, lead to inclu-
sion and heightened identification and solidarity with the group.40 On the other
hand, it may also promote the exclusion or derogation of objects or individuals
perceived as ‘profane’ and not belonging to the group.

Rituals in present day Western societies

Durkheim already transferred his approach to the level of contemporary nation-
states, where rituals can be found, for example, in events related to commemoration,
inauguration or mourning. Another class of events that fits most of Durkheim’s crite-
ria includes major international sports events, in particular football tournaments.

Football tournaments as rituals are usually not confined to spectators watching
the games in the stadium. Rather, matches and events transcend the ritualized con-
text of the stadium by far and football World Cups in particular belong to the most
widely broadcasted media rituals in modern societies.41 Hardly any other event
reaches a similarly large and global audience. Also, football World Cups are
amongst those types of events that generate nation-based collective emotions in
unparalleled ways. From Collins’s42 perspective on stratified rituals, individuals par-
ticipate in these ritualized events for the benefit of emotional energy that is gained
within the ritual. The closer people are to the centre of the event, the more powerful
and successful in creating emotional energy and group attachment the ritual will be.
Stratified rituals, such as major football tournaments, thus hint at the important
questions of the ‘intensity’ and the ‘success’ of rituals. According to this perspec-
tive, the magnitude of the social consequences of such rituals depends on the degree
of (emotional) entrainment experienced during the ritual.

It is also no surprise then, that aside from the economic and political impacts,
the social consequences of major international football tournaments are continuously
debated in public discourse. Given that these tournaments are inherently designed as
competitions between nations or national groups – as represented by the national
teams – and that citizenship and national belonging are highly salient during these
tournaments, it seems obvious that the national community is discursively construed
as ‘sacred’ in a Durkheimian sense during these events.43 Individuals perceived as
not falling within the symbolic boundaries of the national community (based on
whatever criteria or ascribed characteristics) are likely to be construed as ‘profane’
and (symbolically) excluded from the community, which, by definition, is con-
structed with the implication of similarity among its members and differences
regarding non-members.44
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In view of major (mediated and ritualized) football tournaments in which
national teams compete, two (non-exclusive) conjectures seem reasonable. First,
these events may promote social cohesion and integration among members of a
national community through the experience of mutual emotional entrainment during
the event, regardless of prevailing differences in terms of gender, age, ethnicity,
social class sexual orientation or the like, and may increase national pride and patri-
otic attitudes. In this perspective, the symbolic boundaries are most likely drawn
along the lines of nationality and citizenship, and supporters of other competing
national teams are perceived as members of an ‘out-group’ falling beyond those
boundaries. As mentioned previously, a second possible understanding of ‘out-
group’ may be any group (within or outside the boundaries of a national commu-
nity) perceived as a threat to an allegedly ‘homogeneous’ national community. This
may include LGBT groups, migrants, disabled persons, ethnic and religious minori-
ties and other prejudiced groups. In both cases, individuals perceived as not belong-
ing to the national community are likely to be derogated and discriminated against.
Although the two conjectures are not mutually exclusive and most probably not a
matter of ‘either/or’ but rather of ‘as well as’, we will focus on the latter assumption
here and look at the effects of emotional entrainment on changes in attitudes towards
minorities and prejudiced groups within society.

Football events and the rejection of prejudiced groups in Germany

For a number of reasons, Germany is a particularly interesting case to examine the
social consequences of major football events. First, football is the most popular
spectator sport in Germany. In 2002,

40 percent of the population over 14 years old belonged to the euphoric type with
regard to football, with both a very high level of interest and emotional attachment to
the sport. Only 16 percent had no special interest in football, but this group was able
to develop an interest in the case of the World Cup.45

These numbers increased once again during the World Cup 2006, when more than
61 million German viewers (83% of the total population) followed at least one Word
Cup match on television.46 Similar figures for Germany emerged during the 2010
World Cup in South Africa.47 Second, the impact of increased national identification
and national pride on the rejection of minorities and prejudiced groups – or out-
groups more generally – has been a matter of public and academic debate, at least
since the World Cup 2006, which had led to an outburst of patriotic behaviour in
Germany.48 Third, the German national football team has changed significantly over
the past decades towards its present perception as a ‘multicultural team’ that repre-
sents values such as tolerance, multiculturalism and ethnic diversity.49

Existing empirical studies of the effects of football World Cups on both group
cohesion and disintegration in Germany have provided mixed results and most
research focuses either on nationalism and national pride or on xenophobia. Further,
we know of no studies explicitly investigating the role of emotional entrainment in
attitudinal changes brought about during a major football tournament. For example,
Mutz50 showed that the Euro 2012 resulted in an (temporary) increase in national-
ism and patriotism among Germans. Although this study did not specifically investi-
gate the rejection of minorities or prejudiced groups, its results can be interpreted in
this way since it has repeatedly been shown that national pride is a reliable predictor
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of the devaluation of certain groups, such as ethnic and religious minorities or
homosexuals.51 For example, Becker, Wagner and Christ52 report increases in
nationalistic attitudes after the World Cup 2006 and show that the relation between
nationalism and the derogation of minorities and prejudiced groups is strengthened
after the world cup. In another study, however, Kersting53 reports that small
increases in ‘sports patriotism’ during the World Cup 2006 seem to go hand in hand
with small decreases in xenophobia after the World Cup.

None of these studies have accounted for the role of emotional entrainment in
the social consequences of ritualized and mediatized football events, as suggested by
the theories reviewed above. It is therefore still an open question whether (a) major
international football events do indeed affect attitudes towards out-groups and
minorities and in which directions and (b) whether this is associated with the
experience of emotional entrainment during a tournament.

The present study

Attending to the theoretical background and the unresolved questions illustrated
above, we investigated the impact of the football World Cup 2010 on the rejection
of minorities and prejudiced groups in Germany. This study was part of a larger
study on the effects of collective emotions on attitudes and prosocial behaviour. In
particular, we were interested in the role of emotional entrainment in bringing about
these attitudinal changes. More specifically, we investigated whether the intensity of
emotional entrainment experienced while participating in the media rituals surround-
ing the World Cup influenced attitudes towards ethnic, religious, cultural and other
minorities. We took the FIFA Football World Cup 2010 in South Africa (between
11 June and 11 July 2010) as an international mediatized mega-sports event, during
which large numbers of people experience emotional entrainment to different
degrees. According to the FIFA, the World Cup

was shown in every single country and territory on Earth, including Antarctica and the
Arctic Circle, generating record-breaking viewing figures in many TV markets around
the world. The in-home television coverage of the competition reached over 3.2 billion
people around the world, or 46.4 per cent of the global population, based on viewers
watching a minimum of over one minute of coverage. […] Based on viewers watching
a minimum of 20 consecutive minutes of coverage, the 2010 tournament reached
nearly a third of the world population with 2.2 billion viewers. […] The average
in-home global audience for each match was 188.4 million.54

In Germany, games played by the German team attracted an average of 26.5 mil-
lion viewers on TV.55 In addition, up to an estimated 12 million viewers watched
each game at public screening events in various public locations across Germany.
Moreover, the World Cup was prominently featured extensively in daily newspapers,
news shows and commercials, and hardly anyone was able to elude this ‘vectoriza-
tion’.56 This suggests that during the time of the World Cup, a significant number of
spectators experienced emotional entrainment during the events and matches sur-
rounding the tournament. In line with our theoretical assumptions, we hypothesized
that the World Cup would thus lead to notable changes in exclusionary attitudes
towards minorities and prejudiced groups in German society (H1), and that these
changes would be positively associated to the experience of emotional entrainment
during the Word Cup (H2).
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Methods

Our study was designed to measure both the experience of emotional entrainment
during the World Cup and potential changes in the rejection of minorities and preju-
diced out-groups after the World Cup. Using a quasi-experimental design, we
assessed out-group rejection at two times: before and shortly after the World Cup.
The experience of emotional entrainment was measured retrospectively after the
World Cup. In this design, the World Cup serves as our ‘treatment’, which, due to
missing random assignment and the lack of a control group, makes the study quasi-
experimental.57 The study was implemented using an online survey with two points
of measurement. The first wave assessed out-group rejection within two weeks
before the World Cup. The second wave again assessed out-group rejection and the
experience of emotional entrainment during the World Cup after the tournament.
Although participants received an emailed invitation on the first day after the World
Cup to complete the second wave, first questionnaires were answered on the fourth
day after the Cup. To reduce attrition, we allowed participants to complete the
survey until 16 days after the tournament. Online surveys have been criticized for
bearing a number of methodological challenges, mainly regarding sampling issues,
self-selection and unrepresentative or biased samples stemming from differences in
internet access.58 However, they also bear methodological advantages because
respondents can answer questions in an intended bias-reducing sequence and the
absence of an interviewer is the best assurance of anonymity.59

Participants

Participants were recruited by disseminating the URL of our survey using a
snowballing system through a variety of email lists, adverts in the daily press, inter-
net forums and by directly approaching students at Freie Universität, Berlin. Our
theoretical background highlights the role of group symbols in bringing about the
social consequences of rituals and emotional entrainment. Because our study took
place in Germany during the World Cup when German national symbols (e.g. the
German flag and its colours, the Brandenburg Gate, the National Team, the
Reichstagsgebäude, etc.) were on constant display in the media and throughout pub-
lic places, bars and restaurants, we limited participants to those holding German citi-
zenship, for which the assumed effects of symbols and emotional entrainment should
be most pronounced.60 To ensure that participant data are correctly matched for the
pre- and post-World Cup measures, each participant was assigned a unique and
anonymous identifier. Two vouchers of an online vendor, worth 40 Euros each, were
raffled off among all participants as an incentive. One hundred and seventy-seven
respondents completed the first wave of the study, of which 116 took part in both
waves. Eighteen participants were excluded due to non-German citizenship, which
resulted in a total of 98 valid cases (36 female, 62 male; mean age = 28.36;
SD = 11.38 years). Hence, male respondents are overrepresented, the sample is
notably younger than the population average and most respondents are highly edu-
cated (at least having a university entrance qualification; data not shown). Although
attrition markedly lowered our sample size and the generalizability of results is
limited, our study still provides initial insights into the mechanisms underlying the
derogation of minorities as a consequence of major international football
tournaments.
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Measures

Out-group rejection

To assess the rejection of minorities and other prejudiced groups in German society,
we used the well-established ‘group-focused enmity’ (GFE) scale.61 The GFE scale
measures prejudice towards different minority groups and conceives of out-group
devaluation as a ‘syndrome’ comprising xenophobia, anti-semitism, Islamophobia,
racism, sexism and the devaluation of homosexuals, disabled and homeless per-
sons.62 The scale thus allows to determine whether changes in out-group rejection
occur more notably for specific groups. The GFE scale is an attitudinal scale com-
prising 18 items. Respondents indicate their agreement with various statements on
four-point scales from ‘not at all’ to ‘completely’.

Emotional entrainment

Because there is no established scale measuring emotional entrainment, we devel-
oped a questionnaire aimed at assessing the degree of emotional entrainment experi-
enced by an individual during the World Cup. The scale consists of three items
measuring the overall emotional involvement into the events surrounding the World
Cup (four-point Likert scale).63 These items assessed how strongly respondents felt
emotionally moved when watching a game of the German team, how strongly they
felt affected by the emotions of other fans and how intensely they were taken and
moved by the overall atmosphere of the World Cup. The scale also included four
additional questions assessing the ‘effervescence’ dimension of emotional entrain-
ment as indicated by the viewing context and the involvement into larger crowds, as
measured by the number of games of the German team watched at home alone, at
home with friends or family, at a public bar or restaurant and at a large public
screening event or in a stadium (see Appendix 1 for details). The latter four ques-
tions were weighted and combined into a single item so that games viewed in the
presence of more people would increase the item score, and thus the overall score
on the emotional entrainment scale. Reliability of the resulting scale was high
(α = 0.83), indicating a good internal consistency, and an exploratory factor analysis
revealed a single-factor solution, explaining 67.27% of variance with factor loadings
between 0.77 and 0.88. Convergent validity of the scale was assessed by computing
correlations with the number of games respondents watched. The correlation is
significant (r = 0.70, p < 0.01), lending support to the validity of the scale.

Results

We first report descriptive statistics for the dependent and independent variables (see
Table 1) and then compare means of the group-focused enmity scale between wave

Table 1. Range, means and standard deviation of GFE and emotional entrainment.

Min. Max. Mean SD N

GFE pre-World Cup 1.00 2.44 1.63 0.32 98
GFE post-World Cup 1.17 2.94 1.69 0.33 98
Emotional entrainment 1.00 3.93 2.36 0.68 98
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one (pre-World Cup) and wave two (post-World Cup). Subsequently, we computed
regression analyses to estimate the association of emotional entrainment with
changes in group-focused enmity.

To investigate whether exposure to the mediatized rituals of the World Cup influ-
ences out-group rejection at a general level, we compared the means of the group-
focused enmity scale before and after the World Cup (see Figure 1). Results show a
moderate and significant increase in group-focused enmity after the World Cup as
compared to pre-World Cup measures (Mpre = 1,63; Mpost = 1,69; T = –2.56;
df = 97; p = 0.01).

The results thus support our hypothesis H1 that the World Cup has a notable
influence on out-group derogation. They also lend support to existing studies that
have previously (although often indirectly) demonstrated a relation between interna-
tional football tournaments and increases in out-group derogation.

To investigate the association between emotional entrainment and group-focused
enmity, we ran multiple linear regressions. Our outcome variable is the level of GFE
in wave two, i.e. after the World Cup. Our main predictor variable is emotional
entrainment (mean-centred). We also included the level of GFE before the World
Cup as well as age and gender as control variables in a stepwise fashion (see
Table 2).

Contrary to our expectations, results show no significant association between emo-
tional entrainment and GFE after the World Cup. Not surprisingly, pre-World Cup
levels of GFE are a highly significant predictor of post-World Cup measures. Neither
age nor gender is significantly associated with changes in GFE. We suspected that

Figure 1. Mean GFE scores pre- and post-World Cup.
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failure to establish a significant association might be due to the fact that GFE does not
only represent derogatory attitudes towards minorities, but also reflects how individu-
als construe the symbolic boundaries of the national community, i.e. accounts for
whether they hold more or less exclusive views of who belongs to the nation and who
does not. In this case, the experience of emotional entrainment might also be a partial
outcome of pre-World Cup levels of GFE in that individuals with high initial levels of
GFE experience emotional entrainment more strongly than those with lower levels.
On the entire sample, this might obscure any meaningful association between emo-
tional entrainment and post-World Cup GFE levels since individuals with very low
and very high levels of pre-World Cup GFE would level out one another. Therefore,
to test whether associations between emotional entrainment and post-World Cup GFE
levels can be established depending on pre-World Cup levels, we conducted a
moderation analysis.64 Results mirror those of the regression analyses presented
above and show no significant moderator effects of pre-World Cup GFE on the
association between emotional entrainment and post-World Cup GFE (β = −0.148;
p = 0.882). Details of the moderation analysis are available upon request.

In sum, therefore, we cannot confirm our hypothesis H2 that emotional entrain-
ment is positively associated with changes in GFE after the World Cup. Our results
indicate that exposure to, or participation in, the mediatized events surrounding the
World Cup do lead to a moderate but significant increase in group-focused enmity,
as a measure of the derogation of minorities and disadvantaged groups. As it seems,
however, this increase is not fuelled by the experience of emotional entrainment dur-
ing the World Cup, as a Durkheimian perspective would suggest.

To better account for alternative explanations for increases in out-group deroga-
tion, we took a closer look at changes in the distinct dimensions of GFE. As can be
seen in Figure 2, all dimensions show increases after the World Cup. Comparisons
of means for each sub-dimension, however, reveal no significant increase on any
dimension.

To further account for the significant general increase in group-focused enmity,
we looked at the single items of the GFE scale. We find significant increases after
the World Cup only for the following items (see also Figure 3): ‘German re-settlers
should be better off than foreigners because they are of German origin’65 (Mpre =
1.31; Mpost = 1.43; T = 2.41; df = 97; p < 0.05); ‘Sometimes I feel uncomfortable in
the presence of handicapped people’ (Mpre = 1.31; Mpost = 1.43; T = 2.41; df = 97;

Table 2. Linear regression with coefficients and standard errors (dependent variable GFE
post-World Cup).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

β SE β SE β SE

GFE pre-World Cup 0.805*** 0.066 0.801*** 0.068 0.800*** 0.069
Emotional entrainment −.012 0.031 −0.012 0.031 −0.011 0.031
Gender (reference: men) – – −.010 0.045 −0.009 0.045
Age – – – – 0.001 0.002
Constant 0.402** 0.129 0.425* 0.170 0.388* 0.179
R² (corrected) 0.604 – 0.600 – 0.598 –

N = 98.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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Figure 2. Pre- and post-World Cup comparison of means for distinct GFE dimensions.

Figure 3. Mean GFE scores for single items pre- and post-World Cup (only items with
significant changes shown).
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p < .05); and ‘It is disgusting when homosexuals kiss in public’ (Mpre = 1.88; Mpost =
2.07; T = 2.94; df = 97; p < .01).

Although single-item analyses are of limited informational value, these items
point in a direction that might contribute to an explanation of the overall increase in
out-group derogation. For example, the ‘handicapped’ and ‘homophobia’ items
suggest that discourse effects might make a significant contribution to changes in
out-group derogation. Given that the media coverage on football World Cups is
traditionally focused on bodily strength, power and vitality as well as on a
predominantly male heterosexual ideal type, this might promote distorted percep-
tions of and changing attitudes towards disabled and homosexual persons. The same
holds for discourse related to national pride which might affect the ‘re-settlers’
question due to a heightened salience of German identity. We will further explore
these possibilities in the concluding section.

Discussion

Major football events have significant political, economic and social consequences,
often at transnational and even global scales. In terms of their social consequences,
there is debate as to whether these ritualized events promote social integration and
understanding or rather reinforce existing lines of conflict and lead to the derogation
of out-groups. The underlying mechanisms of a possible shift in devaluating atti-
tudes also remain unclear. Sociological theory in a Durkheimian tradition suggests
that the experience of collective effervescence might be critical for both, promoting
social cohesion and increasing out-group rejection.

This study therefore investigated the influence of major football events on out-
group rejection and the role of collective effervescence in this link. We designed a
naturalistic study conducted in Germany around the football World Cup 2010, which
reliably elicits collective effervescence in a non-laboratory setting. Our findings
show a moderate and significant increase in group-focused enmity after the World
Cup. The findings are robust when controlling for age and gender and support exist-
ing studies that emphasized the disintegrative consequences of major football events
in some countries. Contrary to our expectations, we find no support for the idea that
increases in exclusionary attitudes towards minorities and prejudiced groups are dri-
ven by the emotional entrainment experienced during the World Cup. This suggests
that the disintegrative effects of the World Cup may not be brought about by this
aspect of involvement in the ritual practices surrounding the event.

There are a couple of possible explanations for this finding. One possibility
includes certain limitations of our study, for instance in view of the emotional
entrainment measure used. Although the scale we developed is valid and reliable, it
might be limited in capturing the actual ‘effervescence’ component that is critical to
Durkheim’s theory. Furthermore, our study does not address the diversity of possible
in-group and out-group conceptions individuals may hold and with which they enter
the ritual events surrounding the World Cup. For example, participants might
construe all viewers at a public screening event as belonging to their in-group, with
the national community only playing a minor role. Finally, considerable variation in
the time of assessment of the post-World Cup measures might have led to biases in
self-reports of emotional entrainment.

A second possible explanation can be found by looking at pre-/post-World Cup
changes in the distinct dimensions of our group-focused enmity measure. Although
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none of the nine dimensions of the scale shows a significant increase, we find sig-
nificant increases for specific single items addressing the devaluation of re-settlers,
handicapped people and homosexuals. Given that news and media coverage during
the World Cup traditionally highlights bodily strength, power and vitality of athletes
and promotes a predominantly male heterosexual ideal type, we suspect that
increased agreement to statements devaluating homosexuals and disabled persons
might result from media discourse effects.

A variety of studies have shown that media discourses contribute to the forma-
tion of racial and ethnic stereotypes,66 body images,67 and gender and sexualities
schemas.68 During World Cups, football-related content dominates newspapers,
advertisements and TV-commercials and it has repeatedly been shown that this con-
tent reflects football ‘as an extension of society’.69 Importantly, research in this vein
suggests that media coverage of sports and sports events reconstructs stereotypes
related to gender, race and nationality.70 There is of course a vast array of potential
other events that might have affected participants’ attitudes between the two points
of measurement. However, an open-ended survey question inquiring for such events
that was part of a related study indicated no single and particularly salient event.

Increases in negative attitudes towards disabled persons and homosexuals could
therefore potentially be linked to football’s inherent discourse on the body and its
gendered dimension. Football as the most popular media sports in Germany is an
important stage for the discursive construction of an idealized (male) body, reflecting
attitudes regarding disability and homosexuality.71 A trained body shows its poten-
tial for physical dominance and is therefore a symbol of masculinity in a classic
sense. Any injuries in football usually lead to exclusion: those who are sick, injured
or handicapped cannot be members of a team anymore and are excluded from the
group. In certain contexts, these practices may have socio-political implications, in
particular when the sporting body becomes a symbol of national identity.72

Second, the use of male sporting bodies as symbols of masculinity can also be
seen as a contributing factor to increases in homophobia since in mainstream dis-
course, masculinity is closely linked to a heterosexual lifestyle.73 Sports is often
declared the part of society where ‘a man can still be a man’ and in which the male
body is used either in fighting other men or in a rough expression of comradeship
with teammates. Football has thus been described as a ‘resort of masculinity’.74 It is
therefore no surprise that football is considered a stronghold of homophobic atti-
tudes in Germany as well as in many other countries.75 Finally, the increased sup-
port for the statement that ‘German re-settlers should be better off than foreigners
because they are of German origin’ might reflect a rise in essentialist and nationalist
attitudes in Germany after the World Cup.

Taken together, our study yields two important outcomes. First, it suggests that
the socially integrative effects of international football tournaments – which are con-
stantly emphasized by governing bodies such as FIFA or UEFA – cannot consis-
tently be observed across societal groups. Instead, our study shows increases in
derogatory attitudes towards minorities and disadvantaged groups, in particular
homosexual and disabled persons, after the Cup. Second, the study suggests that
these increases are most likely not an outcome of the emotional entrainment into the
rituals surrounding the World Cup, such as participation in public screening events
and an emotional attunement and ‘going with the crowd’. Instead, the effects of
discourse and media coverage during the World Cup offer an alternative explanation
for increases in derogatory attitudes. As Cohen points out, the boundaries of a
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community are relational: ‘the sense of social self at the levels of both individuality
and collectivity are informed by implicit or explicit contrast’.76 Emphasizing a male
heterosexual and physically fit body as a stereotypical ideal might very well con-
tribute to a tendency of ‘othering’ the respective contrasting groups.

Given the limitations of our study, most importantly the small sample size, little
information on the longevity of the observed effects, and the naturalistic setting with
lack of control of confounding variables, more research is definitely needed to better
understand the consequences of mediatized football events and the role of emotional
entrainment. To look at the broader societal implications of international football
tournaments, future studies should rely on random population samples and specifi-
cally control for individual factors that are relevant for both, the experience of emo-
tional entrainment and exclusionary attitudes, for example, fandom and interest in
football. To more precisely account for the mechanisms underlying the reproduction
of symbolic boundaries, tightly controlled laboratory experiments offer various
possibilities for sociological insight.
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Appendix 1. Emotional entrainment scale items, four to six were weighted and
combined into a single fourth item of the final scale

Scale ranging from 1 (none/not at all) to 4 (all/a lot)

(1) How emotional have you felt about the German team’s games?
(2) How much have you let yourself be carried away by the mood of other fans?
(3) How much have you let yourself be carried away by the excitement of the World

Cup?
(4) How many of the games in which the German national team played did you watch

alone at home?
(5) How many of the games in which the German national team played did you watch at

home with friends/family/acquaintances?
(6) How many of the games in which the German national team played did you watch in

a public pub/bar/restaurant?
(7) How many of the games in which the German national team played did you watch at

a large public viewing event or in the stadium?
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