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Abstract  

Corruption in sport has become an important topic for both academic research 

and public policy. Existing measures at national and international levels 

primarily target highly visible forms of corruption, such as match-fixing, illegal 

betting, governance failures in international sport organizations, and the 

misuse of public funds. By contrast, less visible and often normalized 

practices—such as informal payments to referees at lower levels of 

competition or bribery of coaches by parents—remain largely overlooked, 

despite their potential impact on integrity, fairness, and trust in sport. 

This article focuses on these less visible forms of corruption, with particular 

attention to how they are justified by actors involved and why they persist in 

everyday sporting environments. Drawing on empirical research conducted in 

the Czech Republic between 2020 and 2023, the study is based on mixed-

methods data collected across six sectors, with sport as a focal case. The 

research combines surveys of insiders—including sport officials, coaches, 

referees, athletes, and parents—with in-depth expert interviews and validation 

workshops. 

The article first develops a conceptual framework for understanding less 

visible forms of corruption in sport and the challenges involved in 

distinguishing corruption from other forms of misconduct. It then presents 

empirical findings on the prevalence, justification, and normalization of 

informal corrupt practices in Czech sport. Finally, the paper examines current 

public anti-corruption policies and assesses the extent to which they address 

sector-specific risks, as opposed to relying on general, cross-sectoral 

approaches. The article concludes by discussing whether greater attention to 

everyday, low-level corruption may contribute to preventing more serious 

integrity violations in sport. 
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I. Introduction  
 

Corruption and other forms of illicit or unethical behaviour in sport have 

attracted growing international attention in recent decades. High-profile 

scandals involving famous athletes, clubs, and international sport 

organizations have generated intense media coverage and prompted both 

national governments and international bodies to adopt policies aimed at 

protecting the integrity of sport. In parallel, academic research has increasingly 

focused on sport corruption, seeking to classify its forms, identify underlying 

causes, and propose effective preventive measures. 

However, both research and policy debates have tended to concentrate 

primarily on the most visible, spectacular, and institutionalized forms of 

corruption—such as doping, match-fixing, illegal betting, or governance 

failures at the elite level. By contrast, far less attention has been paid to 

everyday, interpersonal practices that occur within routine sporting 

interactions, particularly at the grassroots and developmental levels. These 

practices include informal payments, gifts, favours, favouritisms, and other 

forms of tolerated misconduct involving coaches, referees, parents, and sport 

officials. Although often perceived as minor, culturally embedded, or morally 

ambiguous, such practices are widespread and shape the lived experience of 

athletes and their families. 

This paper argues that these “less visible forms of corruption” are analytically 

and politically important precisely because they are frequently normalized and 

publicly overlooked. Rather than being perceived as corruption, informal 

payments and favours are often justified as expressions of gratitude, 

compensation for underpaid coaches or referees, or preventive measures 

intended to ensure fair treatment in an environment perceived as unjust or 

unpredictable. In this sense, these practices function as informal coping 

mechanisms that compensate for weak institutional trust and opaque decision-

making. Normalizing rule-bending and blurring the boundary between 

acceptable and unacceptable behaviour, they may contribute to the gradual 
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erosion of integrity in sport and create a moral and organizational environment 

in which more serious forms of corruption can emerge and persist. 

Focusing on these practices is therefore crucial not only for understanding 

corruption in sport more comprehensively, but also for designing effective 

anti-corruption and integrity policies. If anti-corruption efforts address only 

high-profile scandals while neglecting everyday practices that are widely 

tolerated, they risk treating symptoms rather than underlying causes. 

Examining less visible forms of corruption allows us to explore how corruption 

becomes embedded in ordinary routines, how it is justified by actors, and how 

it shapes expectations about fairness and merit within sport institutions. 

The article proceeds as follows. First, we define our understanding of less 

visible forms of corruption in sport and discuss the conceptual challenges 

involved in distinguishing corruption from other forms of unethical or illicit 

behaviour. Second, we present empirical findings from our research in the 

Czech Republic, drawing on survey data, interviews, and expert consultations 

to illustrate the prevalence, justification, and normalization of these practices. 

Third, we examine current anti-corruption policies in Czech sport and assess 

the extent to which they address everyday forms of misconduct. In the 

conclusion, we argue that addressing less visible forms of corruption is 

essential for preventing more serious integrity violations and for fostering a 

broader culture of fairness and accountability in sport. 

II. Less visible forms of corruption in sport  – typology  
 

Corruption in sport has traditionally been associated with large-scale and 

highly visible phenomena such as match-fixing—often linked to illegal 

betting—manipulation of host city selections for major sporting events, illicit 

appointments to governing bodies, and, more recently, money laundering 

through sport organizations exploited by organized crime. These forms of 

corruption dominate media coverage, policy responses, and much of the 

academic literature. 
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Less visible forms of corruption in sport, by contrast, have rarely been the 

primary focus of systematic research. Nevertheless, several strands of existing 

literature provide important foundations for their analysis. Research on sport 

integrity increasingly recognizes that corruption is not confined to elite 

competitions or formal governance failures, but also manifests through 

everyday practices embedded in sport organizations. Early conceptual 

contributions emphasize that any conduct undermining fairness, merit-based 

competition, or trust in sport institutions—whether or not it violates formal 

legal rules—should be considered analytically relevant (Maennig, 2008; 

Masters, 2015). 

A related body of research highlights how informal practices such as 

favouritism, clientelism, and discretionary decision-making can distort 

selection processes and resource allocation in sport organizations, particularly 

in contexts characterized by weak oversight and chronic underfunding 

(Geeraert and Van Eekeren, 2021). Large-scale policy-oriented studies similarly 

document the prevalence of informal exchanges, gifts, and tolerated 

misconduct in European sport systems, noting that such practices are often 

normalized and rarely sanctioned despite their corrosive effects on integrity 

and public trust (Transparency International, 2016; European Commission and 

ECORYS., 2018). 

More recent research has explicitly challenged the tendency to equate 

corruption in sport with grand, financially motivated schemes such as match-

fixing or high-level bribery (Numerato, 2016; Barkoukis et al., 2025). Within 

sport organizations, corruption frequently takes less visible but equally 

damaging forms, including favouritism, nepotism, and biased selection 

processes that undermine meritocratic principles and erode institutional trust. 

These practices are often described as forms of informal or relational 

corruption, in which power and influence are exercised through personal 

networks, family ties, or expectations of reciprocity rather than through direct 

monetary exchange. 

As Kihl (2018) argues, corruption in sport operates across legal and moral 

boundaries and includes acts that may not formally violate rules but 
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nonetheless constitute an abuse of entrusted power for personal or relational 

gain. Nepotism and favouritism exemplify this dynamic. Although frequently 

normalized, these practices manifest in team selection, talent promotion, and 

access to training opportunities, producing outcomes that reflect the same 

misuse of power that characterizes more overt forms of corruption. In some 

contexts, informal payments to coaches or referees—often framed as 

expressions of gratitude or compensation for underpaid roles—are intended 

not to secure unjust advantage, but to “guarantee fairness” in systems 

perceived as opaque or biased. Such justifications illustrate the moral 

ambiguity surrounding less visible corruption. 

A particularly underexplored yet ethically significant area concerns corruption 

involving coaches. Given their gatekeeping role over selection, promotion, and 

career opportunities, coaches exercise substantial entrusted power. Bribes or 

undue advantages offered to coaches in exchange for preferential treatment 

directly compromise fairness and equal opportunity. Empirical evidence from 

the Czech Republic indicates that this form of corruption may be both 

widespread and systematically underreported: 13 per cent of respondents 

reported direct or indirect experience with corruption involving coaches, while 

more than half had heard of such cases (Bašná et al., 2023). 

Comparable patterns can be observed across different political and 

institutional contexts. In the United States, the “Marty Blazer case” exposed 

systemic bribery practices within NCAA college sports, where coaches 

accepted payments in exchange for directing athletes toward specific financial 

services (Lawson, 2024). The case illustrates how corruption can become 

normalized even within highly professionalized and prestigious sport systems, 

highlighting the persistence of power asymmetries across all levels of sport, 

from youth to elite competition. 

Parental involvement represents another context in which less visible 

corruption may emerge, particularly in sports offering lucrative career 

prospects. In the Czech Republic, a widely reported case involved a parent 

providing a substantial financial payment to a youth ice hockey coach under 

the guise of a “donation,” expecting improved placement for his child 
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(Kubištová and Bereň, 2015). The case sparked public debate and revealed 

broader patterns of favouritism and informal exchanges that many coaches 

themselves acknowledged as undermining the meritocratic foundations of 

youth sport. 

More recently, scholars have expanded the conceptual boundaries of 

corruption in sport to encompass gendered and coercive abuses of power. 

Sexual extortion—or “sextortion”—is increasingly recognized as a hybrid 

phenomenon combining corruption and sexual exploitation (IAWJ, 2012; 

Feigenblatt, 2020; Bjarnegård et al., 2024). Defined as the abuse of authority 

to obtain sexual favours under threat of retaliation or loss of opportunity, 

sextortion exemplifies the misuse of entrusted power for personal (sexual) 

gain. Victims face significant stigma, and the phenomenon remains severely 

underreported (Alemi et al., 2024). 

The sports environment is uniquely vulnerable to such abuses due to rigid 

hierarchies, intense competition, and limited oversight (Dell and McDevitt, 

2022). Recent research confirms that sextortion occurs across amateur, 

collegiate, and professional levels and affects women, men, and children alike 

(Dell and McDevitt, 2022; Bragagnolo and Lezama, 2025). Addressing these 

practices requires broadening the conceptualization of corruption to include 

exploitative and gendered forms of misconduct, alongside cultural and 

institutional reforms aimed at restoring integrity in sport. 

Taken together, less visible forms of corruption in sport encompass a range of 

informal, relational, and ethically ambiguous practices that distort fairness and 

integrity without necessarily violating formal laws. These include favouritism, 

nepotism, biased selection, informal payments, and tolerated misconduct that 

privilege certain individuals or groups over others. Unlike grand corruption, 

such practices often operate through social networks, personal loyalties, and 

implicit expectations of reciprocity, making them difficult to detect, sanction, 

or even recognize as corruption. 

Despite their diversity, these practices share a common feature: they occupy a 

grey zone between acceptable conduct and corruption. This ambiguity raises 
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fundamental conceptual and legal questions about how corruption in sport 

should be defined and addressed. The following section examines these 

challenges in greater detail. 

III. Conceptual difficulties in addressing different forms of misbehaviour  

in sports  
 

Not all illicit or unethical behaviour in sport raises the same conceptual or legal 

difficulties. Some practices—such as documented cases of players or referees 

accepting bribes to influence match outcomes for betting purposes or 

competitive advantage—clearly meet both legal and normative criteria for 

corruption and frequently constitute criminal offences. Even in these cases, 

however, legal responsibility has at times been contested. Defendants have 

occasionally argued that sport falls outside the traditional scope of corruption 

law because of its private or voluntary character. 

These difficulties become more pronounced when broader definitions of 

corruption are applied. Transparency International’s widely used definition—

“the abuse of entrusted power for private gain”—does not always translate 

easily to everyday practices in sport. Decisions concerning team selection, 

playing time, or access to training opportunities may not appear to involve 

“entrusted power” in the same sense as public office or formal administrative 

authority. This ambiguity creates conceptual grey zones that can be exploited 

by perpetrators and, over time, contribute to the normalization of questionable 

practices. 

The problem is further complicated by legal frameworks that define corruption 

narrowly as the abuse of public power or harm to the public interest. Czech 

criminal law, for example, defines bribery in relation to matters of public 

interest or business activity, raising the question of whether sport falls within 

this category. A well-known Czech case illustrates this tension. In 2004, a 

football club manager was convicted of bribing referees to influence match 

outcomes. On appeal, the defence argued that football was a private and 

voluntary activity and therefore lay outside the public interest protected by 

criminal law. In its 2007 ruling, however, the Czech Supreme Court rejected 
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this reasoning, affirming that public interest cannot be confined to state 

administration or public budgets but must also encompass domains such as 

sport that play significant social, cultural, and economic roles in society (Czech 

Supreme Court, 2007). This decision reflects a broader recognition that sport 

cannot be insulated from corruption law simply by invoking its formal 

autonomy.  

These debates support calls for a broader, functional understanding of 

corruption. Heywood (2018) argues that corruption should not be confined to 

abuses of public office or narrowly defined public interests, particularly in 

sectors characterized by transnational activity and weak formal regulation, 

such as sport. This perspective is especially relevant given the cross-border 

nature of many sport corruption cases and the hybrid public–private character 

of sport governance.  

An alternative approach to defining corruption in sport focuses on 

classification schemes. One influential framework is the TASP model 

introduced by Graycar (2015) and applied to sport by Masters (2015), which 

categorizes corruption according to type, activity, sector, and place. While 

analytically useful, such frameworks struggle to accommodate less visible 

forms of corruption, which often do not fit neatly into predefined categories 

of bribery, embezzlement, or fraud. Informal payments, gifts, favouritisms, 

and the wilful tolerance of misconduct frequently occupy a grey zone between 

corruption and broader ethical violations. Another way to approach the 

conceptual ambiguity of corruption in sport is through sport-specific 

classifications of corruption and misconduct. One influential overview is 

provided by Ivanov et al. (2025), which offers a structured overview of 

corruption and other integrity-related violations in sport. Ivanov’s framework 

captures the wide range of practices that threaten sport integrity, from doping 

and illegal betting to governance failures and ethical violations. Within this 

typology, Ivanov distinguishes between several major categories, including 

doping-related violations, illegal betting and match manipulation, obstruction 

of justice in sport-related proceedings, salary cap abuses, irregularities in 

athlete transfers, violations in appointment and election processes, and a 
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category of other violations of codes of conduct or ethics. This latter category 

includes practices such as unsportsmanlike behaviour and the wilful toleration 

of misconduct. 

Table 1: Forms of Corruption and Other Misconduct Specific for Sports 

1. Doping  

1.1. Falsification of results of doping probes   

1.2. Hiding results of doping probes 

1.3. Misleading/suppressing ongoing anti-doping investigation 

1.4. Use or trafficking of prohibited Performance Enhancing Substances 

(PEDs) 

2. Illegal betting  

2.1. Illegal betting related to match fixing 

2.2. Illegal betting related to money laundering 

2.3. Illegal participation in betting 

3. Manipulation of sports competitions  

3.1. Match-fixing 

3.2. Spot-fixing 

3.3. Technical manipulations 

3.4. Use of artificial intelligence or other technologies to get undue 

advantage 

4. Obstruction of justice in sports courts and arbitrations  

5. Salary cap abuses  

6. Use of “bridge clubs” for the transfer of athletes  

7. Violations in the appointment/election process  

8. Other violations of codes of conduct/codes of ethics  

8.1. Verbal abuse 

8.2. Physical altercations 

8.3. Hazing 

8.4. Vandalism 

8.5. Racism and other types of discrimination 

8.6. Hooliganism 
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8.7. Unsportsmanlike behaviour 

8.8. Wilfully tolerating misconduct 

 

Source: (Ivanov et al., 2025) 

From the perspective of the present article, Ivanov’s typology is particularly 

useful because it explicitly acknowledges forms of misconduct that do not 

always meet strict legal definitions of corruption but nevertheless affect 

fairness and integrity in sport. At the same time, these practices are treated in 

a necessarily general manner, reflecting their ambiguous status and the 

difficulty of distinguishing between ethical lapses and corruption in a narrow 

sense. 

Building on Ivanov’s framework, this article focuses specifically on these less 

visible and often overlooked practices—such as informal payments, gifts, 

favouritism, and tolerated misconduct—and examines how they operate in 

everyday sport settings. Rather than questioning their classification, the aim is 

to explore their practical consequences and their role in shaping expectations, 

behaviour, and trust within sport organizations. By doing so, the article 

complements existing typologies by providing empirical depth to a category 

that is widely recognized but rarely analysed in detail. This perspective aligns 

with functional approaches to corruption in sport that emphasize outcomes 

and societal expectations rather than formal legal boundaries. As Masters 

(2015) argues, corruption in sport should be understood as conduct that 

distorts outcomes, misallocates resources, or undermines public confidence in 

a domain of shared societal importance. Similarly, Maennig (2008) 

conceptualizes sport corruption as any deliberate conduct by athletes, 

officials, or administrators that undermines the integrity of competition, and 

Gorse and Chadwick (2010) emphasize the manipulation of sporting outcomes 

for personal gain, whether legal, moral, or ethical boundaries are breached. 

Taken together, these perspectives show the close interconnection between 

corruption and integrity. Repeated violations of commonly accepted moral 

standards—particularly when tolerated or justified—contribute to an 

environment in which more serious forms of corruption can emerge and 
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persist. Less visible forms of corruption are therefore not merely definitional 

anomalies or minor ethical lapses; they are integral to understanding how 

integrity erodes in sport and why anti-corruption efforts that focus exclusively 

on spectacular scandals risk overlooking deeper, systemic vulnerabilities.  

IV. Corruption in Sport in the Czech Republic: Context, Scandals, and 

Anti - corruption Efforts  
 

Corruption in Czech sport cannot be understood without reference to the 

country’s historical and institutional development. During the socialist period, 

sport was not merely a recreational or professional activity, but a politically 

instrumentalized domain closely linked to state ideology and international 

prestige. Sporting success served as a symbol of regime strength, and the 

sector was therefore heavily subsidized and centrally managed. This system 

fostered patterns of patronage, informal influence, and opaque decision-

making, which became deeply embedded in sport governance structures. 

Although the political and economic system changed fundamentally after 

1989, these institutional legacies were never fully dismantled. In the post-

socialist period, sport governance was formally decentralized and opened to 

pluralistic actors, yet it remained strongly dependent on public funding. More 

than three decades later, the Czech sport sector continues to rely heavily on 

state subsidies, particularly at the amateur and grassroots levels. While public 

support is essential for sustaining sport infrastructure and participation, it also 

creates a fragmented governance environment in which access to resources is 

politicized and vulnerable to informal influence, especially where oversight 

mechanisms are weak or inconsistent. 

These structural conditions have repeatedly manifested themselves in 

corruption scandals that have shaped public perceptions of Czech sport. One 

of the most prominent cases emerged in 2004
1

, when a football club manager 

was convicted of systematically bribing referees to influence match outcomes 

 
1 https://www.idnes.cz/fotbal/prvni-liga/deset-let-od-vypuknuti-korupcni-afery-ve-fotbale-synot-
zizkov.A140429_170919_fotbal_min 
 

https://www.idnes.cz/fotbal/prvni-liga/deset-let-od-vypuknuti-korupcni-afery-ve-fotbale-synot-zizkov.A140429_170919_fotbal_min
https://www.idnes.cz/fotbal/prvni-liga/deset-let-od-vypuknuti-korupcni-afery-ve-fotbale-synot-zizkov.A140429_170919_fotbal_min
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in the first league. The case attracted extraordinary media attention and 

became emblematic of corruption in Czech sport, even inspiring cultural 

representations in theatre and film. Subsequent scandals further revealed 

vulnerabilities in sport governance, particularly in relation to the allocation and 

management of public subsidies. 

Among the most serious cases was the misuse of state funding within football 

governance, which resulted in the conviction of the head of the Czech Football 

Association alongside a deputy minister responsible for sport policy. Other 

scandals involved prominent individuals, including an elite ice hockey coach 

accused of soliciting informal “gifts” from parents of young players, as well as 

irregularities in the Czech Tennis Association, a sport in which the Czech 

Republic has long enjoyed international success. These cases reinforced public 

perceptions that corruption in sport was not confined to isolated individuals 

but reflected deeper systemic weaknesses. 

In response to mounting criticism and repeated scandals, the Czech 

government undertook a series of institutional reforms. Most notably, the 

National Sports Agency
2

 was established in 2020 and entrusted with the 

administration and distribution of state subsidies for sport. The agency 

introduced formal criteria for funding allocation, adopted an internal anti-

corruption programme, and established a whistleblower reporting mechanism. 

These measures signalled a growing recognition that sport required sector-

specific governance and integrity safeguards. 

Despite these formal steps, the effectiveness of anti-corruption efforts in 

Czech sport has been widely questioned. The internal anti-corruption 

programme adopted by the National Sports Agency in 2021 included 

provisions for regular review and updating; however, there is no publicly 

available evidence that such evaluations have been systematically carried out. 

This lack of transparency has undermined confidence in the reform process 

and raised concerns about limited enforcement capacity. 

 
2 https://nsa.gov.cz/ 
 

https://nsa.gov.cz/
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In 2024, the National Sports Agency itself became the subject of scrutiny when 

it was audited by the Czech Supreme Audit Office. The audit delivered a highly 

critical assessment of the agency’s operations and was followed by the 

initiation of criminal proceedings. These developments underscored the 

persistence of governance vulnerabilities even within institutions created 

explicitly to address corruption risks. 

At the international level, Czech engagement in sport integrity initiatives 

remains partial. The Czech Republic has not yet acceded to the Council of 

Europe’s Convention on the Manipulation of Sports Competitions (Council of 

Europe, 2014), despite its relevance for addressing match-fixing and related 

integrity threats. This absence reflects a broader pattern in which international 

anti-corruption instruments have been acknowledged rhetorically but only 

selectively incorporated into national sport governance. 

Recognizing these shortcomings, the Czech Government’s Action Plan for the 

Fight Against Corruption for 2025–2026 (Czech Ministry of Justice, 2024) 

assigns several new tasks to the National Sports Agency. These include 

consideration of new sport-specific legislation, preparation of a national 

strategy for state support of sport for the period 2026–2030, development of 

preparatory materials for accession to the Macolin Convention, establishment 

of a national platform for sport integrity, and potential participation in the 

International Partnership Against Corruption in Sport (IPACS). Together, these 

measures indicate a shift toward a more coordinated and strategic approach 

to sport integrity
3

. 

Nevertheless, the Czech experience to date suggests that anti-corruption 

efforts in sport have largely been reactive and scandal-driven, focusing 

primarily on institutional redesign, compliance mechanisms, and high-profile 

cases. While such measures are necessary, they do not automatically address 

the informal practices, cultural norms, and everyday behaviors that shape how 

corruption is understood and tolerated within sport. The following chapter 

therefore turns to empirical evidence on less visible forms of corruption in 

 
3 https://korupce.cz/protikorupcni-dokumenty-vlady/na-leta-2023-az-2026/ 
 

https://korupce.cz/protikorupcni-dokumenty-vlady/na-leta-2023-az-2026/
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Czech sport, examining how corruption is experienced, justified, and 

normalized in everyday sporting environments. 

V. Empirical research : less visible forms of sport corruption in the Czech 

Republic  
 

This chapter presents empirical findings on less visible forms of corruption in 

Czech sport, focusing on everyday practices that are rarely addressed by 

formal anti-corruption measures but play a crucial role in shaping integrity and 

trust within sport organizations. Unlike the preceding chapter, which 

examined historical developments, institutional structures, and policy 

responses, this section concentrates on how corruption is perceived, 

experienced, justified, and normalized by actors operating within the sport 

sector. 

Research design and methodology  
 

The findings presented in this section draw on a 2023 empirical study 

coordinated by the Czech Academy of Sciences in cooperation with the Ministry 

of Justice (Bašná et al., 2023). The study employed a mixed-methods design to 

examine corruption across six sectors, with sport receiving focused attention 

due to its perceived vulnerability. The sport-specific component combined 

quantitative and qualitative methods. A national survey was administered to 

127 respondents, including professional and amateur athletes, coaches, 

referees, sport officials, administrators, and parents of young athletes. The 

survey focused on three core dimensions: perceived prevalence of corruption, 

personal and indirect experience with specific corrupt practices, and attitudes 

toward causes and possible solutions. These data were complemented by 

qualitative interviews with institutional actors and experts, as well as validation 

workshops, allowing for triangulation and contextual interpretation of the 

survey results. 

Perceptions of corruption in sport  
 

Survey results indicate that corruption is widely perceived as a serious and 

persistent problem in Czech sport. More than 70 percent of survey 
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respondents indicated that corruption is either somewhat or very widespread 

in the sport sector. This assessment closely mirrors broader societal 

perceptions, with nearly half of respondents believing that the overall level of 

corruption in Czech society has remained unchanged over the past decade, 

and a notable minority perceiving it as worsening (see Figure 1). 

Importantly, respondents did not associate corruption exclusively with high-

profile scandals involving elite competitions or international federations. 

Instead, they frequently referred to persistent forms of corruption embedded 

in local and grassroots sport. These practices, though rarely visible in media 

coverage, were described as having a corrosive impact on fairness, 

accessibility, and trust in sport institutions. 

Figure 1: Perception of corruption in sport and in general 

 

 

Note: 0=no corruption, 6=high corruption 
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Visible and less visible forms of corruption  
 

Survey findings confirm that match manipulation—particularly in football—

remains one of the most visible and widely recognized forms of corruption in 

Czech sport. Respondents reported that such practices occur not only at the 

professional level, but also in regional and lower-tier competitions, where 

oversight is weaker and informal influence more difficult to detect. Awareness 

of match-fixing is relatively high: while direct personal experience is limited, 

more than one-third of respondents indicated that they had heard about such 

cases, underscoring their prominence in public and media discourse. 

Even more widespread, however, is the misuse of public subsidies allocated to 

sport. Irregularities in the distribution or use of state funding were the most 

frequently reported form of corruption across all categories. Over half of 

respondents indicated either direct experience or knowledge of such cases 

through someone close to them. This finding highlights the central role of 

public funding in the Czech sport system and its vulnerability to informal 

influence, favoritism, and weak accountability mechanisms. 

Alongside these well-known and publicly discussed forms of corruption, the 

data reveal a high prevalence of less visible and more normalized practices. 

Clientelism, for example, frequently takes the form of invitations to VIP 

sections, preferential access to events, or participation in official travel. These 

practices serve to reinforce informal networks and reciprocal obligations 

within sport organizations and between sport officials and external actors. 

Importantly, respondents often described such exchanges as routine or 

expected, rather than as corrupt behaviour. 

Particularly striking are the findings related to bribery of coaches in youth 

sport. Approximately one-fifth of respondents reported personal experience 

with parents offering or being asked for informal payments to secure playing 

time, team placement, or other advantages for their children. More than half 

of respondents had heard about such practices, while only around one-third 

reported no experience with them at all. Despite this prevalence, respondents 

emphasized that bribery of coaches is rarely discussed openly and is often 
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framed in non-corrupt terms, such as sponsorship, donations, or expressions 

of gratitude. 

Justifications and moral ambiguity  
 

Our data indicate that informal payments and gifts are rarely perceived by 

actors as explicit attempts to buy unfair advantage. Instead, they are 

commonly justified as expressions of gratitude, forms of sponsorship, or 

compensation for underpaid coaches and referees. In many cases, respondents 

stressed that no concrete favour was demanded or guaranteed in return. 

Rather, the purpose of such payments was described as maintaining goodwill, 

preventing unfair treatment, or ensuring that existing rules would be applied 

correctly. 

This moral ambiguity is central to understanding why less visible forms of 

corruption persist. Respondents frequently portrayed informal payments as 

rational responses to opaque decision-making, insufficient institutional 

safeguards, and a lack of trust in fair selection procedures. In this sense, such 

practices function as informal insurance mechanisms in an environment 

perceived as unjust or unpredictable. 

The normalization of these practices was evident in respondents’ accounts. 

Several described having encountered informal payments or favouritism 

already in their childhood, suggesting that such behaviour is learned early and 

becomes embedded in sport culture. Over time, repeated exposure to minor 

rule-bending appears to lower moral thresholds and blur the distinction 

between acceptable and unacceptable conduct. 

Representative statements from respondents illustrate these dynamics: 

“Among parents in ice hockey, it is quite common practice—if you want your 

son to play in the first or second line, you have to pay, sometimes officially as 

sponsorship, but you have to pay.” „Even as a child I witnessed this kind of 

corruption; children of parents who paid for the coach or socialized with him 

were selected for matches. “ 
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„.. I heard that in a first-league football club, a young player was asked for 

€2,000 by the coach so that he could be accepted into the A-team preparation 

“. 

Perceived causes of less visible corruption  
 

When asked about the causes of informal payments and tolerated misconduct, 

respondents most frequently cited cultural habits and the absence of effective 

sanctions, each identified by approximately two-thirds of participants. Other 

commonly mentioned factors included informal connections between sport 

agents and federation representatives, insufficient protection for 

whistleblowers, and chronic underfunding of sport. 

These explanations point to a broader structural problem rather than 

individual moral failure. Informal practices thrive in environments where 

formal rules are weakly enforced and where actors perceive compliance as 

risky or ineffective. In such contexts, everyday corruption becomes normalized 

not because actors reject ethical standards, but because they doubt the 

system’s capacity to uphold them.  

VI. Discussion and conclusions  
 

This article has examined less visible forms of corruption in sport, focusing on 

everyday practices such as informal payments, gifts, favouritism, and the 

tolerance of misconduct. The empirical findings from the Czech Republic 

demonstrate that such practices are rarely perceived by actors as corruption 

in the strict sense. Parents, coaches, and sometimes referees often interpret 

small bribes or gifts not as attempts to secure unfair advantage, but as 

expressions of gratitude, compensation for underpaid roles, or precautionary 

measures intended to maintain goodwill and avoid unjust treatment. In many 

cases, no explicit quid pro quo is expected or demanded. 

These practices are further justified by reference to historical habits, systemic 

underfunding, and widespread distrust in the fairness of sport institutions. 

Importantly, they tend to remain outside public and media attention. With rare 

exceptions—typically involving prominent individuals or explicit solicitation—
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informal payments in everyday sport settings are treated as normal, inevitable, 

or morally ambiguous rather than as integrity violations. 

This raises a central question: are such practices merely residual cultural habits 

that will gradually disappear with modernization and institutional reform, or 

do they constitute a broader foundation for more serious forms of corruption 

in sport? The findings presented in this paper support the latter interpretation. 

Repeated justification and toleration of minor rule violations lower moral 

thresholds and contribute to the normalization of misconduct. Once informal 

payments and favouritism are accepted as legitimate responses to perceived 

injustice, the boundary between acceptable behaviour and corruption becomes 

increasingly blurred. 

The evidence also suggests that less visible forms of corruption reflect deeper 

concerns about institutional trust. Informal payments function as coping 

strategies in environments perceived as opaque, unpredictable, or unfair. 

Rather than expressing overt disregard for ethical norms, they signal a lack of 

confidence that formal rules will be applied consistently and impartially. In this 

sense, everyday corruption is not only a moral problem, but also a symptom 

of governance deficits. 

Focusing on less visible forms of corruption, this study contributes to broader 

debates on integrity in sport and anti-corruption policy. It demonstrates that 

corruption cannot be understood solely through high-profile scandals or legal 

definitions. Practices that remain informal, socially accepted, and weakly 

sanctioned may have cumulative effects that are just as damaging, as they 

shape everyday expectations, normalize rule-bending, and create 

environments in which more serious integrity violations can flourish. 

VII. Policy recommendations  
 

The findings of this study suggest that effective anti-corruption strategies in 

sport must go beyond criminal investigation and institutional compliance. 

State authorities typically respond to corruption cases through criminal 

proceedings, particularly where public funds are misused, accompanied by 
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demands for improved financial management. While such responses are 

necessary, they address only a limited segment of the corruption problem. 

In contrast, there is often little public or institutional pressure on sport 

organizations themselves to confront informal payments, favouritism, and 

tolerated misconduct. Sport officials rarely articulate clear positions against 

these practices, and ambiguity persists regarding what forms of behaviour are 

acceptable and which undermine integrity. 

Based on the analysis presented in this paper, several policy implications 

emerge: 

First, anti-corruption strategies should explicitly address all forms of illicit and 

unethical behaviour in sport, including those that are informal, socially 

tolerated, or perceived as minor. Focusing on less visible forms of corruption—

such as informal payments to coaches—can contribute to the prevention of 

more serious corruption by reinforcing clear ethical boundaries and countering 

normalization processes. 

Second, sport organizations and governing bodies should be encouraged, or 

required, to adopt unambiguous positions against informal payments, 

favouritism, and other everyday integrity violations. Where uncertainty exists 

about the acceptability of certain practices, clear guidance should be provided 

through codes of conduct, education, and internal communication. Silence or 

ambiguity effectively legitimizes misconduct. 

Third, administrative and legal measures should be complemented by broader 

societal engagement. Pressure from non-governmental organizations, parents’ 

associations, athlete groups, and civil society actors is essential to challenge 

normalized practices and to promote integrity as a shared value rather than 

merely a compliance obligation. Without such external scrutiny, formal anti-

corruption frameworks risk remaining symbolic. 

Integrity in sport, as in society more broadly, is shaped by everyday practices 

as much as by formal rules. Addressing less visible forms of corruption may 

not yield immediate or spectacular results, but it represents a crucial 

investment in strengthening trust, fairness, and ethical standards. In this 
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sense, even small interventions targeting everyday misconduct can have 

disproportionate long-term effects on the integrity of sport. 
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