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ABSTRACT The aim of the study was to investigate the perceptions of football players on the provision of employee
assistance programmes by a football club in South Africa. The study interviewed eight football players from a premier
soccer club in South Africa. The study used interviews to collect data from the football players. The results of this study
indicated that football clubs need to have employee assistance programmes for their players. Participants in this study
reported that the football club did not provide adequate employee assistance programmes to deal with emotional, medical,
insurance, investment, life skills and career development needs of employees. The results indicated that South African
football clubs need to promote employee health and morale through the provision of employee assistance programmes.
The findings of this study contribute to the rather under-researched area of employee assistance programmes in football
clubs in South Africa.

INTRODUCTION

Football is big business the world over but
very little research is done on footballers as em-
ployees (Frick 2007). Studies on employee as-
sistance programmes tend to sideline football
clubs although the media is alive with soccer
news on almost every weekend throughout the
year. The football industry in South Africa is
booming and many South African clubs are buy-
ing players from other countries and selling some
of their players to overseas clubs (Poli 2010).
The industry is characterised by a huge demand
for quality players and unbelievably huge player
transfer costs between clubs. Football clubs are
riddled with gambling and speculation risks in
South Africa and abroad thus rendering the ten-
ure of footballers at a club unstable.

The life of football players has demanding
work schedules and a lot of travelling (Poli 2010).
During the season, a time for league games and
cup games, footballers could play two games
every week and camp for every game. In a week,
players could be away for four days. Being away
from home more often than not could make their
partners uneasY and they could miss quality time
with their children (Gearing 1999). Some of the
footballers and their wives are reported to en-
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gage in extra marital affairs in South Africa and
overseas (Parker 2001; Fuller 2010). The same
risk sexual practices are reported among other
mobile workgroups such as truck drivers, sales
representatives and soldiers (Essien et al. 2010).
There is pressure put on a player to perform ac-
cording to their work contracts. Most of the play-
ers join football clubs soon after leaving high
school. As young men, they might be over-
whelmed by the large amounts of money they
receive weekly and monthly as performance bo-
nuses and salaries respectively (Gonzalez-Gomez
and Picazo-Tadeo 2010). They instantly become
celebrities and some dramatically become mil-
lionaires (Crompton 2010). The players are un-
der public scrutiny to such an extent that the
media could make or break them by exaggerat-
ing a player‘ s performance. This could offend
opponent clubs. The media can as well write
damaging material about a player and his club.

It can be argued that football players, as em-
ployees, could experience emotional, social, po-
litical, economic and work-related problems for
which they need the services of employee assis-
tance programmes to cushion them against such
adversity (Pollack et al.2010). Work-related
problems can lead to poor quality of life for em-
ployees and a decline in performance. Football
players can be frustrated at work if they are of-
ten not selected to play in the first line-up (Desai
2010; Sanderson 2010). The frustration-aggres-
sion theory postulates that if a soccer player’s
expectations are not met it is more likely that the
player could exhibit aggression that is associated
with frustration (Priks 2010). Frustration at work
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can possibly lead to substance abuse or domes-
tic violence; the player could comfort himself in
drugs and alcohol or vent their anger on their
family (Hattery 2010).  Substance abuse, grop-
ing, sexual assault, and public violence are com-
monly reported among football players in South
Africa and abroad (Merlo et al. 2010).  This study
argued that these behavioural problems among
footballers could be reduced through the provi-
sion of employee assistance programmes in South
African soccer clubs.

The reason why a study on employee assis-
tance programmes in the soccer industry in South
Africa could be of interest to researchers is that
football clubs tend to be perceived as informal
organisations that manage their affairs outside
company laws that regulate business orga-
nisations (Frick 2007). It does not seem appeal-
ing to public opinion that football clubs are
organisations that can develop young men into
professional footballers (Relvas et al. 2010). Fo-
otball players might not be perceived as work-
ers but entertainers in the public eye (Wagner
2010). Even though, entertainers are regarded as
employees if there is a legally binding contract
of employment. The guiding principles are that
the individual is employed in an industry that is
regulated by legislation and that footballers sign
employment contracts (Fees et al. 2010). Emp-
loyee assistance programmes can be extended
to football clubs because of the large numbers of
employees they have besides the players. Foot-
ballers and their families need corporate as-
sistance to promote their well-being. Corporate
social responsibility in sport improves employee
performance (Sheth and Babiak 2010). Emplo-
yee assistance programmes in football clubs
could look at employee benefits such as the pro-
vision of wellness programmes, counselling ser-
vices, HIV and AIDS risk reduction services and
personal effectiveness skills. The wellness pro-
grammes could include guidance on investment
and retirement planning. Retirement planning is
essential among footballers because the tenure
of a footballer is short. The career is tied to an
age restriction that is usually below the age of
forty years (McDermott 2010). Employee assis-
tance programmes help organisations achieve
visibility and popularity. Footballers gain social
status for playing in a highly rated football team
(Poli 2010).

Advertising companies and insurance com-
panies might want to be associated with high

achievers. They might choose to sponsor foot-
ball clubs with a good publicity. This publicity
depicts a football club as a helpful, progressive,
caring and a responsible employer (Walters
2010). Corporate social responsibility by a foot-
ball club can have benefits for both the football
club and the player. The benefits could be repu-
tation management, brand building, local author-
ity partnerships, commercial partnerships, and
player promotion (Walter 2010). In South Af-
rica, clubs that promote players and their com-
munities could get tax rebates (Swinnen and
Vandemoortele 2010). The benefits that could
be realised by football clubs that provide em-
ployee assistance programmes could include:
attracting best talent in the country and abroad,
having a motivated team and low footballer turn-
over (Poli 2010).

The focus of this study was to investigate the
perceptions of football players about the provi-
sion of employee assistance programmes in the
soccer industry in South Africa. The literature
review looked at employee assistance benefits
such as the provision of medical aid, life assur-
ance and funeral insurance, career development,
financial counselling, retirement planning, life
skills and HIV and AIDS counselling.

Employee assistance programmes tradition-
ally focused on alcoholism and substance abuse
among employees (Grobler et al. 2006). Histori-
cally, they included counselling programmes to
help employees deal with substance abuse. It
became apparent to employers that employee
assistance programmes reduce absenteeism and
time off due to illness (Bacharach et al. 2010).
Today employee assistance programmes are now
broader in scope and they include almost all as-
pects that relate to an employee‘ s wellness and
personal development in the workplace (Aura et
al. 2010). In this study, the focus of employee
assistance programmes was on the provision of
the following employee benefits in football clubs:
medical aid, life insurance, funeral insurance,
career development programmes, retirement
planning and HIV and AIDS counselling.

Health insurance caters to the health needs of
the employee and their immediate registered fam-
ily members. The company provides health ben-
efits to the employee and their family and pays
for all or part of the health insurance (Hullegie
and Klein 2010). However, medical care insur-
ance is not compulsory but a mutual agreement
between the employee and the employer. In some
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instances, government intervention can result in
compulsory health insurance for employees
(O‘Donnel 2010). In South Africa, football clubs
can negotiate with employees about medical aid.
Medical aid covers a footballer‘ s injuries, dis-
ability and rehabilitation needs after retirement
(Fuller and Walker 2010).

Life assurance cover for footballers includes
group benefits such as the provision of financial
resources to the footballer‘ s family in case of
death or disability. Footballers like any other
group of employees could fall sick and die at
work (Gwin et al. 2010). Footballers can have
fatal injuries such as head injury, neck injury and
spinal cord injury (Motaung 2010). In South
Africa, common injuries are to the knees, angles,
thighs, lower legs, ligament, ribs and cervical
spine due to rough play (Moutang 2010). Cases
of cardiac arrest and sudden death on the field
are common among footballers (Motaung 2010).
In view of the unforeseen fatalities in soccer,
football clubs need to provide life assurance
cover for their employees.

Health insurance for a football club can pro-
vide funeral insurance for the policy holder and
his family. The policy covers costs associated
with death of the footballer and his family mem-
bers. Most of the employees form burial societ-
ies in the workplace if the employer does not
provide funeral insurance (Mbiba 2010). Friends
and relatives could pool their resources together
to help bury a colleague. Some football players
can make arrangements to have their own insur-
ance cover if the employer fails to provide such
as a facility (Abraham and Feldman 2010). Some
employees could turn down employer-sponsored
insurance policies if they consider the premiums
to be unsustainable.

Some companies provide educational ad-
vancement benefit to their employees. Employ-
ees are free to enrol for further studies at a col-
lege or university and the employer pays for the
associated costs. Career advancement is of para-
mount importance to soccer players because most
of them join football clubs with a high school
certificate or nothing (Bourke 2003). The play-
ers need an education to help them cope with
life after the end of a career in football. Players
could be encouraged to study for entrepreneur-
ship courses and management courses or focus
on specific skills they would need to succeed in
life.

Investment and retirement planning program-

mes focus on minimising immediate gratification
for future larger benefits. Present sacrifices in-
volve budgeting and investing in money markets
for future rewards. An employee‘ s intertemporal
choice is determined by the value they place on
current consumption and perceived effect on fu-
ture consumption and utility. Future-oriented
employees delay immediate gratification and
save for their retirement. Some employees expe-
rience psychological distress when they approach
retirement age due to perceived inadequacy of
their retirement package or the non-existence of
retirement benefits (Guskiewcz et al. 2010). It is
common for some companies not to deduct pen-
sion and other investment premiums from their
employees‘ salaries. Such companies argue that
the decision lies with the employee to invest for
the future or discount the future and live for the
present (Wilson and Daly 2004). It is common
among professional footballers to spent money
on gambling, sexual partners, fast cars, parties,
ostentatious consumption, alcohol, drugs, and
other forms sensual gratification (Free 2010). In
a footballer‘ s life, hedonism can take preceden-
ce over future planning and the projection of a
life after football (Rosenbloom and Murphy
2010). Employee assistance programmes in foot-
ball clubs could have financial counselling
programmes for their employees to help them
deal with debt and investment.

Football players could be at risk of HIV in-
fection like any other group of employees (Bird
et al. 2010). Most of the organisations in South
Africa have HIV and AIDS prevention progra-
mmes in the workplace (Bird et al. 2010). It is
argued in this study that living with HIV can af-
fect the footballer‘ s career. HIV and AIDS edu-
cation programmes could be extended to foot-
ballers‘ wives or partners. The incidence of HIV
among the youth is a threat to the soccer indus-
try in South Africa (Bird and Donaldson 2010).
There are a number of professional footballers
in South Africa who are involved in cases of un-
wanted pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases,
adultery and reckless sexual behaviour (Wood
et al. 2007). The provision of HIV and AIDS
programmes in football clubs could reduce the
incidence of HIV among players.

Aim of the Study

The aim of the study was to investigate the
perception of football players about the provi-

THE WELFARE OF FOOTBALLERS 77



sion of employee assistance programmes by a
South African football club. The study sought to
identify employee assistance benefits that
footballers expected to get from the employer.

Research Question

What are the perceptions of football players
about the provision of employee assistance
programmes in their football club?

METHOD

Research Design

This research used a qualitative approach in
which interviews were conducted to get
footballers views on the provision of employee
assistance programmes by their club.

 Participants

There were eight football players who par-
ticipated in this study. They were drawn from a
football club in the South African premier league.
The study targeted to interview eleven players.
The number of participants was considered ad-
equate for the purpose of this study. The football
players in this club had an age range of 20 to 30
years old.

Measuring Instrument

An interview schedule was used to ensure that
all the participants were asked the same ques-
tions. The questions were open-ended to allow
participants to elaborate on their responses. Par-
ticipants were asked about employee benefits that
they expected the employer to provide.

Procedure

When permission was granted by management
of the club to conduct the study, interviews were
conducted. The football industry is sensitive
when it comes to privacy, thus interviews were
not tape-recorded nor video recorded. Interview
written notes were used instead. Although this
method is time-consuming, it made participants
feel at ease because handwritten notes were con-
sidered more secure than audio-tapes. Partici-
pants felt tapes and some other electronic means
of data collection could leak confidential infor-

mation to the media or adversary clubs in error
or deliberately.

Data Analysis

Thematic content analysis was used to analyse
data. Main themes about employee benefits in
soccer were put into categories. Common ideas
about employee assistance programmes that were
raised by all the participants formed the main
themes in this study.

Ethical Considerations

All the participants volunteered to take part
in the study. Participants signed a consent form
to be interviewed after being told about the pur-
pose of the study. Participants in this study pro-
vided informed consent, were free to withdraw
from the study without consequences, and were
assured that the information they provided was
kept confidential.

RESULTS

The themes about the provision of employee
assistance programmes that emerged in this study
were: the provision of employee assistance
organisational structures, medical aid and life
insurance, retirement counselling, life skills and
HIV and AIDS, and career development. The
results showed that employees felt that their
employer was not providing the benefits that they
expected to get. Employees compared their ben-
efits to that of clubs overseas. Employees were
aware of benefits that were common to the in-
dustry in Africa and overseas and they expressed
the need for South African football clubs to
benchmark their benefits to international trends
in the soccer industry.

Support Structur es

 All of the participants in the study indicated
that it was important for football clubs to have
support structures that cater for employees. A
player‘ s comment recorded in this study illus-
trates this point: “ It is necessary for football clubs
to provide support to players because if they have
problems, they must know where to go or who to
talk to“. This implied that players expected foot-
ball clubs in South Africa to have a department
that deals with footballers‘ well-being. There
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should be people who are employed on a fulltime
basis to deal with employee welfare. The em-
ployee benefits should be included in the em-
ployment contract. Employees and their families
should be free to approach the department. It was
reported by footballers in this study that some of
the daily hassles could distract them from doing
their work properly hence the need for employee
welfare structures that the worker and his family
could utilise. The players felt that huge bonuses
and salaries were not the only factors that kept
employee satisfied with their work. Sometimes
the players had matches away from home; they
expected the employee assistance office to at-
tend to some of the distracting issues in the
player‘s life. The footballer‘ s lifestyle in this
club was characterised by routine, rigidity and
monotony. The player leaves the house, goes to
the field to train, participates in games and re-
turns home to his family. The company was per-
ceived as doing very little to excite and motivate
the players and their families. Some of the play-
ers complained of neglect and likened their wel-
fare to that of office equipment that is only
recognised when it is functional but discarded
promptly when it ceases to function properly.

Medical Care and Life Insurance

Football players in this study reported that a
footballer‘ s health determined his performance.
This is illustrated by the following quotation from
one of the football players: “ Medical care ex-
tends to all other health problems that can pre-
vent a footballer from performing well“. The
players reported that their club was not provid-
ing adequate health care for the players and their
families. The club did not provide medical aid
to players; it only helped players when they were
injured. A player had to join medical aid societ-
ies without company assistance. Most of the par-
ticipants in the study indicated that they did not
have adequate medical cover to cater for their
health needs. Employer-assisted medical insur-
ance was considered essential. Most of the medi-
cal aid companies charged premiums that were
beyond the players‘ affordability. As employees
at risk of fatal injury due to the nature of their
work, company contributory medical aid schemes
were considered a necessity. They reported that
the company assisted employees with “football-
related injuries“ but employees stabbed on their
way home might struggle to get assistance as such

injuries were regarded as “not work-related in-
juries“ or “home injuries“ for which the com-
pany had no legal obligation to assist. The play-
ers were concerned that the football club would
not be liable for their medical bills if they devel-
oped medical conditions that were not related to
playing soccer. For example, cancer or tubercu-
losis would not be covered by the company‘s
medical insurance. The players indicated that the
company should provide insurance for employ-
ees as the parent company provided company
contributory medical aid, life and funeral insur-
ance to employees in its other divisions and sub-
sidiaries.

Retirement Planning and Financial
Counselling

Football players reported that their company
did not provide adequate retirement planning and
financial counselling to its employees. One of
the footballers said:“ In football, a player has to
think for himself to save up and have a retire-
ment plan, otherwise the club does not offer re-
tirement plans to us, not even advice regarding
it“. The company did not have a club-based
programme for retirement planning and finan-
cial counselling. Employees in need of such in-
formation were referred to external service pro-
viders. Short-term financial relief for employees
in difficulties was not available. Employees re-
ported that they needed a “club-based bridging
finance“ for assisting employees in dire straits.
Most of the players reported that a career in the
football industry was short hence they expected
the clubs to provide investment opportunities for
their employees. Most of the players reported that
they were on their own trying to save money for
their retirement.

Life Skills and HIV  and AIDS Counselling

It was reported by players that they needed
to have the services of life coaches or mentors
provided by the club to assist them deal with life
challenges. Life coaches were viewed as imp-
ortant in building the career of footballers and
helping them cope with the pressures of life as
can be deduced from the following remark by
one player: “ The club must offer life skills to
players to help them balance life and handle
fame, because it can be overwhelming at times,
especially for players from humble beginnings“.
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They expected the club to invite overseas leg-
endary soccer players and role models they could
interact with in the development of their career.
The club could assist players serve as role mod-
els in society in the fight against HIV and AIDS.
The players wanted the club to put them in the
limelight by featuring them in popular television
and radio shows. The club could provide psy-
chologists and attorneys to help them deal with
hostile environments that worked against their
career success. Life coaches could be hired by
the club to help players succeed in their life pur-
suits. The young men reported that sometimes
they felt overwhelmed about the money, talking
to the media, and being a household name among
South Africans and abroad. The players indicated
that they needed more information on HIV and
AIDS prevention. They needed the company to
provide facilities for employees who needed
voluntary counselling, testing and current infor-
mation on HIV and AIDS treatment. Family
counselling was considered important in a
footballer‘ s life. Health education on sports and
diet was considered a necessity in their career.
The players expected the club to engage a nutri-
tionist or dietician to educate players about the
importance of nutrition in physical and mental
fitness.

Career Development

Football players in this study indicated that
they needed career development programmes
offered by the company to help them advance
their education. The soccer players valued edu-
cation as a means of earning an income after soc-
cer. This is illustrated by the following statement
taken from one of the players: “ Clubs should
provide bursaries for their players to further their
studies“. They expected the company to make
partnerships with colleges and universities that
could help them learn at subsidised rates and
convenient times that suited football players.
Clubs could provide bursaries for their players
to further their studies. The company was ex-
pected to be on the forefront encouraging play-
ers to improve their education and career plans.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study indicated that em-
ployees perceived their club as not doing enough
to provide employee assistance programmes.

The employee assistance programmes that were
available in the club were administered on an
ad hoc basis to such an extent that the football
players were not clear of their existence. The
help that was given to players was perceived as
more cosmetic than real. There were no policies
and procedures in place in the employment co-
ntract of the footballers that bound the club to
provide employee assistance programmes. The
concept of an employee assistance programme
as benefiting the employee and his family was
not honoured by the football club in this study.
The inadequate provision of support structures,
medical care and life insurance, retirement plan-
ning and financial counselling, and career devel-
opment as reported by football players is dis-
cussed within the context of employee assistance
programmes.

Support structures indicate organisational
commitment to the provision of employee assis-
tance programmes for employees. Corporate so-
cial responsibility was deemed as beginning with
employees within the company and then extended
to the general public (Walters 210). If the com-
pany ignores the welfare of its own employees,
then any claims to being part of the community
in which it is doing business could constitute
corporate disingenuousness or undesirable busi-
ness practices (Walters and Tacon 2010). The
players in this study expected to have offices and
personnel manning employee assistance
programmes in the club. They felt that external
organisations providing such services were not
part of the company. This argument supports the
notion of employer-provided or in-house em-
ployee assistance programmes (Relvas et al.
2010). However, it is also argued that, in some
instances, in-house training programmes or em-
ployee assistance programmes might not be ef-
fective or held in high esteem by the employees
(Wolf et al. 2010). Employees could avoid the
employee assistance department in the organi-
sation in a bid to maintain personal and family
privacy resulting in the organisation having a
facility that is not utilised by the target benefi-
ciaries. In this study, the footballers were look-
ing forward to the provision of such a depart-
ment by the company.

The results of this study indicated that the
football club did not provide medical aid and life
insurance to its employees. The findings are in
agreement with previous research which indi-
cated that some organisations regard the pro-
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vision of medical aid and life insurance as the
employee‘ s own initiative (O‘Donnel 2010). The
participants in this study indicated that they ex-
pected the football club to provide company-as-
sisted medical aid and life insurance cover for
the football players and their families. They ar-
gued that it was part of the company‘ s social
responsibility to ensure that it was working with
a healthy workforce. For ethical reasons, the com-
pany was urged to take into account the high risk
involved in playing soccer such as crude tack-
les, violence, injuries, a short career and sudden
workplace-related deaths (Fuller and Walker
2006; Gwin et al. 2010; Moutang 2010). The life
insurance could assist the surviving spouse and
children with burial and living expenses. It is not
uncommon for a footballer‘ s family to become
destitute soon after his death (Abraham and
Feldman 2010; Mbiba 2010).

Participants in this study reported that their
football club was not providing retirement plan-
ning and financial counselling. The findings of
this study confirmed previous research findings
which revealed that some employees were con-
cerned about their future. Players in this study
sought investment information (Guskiewez et al.
2010). They imagined what their life would be
like when they retired. The players in this study
indicated that they expected the company to look
for investment deals with leading insurance co-
mpanies in South Africa. The company could
consult actuaries who could broker a retirement
and investment package that was tailor-made to
suit the life of a football player in South Africa.
Lack of initiative by the company was regarded
by employees as negligent and uncaring organi-
sational practice. Some of the players reported
that they were at risk of being in debt and needed
financial counselling. They expected the com-
pany to pursue best practices in securing wealth
deals for the employees. In return, the players
promised to grow the business by demonstrating
best dribbling skills and winning games.

With regard to the provision of life skills by
the company, the study found that the club did
not provide life skills to players. Life skills train-
ing helps the youth develop personal effective-
ness skills that are necessary in dealing with life
pressures (Bacharach et al. 2010; Crompton
2010). Participants in this study wanted the ser-
vices of mentors and life coaches in the club as
these services were found to be effective in lea-
dership skills development among employees
in South Africa (Abbott et al. 2010). The “life

skills“ that a club-based employee assistance
programme should provide were: handling the
public and media, dealing with substance abuse,
avoiding violence, communication skills, coping
with the celebrity status and reduction of indul-
gence (Hattery 2010; Merlo et al. 2010; Priks
2010).  Participants indicated that they needed
club-based HIV and AIDS education progra-
mmes to reduce risk sexual behaviour among
players (Wilson and Daly 2010). Such a youth-
based programme for young men playing foot-
ball could be essential considering the high pre-
valence of HIV and AIDS among the youth in
South Africa (Bird and Donaldson 2010; Fuller
2010).

Participants in this study indicated that they
needed to advance their education. They expected
the company to provide bursaries for their edu-
cation. It was argued that a good education could
help them get employment in other departments
of the parent company or elsewhere. The expec-
tations of the footballers in this company were
similar to those of other employees in other in-
dustries. Future-oriented employees invest in
education (McDermott 2010; Rosenbloom and
Murphy 2010).

LIMIT ATIONS OF THE STUDY

Participants were interviewed at a time when
the players were preparing for the World Cup.
Their responses could have been influenced by
the expectancy they had for the World Cup. They
could have compared themselves to well estab-
lished overseas clubs that provided world-class
benefits to their players. Since the tenure of
footballers is short and there is high turnover,
the results of this study could have been affected
by the fact that participants in this study did not
have a historical picture of what the company
used to give to players in the past. Each partici-
pant had a confidential work contract that was
different from that of other players; perhaps there
were some benefits provided by the employer
that were not highlighted in this study. The study
interviewed players from one club. The small
sample size limited the generalisability of find-
ings to other clubs and footballers in other pre-
mier league clubs in South Africa.

CONCLUSION

Employee assistance programmes are a com-
mon feature in many South African companies.
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This study showed that such a facility was not
available at a premier league football club in
South Africa. Employees were aware of the em-
ployee benefits they could get from the club but
apparently no initiative was taken by the employ-
ees to make the employer negotiate with them to
rectify the problem. The findings of this study
could be a tip of the iceberg reflecting the gen-
eral welfare of football players in South Africa.
Directions for future studies could focus on in-
vestigating the provision of employee assistance
programmes in several premier league football
clubs in order to have a broader perspective of
the provision employee assistance programmes
in South Africa.
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