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Abstract: The analysis of the socio-economic crisis and its impact on handball is based on concrete statistical evidence
of the financial challenges imposed on handball sector during the COVID-19 crisis. This was exemplified in the cancellation
and postponement of sports events. This study further explores the psychological impact of the COVID-19 crisis on players
and staff. Alternative training methods, including virtual coaching and individual home training programmes were emphasised
as crucial player development strategies. Moreover, the research highlights the important role of financial release packages in
mitigating the socio-economic and psychological crisis. The employment decline in handball sector and surrounding industries
is being examined along with the sector’s adaptive policies to ensure optimal health conditions. The research aims at defining
strategic responses to facilitate the handball tradition continuation and to ensure its visibility by mitigating the financial crisis.
It also underlines the long-term shift towards digital and online platforms in sports management and fan engagement. Further
research of handball development after the pandemic crisis and predominant online engagement is required. The innovative
approaches in sports sponsorship along with the novel digital platforms and social media usage for online engagement are
examined. The socio-economic influence of handball as a factor in general economy, both on global and local scale, is recognised
through its interconnectedness with travel, commerce and wide range of businesses.

Keywords: handball, COVID-19, sport, socioeconomic impact.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has caused an unprecedented global crisis, affecting
various sectors of society and the economy (de Boer et al., 2021; Ratten, 2020). The sport of handball,
encompassing both professional and grassroots levels, has not been immune to the ramifications of
the pandemic (Hermassi et al., 2021; Mon-Lépez et al., 2020). The interruption of regular sporting
events due to health and safety concerns and safety measures has resulted in a complex array of
socioeconomic challenges within the sport (Kehl et al., 2021). Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, analysis
of the sponsorships data indicated a stable global growth in sports investments. In Central and South
America investments in sports increased from $3.5 billion in 2009 to $4.6 billion in 2018. A similar trend
was observed in North America where investments were continuously growing from $16.5 billion in 2009
to $24.6 billion in 2018. European sponsorships also saw an increase from $12.1 billion in 2009 to $17.6
billion in 2018, comparable to the Asia Pacific region, which demonstrated an increase in investments
from $10 billion in 2009 to $16.6 billion (Jedel, 2019). However, the onset of COVID-19 has disrupted this
growth trajectory (Dasic et al., 2020).

Although International Handball Federation (IHF) reported substantial financial pressures due
to medical precautions during the 2019 outbreak (Morgan, 2020) in order to preserve athletes’ health,
handball sports in general showed unique tendency to quickly bounce back as seen in the example
of 27th IHF Men’s World Championship held in Egypt in January 2021 and 25th IHF Women’s World
Handball Championship in Spain in December 2021. Moreover, IHF Men’s Youth Championship held in
August 2023 clearly shows the signs of recovery, lining up 32 participating teams, eight more than the
previous tournament in North Macedonia in 2019.

The research aims at determining the role of COVID-19 socio-economic influence on handball
through tournament cancelation, revenues reduction from sponsorships, all consequently leading to
players income decrease. Additionally, handball development in specific COVID-19 health protection
regime is being examined (Dasi¢ et al., 2020). Ultimately, correlation between socio-economic factors

‘Corresponding author: igor.ilic@pr.ac.rs

© 2023 by the authors. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the
N Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

https://scienceij.com
81


mailto:igor.ilic%40pr.ac.rs?subject=
mailto:milica.bojovic%40pr.ac.rs?subject=
mailto:durlevicslavka3%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:jovana.pavlovic981%40gmail.com?subject=
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:igor.ilic%40pr.ac.rs?subject=
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.35120/sciencej0204081i&domain=pdf

lli€, 1. et al. (2023). Resilience and adaptation: Evaluating the socioeconomic impact of Covid-19 on handball, SCIENCE
International journal, 2(4), 81-85.
doi: 10.35120/sciencej0204081i  UDK: 796.322.062:(616.98:578.834(497.11)

and handball performance under unprecedented circumstances will enable the sports sector governing
bodies to control and prevent any possible future crisis by implementing policies, strategic planning and
best practices identified to strengthen resilience identified in handball sector as an optimal model for
creating general sport guidances (Wiltshire et al., 2022).

2. THE ECONOMIC FALLOUT OF PANDEMIC-INDUCED DISRUPTIONS IN
HANDBALL

Due to the inability to hold scheduled handball events and at the same time being obliged to refund
tickets and renegotiate contracts, the President of IHF, Hassan Moustaf, at the meeting with the chairs of
the IHF’s commissions on 27 April 2020 highlighted the considerable financial pressure experienced by
the sport on a global scale, not just handball (Morgan, 2020). During the online meeting between European
Handball Federation (EHF) President Michael Wieder and Moustaf in 2020 confirmed the cancellation
trend. As a consequence, the 2021 Men’s World Championship, originally planned for January 2021,
was postponed. Furthermore, six qualification events for the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games, three each for
women’s and men’s teams, were rescheduled (Ogasawara et al., 2021). Moreover, the women'’s team
events in Spain, Hungary and Montenegro were moved to 19-21 March 2021. The men’s tournaments in
France, Germany, and Norway, initially scheduled for 17-19 April 2020, were also rescheduled to 12-14
March 2021. The IHF also postponed the Women’s Junior World Championships in Romania from 2-13
December 2020 to 1-13 July 2021 along with the Women’s Youth World Championships in Croatia. This
tournament was supposed to take place from 18th August to 29th September, but was similarly postponed
to 11th October 2020 (Morgan, 2020). This evidence clearly suggests a significant loss of income in the
form of prize money, performance bonuses and ancillary revenues reduction, directly influencing teams
and players in the handball sector (Horky, 2021; Wiltshire et al., 2022).

These losses have in some cases necessitated even contract suspensions and terminations, as
well as reduced investment in player growth. Professional players, whose incomes are often closely tied
to tournament outcomes, have faced significant financial uncertainty (Font et al., 2021). This had an
escalating effect on their mental health, which further exacerbated their roles within their social groups,
both within their respective teams and in the domestic environment (Mon-Ldpez et al., 2020; Pons et
al., 2020). The financial wellbeing of handball teams was also at risk (Ratten, 2020). Many relied on the
revenue from tournaments to maintain their operations, pay staff, and invest in player development.

The ripple effects of financial losses extend beyond the immediate sphere of handball to the broader
economy (Nauright et al., 2020). Tournaments often generate significant economic activity in host cities
and countries, benefiting a wide range of businesses, including hospitality, travel and local commerce
(Pons et al., 2020). The cancellation of handball events has, therefore, had a detrimental impact on these
sectors, leading to a broader economic downturn in regions where handball is a significant contributor
to the local economy. Furthermore, the pandemic has caused a shift in fan consumption of sporting
events, with a shift from personal to online attendance, consequently escalating the financial crisis in
handball. This has had a cascading effect on media and broadcasting rights, as well as the advertising
industry connected to handball. The decrease in consumer and business spending related to handball has
highlighted the sport’s interconnectedness with the larger economic system and its vulnerability to global
disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Gheorghe & Mereutd, 2020).

The pre-COVID-19 crisis handball clubs heavily relied on sponsorship and advertising as pivotal
sources of revenue (Hutchins et al., 2019). The economic crisis forced innovative approaches in sports
sponsorship, with a focus on digital engagement and online events. Traditional marketing strategies were
replaced with original approaches using digital platforms and social media for online engagement in
order to attract sponsors and maintain fan interest (Skinner & Smith, 2021). Adopting digital platforms is
perceived not merely as a temporary measure but as a potential long-term shift in the sports sponsorship
paradigm.

The socio-economic ladder position of players and staff decreased during the pandemic (Ratten,
2020). Players and staff had to adjust to reduced earnings, and the industry as a whole had to adapt to
this new economic reality by exploring financial support mechanisms and advocating for relief packages
to aid those most affected (Nauright et al., 2020).
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3. THE CHALLENGES OF PLAYER DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES

The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically impacted the sport of handball, leading to changes in
talent recruitment processes, player skill development, professional progression and overall game quality
(Fontetal., 2021; Jaszczur-Nowicki et al., 2022). Specifically, the suspension of regular sports competitions
and training sessions has had direct consequences on identifying and nurturing young talents, limiting
opportunities for theirimprovement and advancement in the sport (Asai et al., 2023; Fikenzer et al., 2021).
As a result, there is a potential shortage of emerging players entering the sport in the future, which could
lead to a talent deficit in the coming years. This interruption may also affect the strategic planning of clubs
and national teams, which rely on a steady influx of talent to maintain competitive standards.

For professional players, the pandemic has resulted in reduced access to high-level training
conditions and competitive play, which were crucial for maintaining and improving performance (Hermassi
et al., 2021; Ogasawara et al., 2021, Batalha et al., 2023). The deterioration of performance was further
worsened by the increased injury incidence rate (Soligard et al., 2023). The lack of regular training
sessions and competitive matches has not only impeded players’ skill development but could have also
potentially led to a decrease in the overall quality of the game. This decline in quality may have long-term
consequences for the appeal of handball as a spectator sport, which is vital for its economic viability.

In response to these challenges, handball clubs and associations were exploring alternative
training methods, including virtual coaching and individual training programs, in order to continue
player development (Ogasawara et al., 2021). While these innovative approaches are not a complete
substitute for traditional training methods, they still provided a means to maintain player engagement and
skill progression during the pandemic. Additionally, there was a need for strategic investment in player
development programs to ensure that once regular training resumes, the sport can quickly return to its
pre-pandemic growth trajectory.

The economic repercussions of the pandemic have also affected employment within the handball
sector (Begovi¢, 2022; Grix et al., 2021). The loss of employment within the handball sector contributed
to wider economic challenges, including decreased spending power and increased demand for social
support services (Grix et al., 2021). To mitigate these effects, there have been calls for interventions such
as financial relief packages for the sports industry, retraining programs for those who have lost their jobs,
and increased support for the self-employed and contractual workers in the sports sector. Such measures
were essential not only for the immediate support of those affected but also for the long-term recovery and
stability of handball as a professional sport.

4. STRATEGIES FOR HEALTH AND FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has necessitated an enhanced focus on health and safety
measures within the sport of handball, with significant financial implications and the need for operational
adjustments to balance safety with sustainability (Skinner & Smith, 2021). The implementation of rigorous
health and safety protocols has resulted in increased financial burdens on handball organisations. Costs
associated with regular virus testing, sanitation measures, personal protective equipment and adjustments
to venues in order to facilitate social distancing have placed considerable strain on the financial resources
of clubs and event organisers (Kehl et al., 2021; Suarez-Iglesias et al., 2023). The investment in these
preventive measures, while imperative for the safe resumption of sports activities, has led to an increase
in operational costs without a corresponding increase in incomes, particularly given the restrictions on
spectator attendance which traditionally contribute to match-day revenues (Gheorghe & Mereuta, 2020).

To navigate these challenges, handball organisations have had to adapt their operational procedures
extensively. This has included the reorganisation of training schedules to reduce contacts, the redesign of
facilities to ensure hygiene protocols are followed and the management of travel arrangements to comply
with various international and local travel restrictions. These changes have required a reassessment of
logistical and strategic planning, with a focus on minimising risk while maintaining a level of operational
continuity. The primary challenge has been to balance the imperatives of health and safety with the
financial sustainability of handball as a sport. The handball sector’s response to overall safety concerns
has demonstrated adaptability and a commitment to the long-term sustainability of the sport.
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5. CONCLUSION

This research has offered a comprehensive analysis of the socio-economic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the handball sector. The findings highlight the substantial financial losses due to cancelled
or postponed events, the decrease in sponsorship and advertising revenue, the slowed growth and
development of players, the significant loss of employment opportunities and the increased financial
burden due to enhanced health and safety measures. These findings indicate clarify the socio-economic
complexity of the pandemic’s repercussions on handball. Financial instability was observed as a common
factor across various facets of the sport, from grassroots to professional levels (Wiltshire et al., 2022).
The results reflect a stark contrast to the pre-pandemic period when handball was experiencing growth.
This downturn has highlighted the vulnerability of the sports industry to global disruptions and the need
for improved risk management and crisis response strategies.

Comparing these findings with previous studies, it is evident that the challenges faced by handball
were not isolated. Similar economic impacts have been documented in other sports, suggesting a sector-
wide phenomenon that requires a unified approach to recovery of the sports industry. Previous research
has often focused on the immediate impacts of the COVID-19 crisis. Building on their findings, this study
extends the understanding of the medium-term effects of the pandemic and the responses that could
shape the future of handball. The implications of these findings are significant for informed policy-making
and the establishment of best practices by sports governing bodies. There is a clear need for policies
that ensure financial resilience, such as emergency funds or insurance schemes specifically tailored
for sports organisations. Additionally, the pandemic has highlighted the potential for digital engagement
to provide alternative revenue streams, suggesting a shift in marketing and operational strategies that
may be beneficial in the future. Future practices must also prioritise the health and safety of individuals,
incorporating the lessons learned from implementing COVID-19 safety protocols. Handball governing
bodies must develop flexible yet robust operational plans that can adapt to similar crises, ensuring the
continuity of sports activities without compromising the safety of participants.

Despite the challenges, the handball community has demonstrated commendable adaptability in
the face of these adversities. Online training and coaching initiatives have ensured unhindered player
development, and the focus on health has led to enhanced protocols that will benefit the sport well into the
future. These positive outcomes, reflected in digital transformation, innovation in player training, emphasis
on health and well-being, and the cultivation of global solidarity, represent silver linings that have the
potential to fortify handball against future crises. The lessons learned during the pandemic will serve as
invaluable guides as the sport moves forward. The collective efforts of the handball community have not
only helped to navigate this crisis but have also laid a foundation for a dynamic and sustainable future for
the sport. The resilience and adaptability displayed offer a blueprint for navigating future challenges and
harnessing the power of adversity to catalyse growth and development within the sport of handball.

In conclusion, the handball sector, like many others, faces a period of reconstruction and adaptation.
The path to recovery will involve learning from this global crisis, implementing the necessary financial and
operational safeguards, and innovating in the face of adversity. The resilience of handball will depend on
the collective efforts of the clubs, players, organisers and governing bodies as they implement established
strategies to successfully navigate through possible future crises and to ensure a sustainable future for
the sport.
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