
 

1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Returning to UK sporting events during COVID -19: 

Spectator experiences at pilot events 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contributing authors  

Dr Anne Templeton, University of Edinburgh 

Kayleigh Smith, University of Edinburgh 

Jennifer Dang Guay, University of Edinburgh 

Nicola Barker, UK Sport 

Darren Whitehouse, Sports Grounds Safety Authority 

Aysha Smith, UK Sport 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Our sincerest thanks go to the respondents who provided their views on the pilot events, and 

to the organisers who provided help in distributing the surveys. We are grateful for such 

thoughtful and detailed accounts of spectator experiences. 

 



 

2 
 

Executive summary 

We surveyed 1,821 spectators attending pilot events in England between 26th July and 3rd 

October 2020 at basketball, cricket, football, horseracing, rugby and snooker events to 

identify spectatorsô perceptions of large sporting events during the COVID-19 pandemic. All 

respondents except 3 participated since 26th August, after the UK government allowed pilot 

sporting events to reopen again. 

Overall, the respondents had high trust in the event organisers to maintain their safety, and 

reported positive experiences of the events. The positive experiences were mainly due to 

regaining a sense of ñnormalityò, the collective experience of attending live sporting events 

with other fans, and pride in their sports club and fellow fans for keeping one another safe. A 

recurring theme is that the events were important for mental health and mitigating the 

negative consequences of social isolation during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

On average, the respondents believed all safety measures present were important in 

mitigating the spread of COVID-19. They also showed high trust in the event organisers to 

maintain safety, and reported high levels of adherence to the safety measures both for 

themselves and for other spectators. 

Providing clear and actionable information about how to follow the safety measures was 

important to encourage spectator adherence to safety measures. A crucial aspect of this, 

however, was the spectatorsô confidence in the event organisers to keep them safe. Effective 

sources of information included other spectators, events signage, stewards, announcements 

during events, online information, and pre-event communications. The respondents 

appreciated communication from organisers regarding safety measures being taken and 

guidance on how to adhere to those safety measures. In section 8.4, we suggest methods for 

effective communication to assist the spectators in being able to follow the safety guidance. 

Respondents reported feeling safe in the events and this was highly related to the belief that 

spectators would keep one another safe. On one hand, seeing others adhere to the safety 

guidance led to higher expectations that the crowd members would support one another to 

keep safe, which led to feeling that everyone was part of the same group, and therefore higher 

own adherence. However, belief that the crowd members felt part of the same group was also 

associated with reduced perception that others in the crowd could put them at risk through 

germ spread. Together, this points to the importance of understanding social relations within 

the crowd when fostering safe behaviour. In section 8.5, we provide recommendations to 

encourage safe behaviour and minimise unsafe behaviour using group-based social norms. In 

section 8.6, we suggest specific areas that organisers should attend to in order to minimise the 

lower risk perception leading to increased risk-taking.  
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1. Demographic information of respondents 

Figure 1. The age, gender, home region of residence, and employment status of 

respondents (total respondents = 1,821) 
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2. Spectatorsô commercial experiences of events 

 

2.1. Reasons for attending events 

We asked spectators to select their reasons for attending the event. Spectators were able to 

select more than one answer.  

Table 1. Percentage of reasons for attending events 

Reason % Reason % 

Supporting my sport/favourite athlete 58.8 Supporting my local venue 27.7 

The buzz of live sporting action 42.1 Seeing elite athletes and competition 15.9 

Sharing the live experience with other 

fans in the venue 
37.3 

Having something special to get me 

out of the house 
16.5 

A day out with family and/or friends 25.0 Other 7.2 

 

Others main reasons that spectators provided included: 

¶ Ongoing commitment to the sporting event. For example, respondents said óWe go to this 

event every yearô, óI've been attending since 1977 and I go every yearô, and óHave 

attended all previous public matches since 1962ô 

¶ Wanting to return to live events with other fans, e.g., óI wanted to get back to watch live 

football with other club fansô, and óAlways loved the buzz of racing and racing fraternity 

are always a great crowdô 

¶ Supporting their team or sport, e.g., ósupport my team and singing them onô, ósupporting 

the football team I am passionate aboutô, and óTo support racing in getting the public back 

on to racecoursesô 

¶ Related to supporting a particular team, being a season ticket holder was a main reason 

for attending, e.g., óSeason ticket holder at the club so staying loyalô, and óI am a season 

ticket holder I wanted to support my local teamô. 

¶ Mental health, e.g., óTry to get some sort of normality as I have not been well during 

lockdown with mental healthô, and óto improve my mental healthô 

 

 

 

2.2.  Impact on activities before, during and after events 

To assess the impact of COVID-19 on spectator activities before, during and after the events, 

we asked: óTo what extent did the COVID-19 pandemic and your experience at this event 

make you less or more likely to partake in the following activities?ô 
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Figure 2: Impact of COVID -19 on activities 

 

In line with the majority of respondents travelling by car, the attendees were much less likely 

to use public transport to travel to an event, compared to events prior to COVID-19. 

However, attendees were more likely to purchase merchandise, contact customer services 

prior to attending an event, purchase food or drinks at an event, and ask questions at 

information points at the event. Furthermore, their experience at these events led them to 

respond that they were much more likely to attend another sports event in the future.  

2.3. Modes of transportation to events 

We examined the method of travel that respondents took to attend the events. Respondents 

were able to select more than one option to reflect multi-staged journeys. 

Figure 3: Mode of travel to events 
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The majority of participants opted to take cars (40.6%) compared to public transport (12% 

overall). This may reflect the fact that fans are following guidance to engage in protective 

health behaviours prior to the events by travelling in small groups or alone. 

2.4.  Emotional experiences of events 

Previous work by UK Sport has suggested that live sporting events can make spectators feel 

positive emotions such as happy and inspired. However, COVID-19 can create negative 

feelings such as anxiety and stress that could be detrimental to the spectatorôs experience. We 

asked spectators how they felt for both positive and negative emotions during the event 

compared to how they felt in everyday life.  

Figure 4: Emotional experiences at events compared to everyday life 

 

Overall, spectators reported feeling less negative emotions (scared, stressed and anxious) and 

more positive emotions (safe, inspired, proud and happy), compared to how they felt during 

everyday life. The main reasons spectators provided for their emotions during the events are 

reported below with example excerpts. 

¶ Event organisation helped spectators feel safe 

o óThe way the event was organised made me feel safe and comfortable to be out and 

aboutô 

o óI felt very safe. The venue was extremely well organised with members of staff giving 

very clear directionô 

o óI think the manner in which the club communicated with supports via demonstration 

video and code of conduct was exemplary. It provided me with confidence that safety 

of supports was being treated seriously and that arrangements were well thought outô 

¶ Regaining a sense of ñnormalityò  

o óBeing able to do something which was escapist and something I have done regularly 

since a child (attending live sport)ô 

o óThis event gave some normality back to my life and enable me to share an experience 

with my sonô 
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o óIt was good to be doing something that I would normally do at this time of yearô 

¶ Improvement to mental health 

o óCOVID-19 and its repercussions had caused a huge drain on my mental health and the 

experience allowed me to relax for a bitô 

o óReally hope we can do it again as it was a massive lift to mental health and feeling 

positiveô 

o óSince the start of the pandemic I have kept a low profile with regard to leaving my 

home so to be able to attend such a well organised sporting event was a great boost to 

my own morale and mental healthô 

¶ Shared collective experience 

o óI was delighted to be able to attend an event with friends and colleagues for the first 

time in monthsô 

o óTo be able to social interact again, in the company of friends that I haven't seen for 

months is a fantastic feeling, real pressure reliefô 

o óExperienced a sense of community in what I regarded as a safe environmentô 

o óI very much enjoyed seeing many faces that I had not seen for some 6 months, who I 

do not have contact details for but consider friends - it was very uplifting to have a 

quick chat with these people and see that they were wellô 

¶ Pride in clubs safely hosting the event 

o óIôm proud that my local football club have been so proactive in working hard to make 

test events happen and to help to allow spectators back to watch live events in generalô 

o óProud of our club and supporters in how we dealt with the whole experienceô 

o ó[They] did everything they could to make sure fans felt safe inside and outside the 

stadium. Guidance for those in attendance was obviously strict but it should be. I feel 

pride in my club and am very pleased I can get back to the games inside the stadiumô 

¶ Some respondents were nervous about the safety measures prior to attending, e.g., óJust 

not knowing how the seating would be until I was there in personô. However, of these 

respondents, most noted that the event organisation led them to feel safe, e.g.,  

o óI was nervous about the event because it is one of the first in the UK to host spectators 

and how the day would work to ensure my safety. However I was very happy and 

pleased with how the day unfolded in terms of access to the arena and then our safety 

inside the venue was excellentô 

o óI was anxious to go to an event in this new format however once there I felt very safe 

and was happy to be doing something more normal againô 

o óI felt slightly nervous attending with how the situation is with Covid but once at the 

ground and seeing how staff members, the club and fans all took seriously the 

measures put in place, you feel more relaxedô 
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3. Perceptions and experiences of COVID -19 safety measures 

We asked participants about their perceptions of the safety measures in place to mitigate the 

spread of COVID-19. The questions included perceived importance of the measures, the 

communication approach they found most useful for gathering information about the safety 

measures, and the level of clarity regarding the safety measures.  

3.1.  Importance of safety measures 

We asked spectators, óOf the health and safety measures you noticed, please rate how 

unimportant or important each measure is in making you feel safe at the eventô. Participants 

answered from 1 = very unimportant to 7 = very important. A higher mean indicates higher 

importance to the attendees.  

Table 2. Importance of each safety measure to spectators 

Measure Mean 

Direction on how to travel to the event without using public transport 4.51 

On-site health monitoring (e.g., taking temperature) 5.02 

Face masks being worn by attendees 5.49 

Limits on the number who can attend 5.52 

Venue-cleaning procedures were communicated 5.54 

Availability of hand sanitiser / hand washing facilities 5.69 

Queuing systems designed in line with physical distancing guidance 5.91 

Seats spaced in line with physical distancing guidance 5.98 

Overall importance of health and safety measures in relation to COVID-19 (not just at 

sporting events) 6.17 

 

Overall, this shows that spectators thought all of the safety measures were important for 

making spectators feel safe at the events.  

3.2.  Avenues to further increase safety 

We also asked attendees whether any other measures would have made them feel safer. 

Notably, fans used this space to re-emphasise how safe they felt and to praise the organisers. 

Most of the requests existed to an extent, but spectators wanted an increase in these measures. 

The main requests included: 

¶ Ensuring guidance at all stages of the event, including during ingress, egress, and 

throughout the venue  

¶ Enabling physical distancing at all times, including in toilets, gangways, seats, and to 

avoid close interaction as much as possible by pre-ordering food and drinks. Respondents 

requested staggering entry and leaving times, and providing information about different 

routes to and from the venue to distribute the pedestrian traffic in order to facilitate 

physical distancing 
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¶ Increased number of easy to use hand sanitiser stations available at main contact areas, 

and refilling them regularly. Beside handrails and outside toilet doors were requested by a 

number of spectators as they were concerned about using frequently touched handles 

¶ Enhanced hygiene in the toilets, e.g. through seat covers and attendants to assist with 

monitoring queuing and physical distancing 

¶ Having staff nearby (particularly stewards) to encourage adherence and intervene if 

others are making mistakes. This was a particular concern in seating areas where some 

spectators were unclear about when to use their masks 

¶ Ensuring that announcements could be heard, or having supplementary information in 

signage when there may be issues (e.g., with difficulty hearing instructions over 

megaphones) 

¶ Safe distance between food and drink areas (where masks are not worn), and the main 

passageways and spectator areas 

¶ Being given information about COVID-19 rates in the area of the event 

 

3.3. Factors contributing to feeling safe 

Two main important factors in explaining the spectators feeling safe during the events were 

1) their perceptions of the organisers and 2) their perceptions of the other spectators in the 

crowd.  

Specifically, respondents felt safer when they had high confidence that event organisers could 

maintain their safety. Moreover, spectators felt safer the more they perceived that other 

spectators were adhering to the safety measures, saw themselves as part of the same group, 

and believed that other spectators in the crowd would look after one another to keep safe. 

These factors were also important in contributing to adherence (see section 6.3. Factors 

contributing to adherence with COVID-19 safety measures) 

 

Figure 5: Contributors to feeling safe 
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4. Effective methods for communicating safety measures 

4.1.  Effectiveness of communication methods  

Clear communication about how to follow the COVID-19 safety measures is crucial to ensure 

that spectators know how to follow the guidance. We asked spectators how effective they 

found different sources of information for the events, from 1 = very ineffective to 7 = very 

effective. A higher mean indicates higher perception that the communication was effective. 

Figure 6: Effectiveness of communication methods 

 

Attendees found that all forms of communication were effective at conveying safety 

information. Pre-event communications were rated as most effective, but even the least 

effective (information from other spectators) was rated as somewhat effective. 

We also asked spectators about the clarity of the instructions provided. The questions 

addressed e.g., óI was provided with sufficient practical information about how to follow the 

safety precautionsô and óI understood what safety precautions were expected of meô. The 

strong majority of participants selected either agreed (41.4%) or strongly agreed (53.4%). 

Figure 7: Perceived clarity of information (%)  
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Together, this suggests that spectators looked to different sources for information about the 

safety regulations, and the majority of respondents found the information clear and 

informative. A number of respondents commented that pre-event videos were particularly 

useful in detailing what to expect at the venue and what behaviours were expected of the 

spectators.  
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5. Trust in organisers and other crowd members to keep spectators safe 

5.1. Trust  and confidence in event organisers to maintain spectator safety 

We asked spectators óTo what extent did you feel unconfident or confident that the event 

organisers were able to keep spectators safe during COVID-19?ô and óTo what extent did you 

trust the event organisers to manage the COVID-19 safety measures appropriately?ô. The 

answers were combined to obtain one measure of confidence in event organisers. 

Figure 8: Confidence in event organisers (%) 

 

Overall, the strong majority of the spectators were either confident (31.4%) or extremely 

confident (62.4%) that the event organisers were able to keep spectators safe during COVID-

19.  

Notably, confidence and trust in event organisers to keep spectators safe was significantly 

correlated with the spectatorsô perceived clarity of the information about the safety measures 

around the event. This underlines the importance of building spectator trust by providing 

clear communication to ensure that they can follow the safety guidance.  

 

5.2. Trust in other crowd members to maintain safety 

A key concern of re-opening sporting events is how spectators feel in crowded situations. 

Crowd involvement is an important part of the fun of live events, but COVID-19 could render 

crowded spaces as a cause of concern for spectators. We asked spectators how safe they felt 

in the crowd and how much they felt others in the crowd would keep them safe. When asked 

óI felt safe when I was with the other crowd membersô, the majority of spectators either 

agreed (42.9%) or strongly agreed (41.6%).  
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Figure 9: Perceived safety with other crowd members (%)  

 

Feeling safe was strongly related to feeling that others in the crowd would support them in 

keeping safe during COVID-19. When asked the extent to which they could expect other 

crowd members to keep one another safe, 24.4% of the spectators somewhat agreed, 31.8% 

agreed, and 16.5% strongly agreed. 

 

Figure 10: Expected support from other crowd members (%)  

 

We also asked attendees the extent to which they felt other crowd members would put them 

at risk, using questions such as óI felt that the crowd members could put me at riskô and óI 
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was concerned about other crowd members spreading germsô. Overall, there was very little 

agreement that others in the crowd put the spectators at risk, with 17% of spectators strongly 

disagreeing, 35% of spectators disagreeing, and 23.1% somewhat disagreeing. In comparison, 

8.3% of participants to some extent believed that the other crowd members would put them at 

risk. 

 

Figure 11: (Dis)agreement that other crowd members posed a risk (%) 
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6. Understanding spectator adherence to COVID -19 safety measures 

Research from social psychology suggests that we are more influenced by people we perceive 

to be in our group, in comparison to people outside our group. We measured the extent to 

which individual spectators felt they themselves had adhered to the safety guidance, and their 

perceptions of how the other spectators had adhered. 

6.1. Spectatorsô ratings of own adherence to safety measures 

When looking at spectatorsô reports of their own adherence to COVID-19 safety measures at 

the events, the respondents overall reported that they believed they had followed the guidance 

(22.2% agreed and 76.1% strongly agreed). We also asked the spectatorsô self-reported 

adherence to specific safety measures. Each measure was accompanied by the question: óTo 

what extent do you disagree or agree that you adhered to the following safety measures?ô 

from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. Thus, a higher mean indicates that the 

spectator reported higher adherence.  

Table 3. Mean adherence of spectators with safety measures 

Safety measure Mean 

Using hand sanitiser/washing hands 6.59 

Following physical distancing guidelines 6.61 

Queuing according to physical distancing guidelines 6.62 

Wearing a facemask when required 6.63 

 

Notably, spectators reported keeping high adherence for each safety measure. We then looked 

at the reported adherence to each safety measure to determine the variability in responses. In 

fact, there was very little variability in reported adherence between the safety measures, 

complementing the results that spectators felt all safety measures were important. 

Figure 12: Self-reported own adherence to specific safety measures 
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6.2. Spectatorsô ratings of how others adhered to safety measures  

When exploring the perception of how other attendees had adhered to the safety measures, 

respondents again perceived high adherence across all measures. We asked, óTo what extent 

do you disagree or agree that the other crowd members overall adhered to the following 

safety measuresô, from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. Thus, a higher mean 

indicates that spectators reported higher adherence of other crowd members. 
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Table 4. Mean adherence of other spectators with safety measures  

Safety measure Mean 

Using hand sanitiser/washing hands 5.89 

Following physical distancing guidelines 6.03 

Wearing a facemask when required 6.06 

Queuing according to physical distancing guidelines 6.15 

 

We compared the self-reported means for both the adherence of the respondents themselves 

and their perceptions of other crowd members. Adherence was consistently high on both 

measures suggesting that the respondents believed the majority of spectators followed the 

safety guidance.  

Figure 13: Respondents self-reported own adherence (blue) and the reported adherence 

of others (yellow) 

 

6.3. Factors contributing to adherence with COVID -19 safety measures 

The most important factors in explaining the spectatorsô own adherence to the safety 

measures was having clear guidance, confidence in the event organisers, the perception that 

other spectators were also adhering to the guidance, feeling part of a group with the 

spectators, and the perceived risk that others in the crowd posed. However, these factors work 

together in different ways to influence adherence.  

6.3.1.  The impact of other spectatorsô adherence on own adherence 

Thus far, we have seen that spectators appear to look to other spectators for information about 

safety guidance and trust others in the crowd members to keep them safe. Feeling part of the 


