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Abstract 
 
Cultural and sporting events hold significant social value, promoting cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal skills. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has disrupted these events, necessitating a careful examination of safety conditions for their resumption. This policy brief 
summarizes evidence on safety predictors in organizing large-scale sporting events, focusing on crowd dynamics and relevance in the 
context of the pandemic. Emphasis is given to the importance of understanding crowd behavior, noting that violent behavior is an 
exception rather than the rule. Various factors need to be considered for promoting public health safety in the pandemic context, 
including the nature of the sport, spatial organization, and socio-demographic characteristics of the audience. Key recommendations 
include maintaining physical distance, organizing outdoor events, and perceiving crowds as compositions of smaller groups with shared 
social identities. Clear communication, consistent messaging, and involvement of informed individuals to guide crowd behavior are 
also crucial. Mega-events can be used to promote COVID-19 health behaviors and for enhancing collaborative actions among various 
stakeholders, including government bodies, sports organizations, and the media, to ensure the safe sporting events 
 
Keywords: COVID-19, crowd dynamics, sporting events, public health, behavioral science. 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Cultural events (such as different forms of art, de-
bates, sports events, etc.) represent moments of high 
social value that, in addition to the entertaining and 
economic dimensions that are naturally associated 
with them, also promote the development of cogni-
tive, emotional and interpersonal skills. 

The current focus on public health and pandemic con-
trol has prevented their realization. The return to 
holding these events requires in-depth reflection on 
the safety conditions in which they may take place, 
necessarily circumstantiated by epidemiological risk 
scenarios and the inherent difficulty of maintaining 
physical distance in large groups of people. On the 
other hand, the potential of these events as an oppor-
tunity for the promotion of mental health and health 
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behaviours related to COVID-19 should also be consid-
ered, since moments of pleasure are associated with 
facilitated learning processes (Tyng et al., 2017). 
 
This document summarizes the evidence on safety 
predictors in the organization of large-scale sports 
events (i.e., with high concentration and movement of 
people). 

 
Relevant pieces of knowledge for public 
health action 

• During large-scale group events (crowds; notably 
sports events), the occurrence of less normative 
behaviour, such as violent or confrontational be-
haviour, represents an exception and not the rule 
(Barrows, 1981; Jetten et al., 2021). Even in cases 
when disturbances occur, the displayed behav-
iours carry a relevant social meaning (i.e., they are 
not a consequence of the loss of “collective con-
sciousness”; Davis, 1973; Jetten et al., 2021). 
Within the group, individual behaviours strive to-
wards mutual assistance and cooperation, either 
towards individuals perceived as belonging to the 
same group or towards individuals pertaining to 
other groups, as long as intergroup behaviours are 
perceived as mutually fair and appropriate. 

• Sporting events with high concentration of people 
(derbies, final phases of competition between 
clubs or selections), have impact (and depend) on 
multiple determinants and societal actors, includ-
ing (Challenger et al., 2009): nature of sport (with 
football assuming a distinctive role in Europe, 
namely for its mediating role and the complexity 
of economic interests involved), spatial typology 
and organization, security forces involved, stew-
ards, transport networks, emergency medical 
services, tour operators, athletes, socio-demo-
graphic, cultural and linguistic characteristics of 
the audience, commercial operators in the imme-
diate vicinity of the event, among others, with 
which it is important to facilitate an interactive 
and integrated discussion in the planning of the 
safety and public health promotion processes be-
fore, during and after the event.  

• The definition of a crowd depends on the number 
of people and their spatial distribution within a 
given period of time (density), as well as the mo-
tivations that foster their grouping (Challenger et 
al., 2009; Department of culture, media and sport, 
2009). During sports events, an adequate people 
density is estimated as no more than 47 people 
per 10 m2, when the audience remains in place 
(for example, seated); in cases when the audience 
can move, the density should not be higher than 
40 people per 10 m2. Furthermore, group behav-
iour depends on several determinants of public 
health and safety including, among other determi-
nants (Berlonghi, 1995; Challenger et al., 2009; 
Reicher, 2001): socio-demographic diversity of 
the crowd, emotional intensity of the event, loca-
tion and physical/spatial conditions of the event 
(circulation and gathering spaces), type of crowd 
mobilization (speed, crucial moments - ticket pur-
chase, entry/exit for the game), time of day and 
duration of the event, weather conditions, type of 
sport (again, highlighting football as a special phe-
nomenon compared to other sports due to the 
involved magnitude of interest and emotionality). 
Safety at these events, in terms of public health, 
depends on the contextual and epidemiological 
scenarios, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, in 
which case the focus should be placed on main-
taining physical distance between members of the 
crowd – a desirable minimum of two meters be-
tween individuals not having close relationships; 
and, with preference, towards organizing outdoor 
events. 

• Crowds attending sports events should be per-
ceived as a composition of several “small crowds”, 
each of which can be considered to have its own 
‘personality’ (Berlonghi, 1995) or its own shared-
social-identity (Reicher, 2001).  

• A scarce amount of studies focus on the behaviour 
of large groups (crowds) (Challenger et al., 2009). 
Several predictive models explain the individual 
behaviour in a crowd: the classical models (with 
little supporting  evidence, however still very in-
fluential in current crowd management planning, 
particularly in sports) proposed the concept of de-
personalization of the individual when in crowds, 
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with a displayed tendency towards less ethical 
conduct and inappropriate behaviour (antisocial, 
behaviour that carries risk for oneself or for oth-
ers) (Le Bon, n.d.);  the contemporary models (of 
shared social identification, with greater evi-
dence), do not consider crowd behaviour as 
abnormal or pathological, but as determined at 
the individual level through the perception of 
group norms and identification with the 
(sub)groups that constitute the crowd (Reicher, 
2001). Therefore, an individual who is part of the 
audience at a football match (for example) can 
identify herself as a club fan (expressing the pro-
cesses of belonging, and loyalty to the club), while 
at the same time maintain the identity to the ac-
companying subgroup to the event (e.g., family 
members), or professional group identity for the 
workplace (Reicher, 2001). According to this 
model  (Reicher, 2001; Turner, 1983), when the in-
dividual integrates the crowd, the individual 
identity is not lost (opposed to what is stated by 
more classical models); only the shared social 
identity is adopted (in addition to the individual 
identity), with individual decisions being deter-
mined by norms and values  of the group(s) to 
which the individual belongs (in-group effect), as 
opposed to the norms and values of the group(s) 
to which the individual does not belong (out-
group effect; e.g., fans of another club or police 
forces). 

• The actions of the Portuguese security forces at 
the 2004 European Championship have been used 
as a reference worldwide, acting in alignment 
with the principles of shared social identification 
(Hogget, 2009): throughout the duration of the 
sports event, the Portuguese police force sus-
tained the fans perception of the legitimacy for 
their actions, which resulted in a process of self-
surveillance on the part of the fans. Instead of 
confronting fans, security personnel limited them-
selves to regularly patrolling the areas where fans 
gathered and engaged in friendly interactions 
(minimizing the in-group/out-group normative 
differences). 

• The presence of informed individuals (or with a 
mission to lead group behaviour) within crowds 

influences the way the crowd behaves (where it 
moves, how it moves, with what intentions, etc.) 
more effectively, than when positioned on the pe-
riphery of crowds (Dyer et al., 2009; Leca et al., 
2003). Certain experimental studies suggest that 
in order to promote the adoption of a social norm 
(and hence group behaviour), the ideal proportion 
of informed individuals inserted in the crowd 
needs to constitute 25% (Centola et al., 2018). 

 
The Portuguese context: highlights from individual 
in-depth interviews with experts on sports events or-
ganization 
 

In addition to the narrative literature review that un-
derpins this policy brief, four individual in-depth 
interviews were conducted to tailor the evidence to 
the Portuguese context. The interviewees were recog-
nised specialists in exercise science, sports practice, 
and sports-event organisation. These unstructured in-
terviews focused on the theme “Organising sports 
events in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.” The-
matic analysis of the interview transcripts yielded the 
following key insights: 
• Mega-events (sports, musical, etc.) carry a rele-

vant social and economic significance; by limiting 
the realization of these types of events in Portu-
gal, the trend of travelling to other countries is 
promoted (i.e., travel with increased risks of con-
tagion). 

• This type of event can be used as a strategy to pro-
mote COVID-19 health behaviours, either through 
the dissemination of event-related health mes-
sages (athletes/artists promoting these 
messages) or through branding messages (e.g., “I 
always play to win: in sports and in health”). 

• There is an overwhelming dissatisfaction among 
sports fans related to the restrictions in audience 
numbers during sports events (compared to other 
types of cultural events); According to the opin-
ions of the interviewees, this disparity signals that 
sport is not considered as a cultural activity, even 
though it obviously is. 

• Sporting events bring together people with very 
different characteristics, predominantly younger 
people (mainly up to 30/35 years old) who, due to 
their age, have a lower capacity to regulate the 
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emotions that are naturally activated by sports 
competitions; this combination (younger popula-
tion and emotional activation) increases the 
chances of COVID-19 risk behaviours, that are fur-
ther amplified by the possible consumption of 
psychoactive substances. 

• Within the current pandemic context, compared 
to other sports, football has characteristics that 
increase the public health risk: 

a) it activates the passion for the results (of the 
competition), in addition to the passion for the 
sport itself (the latter being the main emo-
tional/affective aspect of other sports, such as, 
for example, most Olympic sports);  

b) the financial dimension associated with football 
spectacles promotes a flow of information and 
activation of emotions that is difficult to con-
trol, which may facilitate the emergence of 
conflicts and emotions;  

c) Taking the above listed points into considera-
tion (mainly the commercial/financial 
component of football), the football industry 
and the media hold a social responsibility that 
can/should be activated for public health pro-
motion purposes through the media event. The 
protagonists of this sport (athletes, coaches) 
can act as models for action as well as transmit-
ters of health messages. 

d) Football matches are mass events, which re-
quires a careful definition of measures to 
mitigate the risk of contagion among the differ-
ent participants (athletes, event organizers, 
audience), some of which have already been 
generally established for cultural events: per-
centage of maximum stadium capacity, staged 
schedule of entry and exit times at the stadium, 
restrictions on the sale of alcoholic beverages 
within a defined perimeter, control fences; in 
addition to strategies for promotion of safe be-
haviour (consistent messages associated with 
nudge strategies promoting the use of masks, 
maintenance of physical distance, ventilation in 
closed spaces, and hand hygiene). 

• It was stated as crucial to define and convey a con-
sistent message of confidence for the sport 
rentrée (mainly from August 2021), with risk man-
agement that is clear and consistent; a message 

that allows for augmenting the perception of con-
trol, with well-defined medium-term 
epidemiological scenarios (i.e., following sports 
year), integrating into the sports events current 
strategies and rules for sustaining public health.  

• The mitigation of COVID-19 risk behaviours at ma-
jor sporting events involves rigorous actions 
between different actors, including: Ministry of 
Internal Affairs, State Secretariat for Youth and 
Sports, Olympic Committee, federations, journal-
ists, official security commentators (in stadiums), 
cheerleaders etc. 

 

Calls for action 

• The availability and possibility to physically (in-
person) attending of cultural events, particularly 
in sports, is essential for the psychosocial well-be-
ing. Furthermore, it represents an opportunity for 
the promotion of public health. Hence, consider-
ing the current epidemiological scenario of the 
pandemic, it is important to reopen this social ac-
tivity.  

• Conveying a coherent message is essential for the 
different types of cultural and collective activity in 
accordance with specific medium and long-term 
scenarios (considering the risk matrix and protec-
tive factors, particularly vaccination coverage and 
level of herd immunity). More specifically, it is im-
portant to outline and align the conditions for 
organizing sporting events with the current epide-
miological scenario, while providing a clear and 
transparent justification of the rationale for these 
conditions. 

• The gathering of numerous people at cultural 
events is perceived as a serious security problem. 
In a pandemic context, such as COVID-19, large-
scale gatherings naturally raise even greater con-
cerns. One of the main determinants of this threat 
is the stereotype that behaviour is changed in a 
group, when people’s normative behaviour 
changes to a less rational behaviour. This is a ste-
reotype that must be addressed by those whose 
main role is to assist these population groups to 
experience the relevant moment and return 
home safely. Failure to change this perception 
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risks the creation of a greater tension (hence in-
appropriate reactions from authority) among 
security agents, with a tendency towards repres-
sive attitudes (instead of facilitating the 
appropriate decision-making behaviour).  

• Although group behaviour does not alter the es-
sence of normative individual behaviour, it can 
amplify pre-established normative emotions and 
attitudes. In order for groups to function in ac-
cordance to specific rules (regardless of group 
size), it is important to maintain the same princi-
ples of behavioural adoption: ensuring alignment 
between the rationality of what is requested (the 
perception of injustice is amplified in a group con-
text), the perception of usefulness of the 
requested behaviours, and the feasibility of what 
is requested, promoting perception of self-effi-
cacy for behaviour(s) activation, according to the 
behavioural determinants of the COM-B model: 
capacity (to perform the behaviour), providing op-
portunity (with very clearly outlined actions on 
how to perform the behaviour), and motivation to 
activate the behaviour. 

• Depending on the epidemiological scenarios, the 
usual safety standards for sport events must be 
maintained and accompanied by appropriate pub-
lic health measures. 

• It is important to acquire knowledge about the 
(sub)groups that are expected to constitute the 
audience for the relevant sporting event, there-
fore adapting the pre-/during-/post-event 
communication to this/these population(s). It is 
essential to maintaining consistency in the termi-
nology used (such as detailed information on the 
desired behaviours – and how to implement them 
in a group context).  

• The use of signage and stimuli that facilitate/acti-
vate behaviours (nudge technology) is very 
effective in ensuring that groups function in a nor-
mative manner, while maintaining the perception 
of autonomy in their decisions (i.e., without per-
ceiving imposition by authorities). 

• For groups to be effectively mobilised for appro-
priate/healthy behaviour, it is important to:  

a) Explain the importance, both for the individual 
and the group, of adopting specific behaviours 

in the context of the relevant event; it is easier 
to promote adherence to a few strategic behav-
iours than to several behaviours that do not 
have a designated clear hierarchy of im-
portance;  

b) Provide practical information on recommended 
behaviours at critical event moments (ticket 
purchase, entering, leaving, emergency situa-
tions, etc.);  

c) Provide legitimacy, in the eyes of the partici-
pants, for the actions of security agents, by 
integrating proximity (security agents physically 
close to the groups), collaborative and empa-
thetic behavior (reducing the perception of “us 
against the others”). It is important to follow 
the excellent example of the security action at 
Euro 2016, by defining what exactly constitutes 
a deviant behaviour and how to act in such cir-
cumstances;  

d) Involve athletes, coaches, cheerleaders and the 
media in concerted actions for communicating 
COVID-19 health-related behaviours, more spe-
cifically behaviours to be adopted by sports fan 
clubs;  

e) Following the good practice of the playbooks 
created for the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games, it 
would be important to create a set of guidelines 
for each event typology, (aimed at different so-
cial actors involved in the events): 
https://www.olympics.com/ioc/tokyo-2020-
playbooks. 
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