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Abstract: Host residents’ support is of paramount importance for the success of spectator sports
events. Factors influencing event support have been investigated in past research, but usually
in isolation. The current study includes multiple factors by analysing the relationship among
involvement, social impact experiences, and event support. Data were collected online four and
six months before, during, and two months after the 2021 UCI Road World Championships from
3219 from residents, representative for the city of Leuven (Belgium). The 2021 UCI Road World
Championships offered a unique context, as it was the first large spectator sports event organised
in Flanders since COVID-19. The event had a limited social impact, but this increased over time
(e.g., community spirit and event support). Social impact experiences mainly exerted a significant
influence on event support rather than attitudinal and behavioural involvement factors. The results of
this study inform national and local policymakers to attract events, event organisers to achieve impact
and legacy, and other scholars to improve the understanding of spectator sports event research.

Keywords: online survey; COVID-19; MANCOVA; structural equation modelling; non-mega sports
events; Belgium; Flanders; cycling; intangible impact; repeated cross-sectional

1. Introduction

While the battle for rights to host mega sports events has decreased dramatically, cities
are still interested in hosting publicly funded, non-mega spectator sports events (SSEs [1]).
Local municipalities legitimise public expenditure on these events based on the expectation
that these major non-mega sports events bring positive economic and social outcomes to
the host community. However, the post-event effects are not always rosy [2]. In addition,
the money that is spent on publicly funded SSEs cannot be allocated to other more pressing
civic matters (such as health care, infrastructure, etc.), also known as the ‘opportunity cost’
of sports events. The opportunity cost is particularly large for developing countries where
many basic needs are still underfunded (e.g., [3]). As such, not all residents benefit from or
are supportive of hosting large publicly funded SSEs.

However, the support of residents (before, during, and after the event) is of utmost
importance for the success of publicly funded SSEs [4–6]. Factors explaining event support
have been studied in the past, but there are shortcomings. First, research showed that social
impact perceptions are related to event support [4,5,7,8]. However, studying perceptions
instead of actual social impact experiences implies an overestimation of the impact and thus
event support [9–12]. Therefore, considering social impact experiences over perceptions
seems to be more relevant to measure impact and predict event support. Moreover, studies
that focused on experiences have done so by comparing social impacts during and after the
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event [11] or before and after the event [9,12] but have yet to investigate changes in experi-
ences before, during, and after the event. Second, different studies have investigated other
influencing factors to predict event support, such as attitudinal [3,11] and behavioural [13]
involvement. However, these involvement factors were mostly studied in isolation, rather
than considering multiple factors simultaneously. For instance, Bursa and Mailer [13]
investigated differences in various impact perceptions and event support between specta-
tors and non-spectators but did not consider other influencing factors, such as attitudinal
involvement. Additionally, Ribeiro et al. [3] examined the relationship between perceived
legacy outcomes and event support with the perception of community sports participation
as a mediating factor but did not consider other factors, such as behavioural involvement.
In short, involvement in sport and sports events is known to be an important contributor
of SSE support [9]. Since sports involvement can take many forms, it is relevant to consider
these different appearances in one model. Lastly, most research on event support is focused
on mega sports events such as the Olympic and Paralympic Games (e.g., [4,7]) or the FIFA
World Cup (e.g., [5,14]). Research focusing on non-mega sports events investigating event
support is limited, as it rather focused on social impact perceptions (e.g., [15,16]), revisit
intention (e.g., [17]), or willingness to host the event the year afterwards (which can be
seen as a proxy for event support, e.g., [18]). Therefore, the purpose of this study is to (1)
examine the variation of social impact experiences of a publicly funded, non-mega SSE
over time (i.e., before, during, and after the event) and (2) investigate how social impact
experiences and various forms of sport and event involvement influence event support for
a non-mega sports event. The 2021 UCI Road World Championships hosted in Flanders
(Belgium) offers a unique context for the study, as it was the first large spectator sports
event organised in Flanders since COVID-19.

Knowledge of a broad(er) range of factors, such as sports involvement, event involve-
ment, and social impact experiences explaining varying support towards sports events,
will assist SSE organisers and local administrations to make decisions and plan for spe-
cific event outcomes (e.g., generating social impact and support [19]). This will allow for
more specific strategies to be developed to promote the event and foster support among
residents [16]. Thus, the study extends the current knowledge on (1) the variation of social
impact experiences of an SSE over time and (2) the multitude of factors influencing event
support in the context of a non-mega sports event.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Spectator Sports Events

Spectator sports events (SSEs) are distinctly different from participatory sports events
(PSEs). For instance, participatory sports events (PSEs) are ‘open-entry events’ [20] (p. 149)
with a particular focus on ‘promoting participation rather than the significance of the
sporting outcome’ [21] (p. 25). Although elite athletes are allowed to partake in PSEs,
most participants are non-elite. In contrast, in spectator sports events (SSEs), the athlete’s
physical fitness is a prerequisite for participation. Participants are elite or professional
athletes (with the exception of lesser-known or fewer mediatised sports where athletes
are not paid for their sports performances). In addition to differences regarding the types
of participants, many SSEs are publicly funded for a large share of their total budget as
opposed to most PSEs that receive no or limited funding (e.g., [22,23]). As shown, both
types of sports events can be very diverse in nature. Other ways to differentiate both types
of events include, among others, frequency (cyclical or one time), duration (one day to
several weeks), scope (local, regional, national, or international), location (same or multiple),
generated economic activity, organiser (local sports association, regional sports federation,
local sports authority, or commercial event organiser), etc. [24,25]. The UCI Road World
Championships, selected for the purpose of this study, is a high-profile, international,
one-time, multi-day cycling event. While the event was hosted in multiple cities, only the
competition days in the city of Leuven were considered in this study.
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2.2. Support for Spectator Sports Events

One of the most important stakeholder groups in publicly funded SSEs is hosting
residents [26–28]. When organising these SSEs, residents can and should be involved at
different stages (e.g., preliminary phases, during the event, and/or after the event) and with
different intensities. Residents of the host city or region can set up preparatory supporting
activities before the event, provide volunteering support or interactions with spectators
during the event, and use the built infrastructures after the event [29]. Therefore, it has been
frequently cited in previous research that resident involvement and support is necessary to
achieve an event’s success [4–6]. In contrast, a lack of resident involvement or support at
any stage (before, during, or after the event, for instance, in terms of negative referenda) can
result in the withdrawal of event bids or a failure to reach the event’s objectives [4,30,31].

Resident event support can vary over time [32,33]. For instance, support among
residents of Rio was found to decrease during the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio and two
years after the event compared to the situation (four and two years) before the event [34]
mainly because of a failure to deliver legacies. Similarly, Twynam and Johnston [35] found
decreasing event support after the 1995 Nordic World Championships in Canada as well
(compared to the situation before the event). Mihalik and Simonetta [36] even found
decreasing event support among residents in the run-up to the 1996 Olympic Games in
Atlanta between 1992 and 1995. Other studies have shown increased event support over
time. For example, Hiller and Wanner [37] investigated event support in the context of the
2010 Winter Olympic and Paralympic Games in Vancouver. The authors found that resident
support increased during the three-week event because of infrastructural transformations
in the city and/or social opportunities. Waitt [33] also found an increase in resident support
during the two-year period leading up to the 2000 Olympic and Paralympic Games in
Sydney. Thus, there is no consensus on how event support changes overtime. Variations in
influencing factors could potentially help understand the fluctuations seen in event support
overtime, which will be further investigated in this study.

Indeed, event support can also differ due to microenvironment factors and the different
socioeconomic contexts of host cities or host regions [8,34,38]. For instance, conclusions
of research executed on events in developed countries (e.g., [33]) cannot be generalised to
events in developing countries (e.g., [8]). In addition, each event needs to be considered
in its unique cultural and economic context [38,39]. Hence, the context of the event under
investigation needs to be clearly understood (see below).

It is important for event organisers to acquire a greater understanding of (changing)
support and its antecedents [4,34]. This contributes to the event’s success and helps
organisers to intervene in a timely manner when event support declines [34]. In addition,
high levels of event support (partly) justify the large public expenditures on bidding for
and hosting SSEs. When investigating event support, two research streams can be found in
the literature, namely studying the support for one specific event (e.g., [34]) or the support
for future events (e.g., [3]). The current study will focus on the former, as this is the most
relevant for local authorities to justify the expenses that are allocated to event bids that
have already been won. The following paragraphs elaborate on the factors that influence
event support.

2.3. Factors Influencing Event Support
2.3.1. Social Impact

Generally speaking, large-scale, one-off spectator sports events are accompanied by
high levels of economic impact and media attention [24]. Past research mainly focused
on the economic impact of these types of major sports events (e.g., [40]), partially because
economic aspects are more tangible and therefore easier to measure [41,42]. It is, however,
also known that large scale, one-off SSEs are often accompanied by negative economic
consequences and opportunity costs [2]. These negative economic outcomes have shifted
the attention from organisers, public authorities, and researchers towards social impacts
and legacies from these types of events (e.g., [43]), partly shaped by the pressure and
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associated investments from governments. Indeed, research on the social significance of
sports events [42,44] has gained traction as events and social interaction (between people)
are inextricably connected, creating the potential for events to yield a social impact [45].

Scholars have tried to develop scales to measure social impacts from events (e.g., [10,46,47]).
Until today, there is no uniform and accepted scale to measure this impact [10]. Most
scales measuring social impact include different constructs that capture different aspects
of social impact. In addition, a distinction can be made between positive and negative
social impacts [4,5,7,11,18]. Often, social capital, social cohesion, community spirit, sports
participation, and community involvement are defined as positive social impact constructs.
Negative social impact constructs include conflicts and feelings of (un)safety.

Consistent with previous research, this study proposes that exchanges (e.g., economic,
social, etc.) occur between residents and organisers of SSEs [5,7,34]. According to the social
exchange theory [48], individuals tend to assign weights to benefits and costs. Residents
are more likely to support the event when they perceive the obtained benefits are greater
than the costs [34]. Past research found a positive relationship between positive social
impact constructs and event support before [5,7,8,16,34], during [4,8], and after [3,5,8,16]
the event, with or without a mediating factor (such as overall satisfaction with the quality
of life or overall attitude [5,7]). Further, a negative relationship between negative social
impact constructs and event support was found before [7], but not during or after the
event. However, all of these studies mainly focused on social impact perceptions rather
than experiences. The only study investigating the relationship between social impact
experiences and event support found a positive relationship between positive constructs
(community spirit and social capital) and event support before the event and positive
constructs (community spirit, sports participation, and physical activity) and event support
after the event [12]. It should be noted, however, that the social impact experience scores
were rather low and mostly below the mid-point on a 7-point Likert scale. Moreover, a
‘during’ event measurement was missing.

2.3.2. Attitudinal and Behavioural Involvement

Involvement in sport and sports events can take many forms and is known to be a
important contributor of SSE support [18]. Largely, a distinction can be made between
attitudinal involvement (e.g., fandom towards the sport or affect towards the event) and
behavioural involvement (e.g., sports behaviour or event visitation). The overall attitude
towards the event was found to positively influence event support prior to the 2012 London
Olympic Games [7]. Furthermore, by dividing older residents in clusters by means of
support for the Vuelta (i.e., Cycling Tour of Spain), Vegara-Ferri et al. [16] identified a
positive relationship between an interest in sport and cycling and event support before and
during the event. Nevertheless, a relationship between actual sport and physical activity
behaviour and event support was not found among the sample of older residents. In
addition, Ribeiro et al. [3] argued that sports participation could be identified as a mediator
in the relationship between legacies and event support among local residents, albeit five
years after the 2016 Rio Olympics. Therefore, it is assumed that more positive feelings
towards sports events are experienced by a representative sample of residents who are
more involved in sport. Further, differences can be found in event support according event
attendance. In the context of the 2018 UCI Road World Championships in Tyrol, Bursa and
Mailer [13] found a more positive influence on sportive behaviour and higher levels of
event support among spectators after the event occurred. Lastly, Parra-Camacho et al. [15]
concluded that residents who were more favourable towards the Formula E Grand Prix of
Santiago de Chile 2018 were more interested in the event and showed higher attendance
levels as well as support towards the event. In past research, involvement was often not (or
very seldomly) captured in research on support of SSEs and was therefore highlighted as a
limitation of prior studies [3,4,7,9,11]. The current study fills this gap by including various
involvement factors affecting event support.
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2.4. Factors Influencing Social Impact Experiences

There are reasons to believe that social impact experiences function as the most
dominant factor in explaining event support. As indicated earlier, they are often associated
without other disturbing variables [8,34]. In addition, social impact constructs have high
explanatory values towards event support [12]. Therefore, it is hypothesised in the context
of the current study that social impact experiences function as mediating factors between
attitudinal and behavioural involvement and event support.

2.4.1. Time

As evidenced in past research, social impact perceptions towards sports events can
vary over time. Some social impact perceptions were found to be higher during the event
(e.g., community spirit, conflict, and community involvement [33]), whereas others were
found to decrease after the event (e.g., social problems or traffic congestion [32]). To the best
of the authors’ knowledge, merely three studies were identified that focused specifically
on the varying social impact experiences of sports events by analysing these effects over
time [9,11,12] (see Table 1). The 2016 Olympic and Paralympic Games were studied during
and six months after the event [11], and the 2019 Rugby World Cup was studied three
months before and four months after the event [9,12]. The constructs social cohesion,
feelings of unsafety, and sports participation decreased in these studies after the event
(compared to before or during the event). Community involvement decreased after the
event, compared with during the 2016 Olympics and was not measured in the context of
the 2019 Rugby World Cup. Social capital and disorder and conflict decreased after the
event as well, compared to the period before the 2019 World Cup and was not measured
in the context of the 2016 Olympics. Lastly, community spirit was found to increase after
the 2019 Rugby World Cup (compared to the period before the event) and was found to
decrease after the 2016 Olympics (compared to the period during the event), suggesting
this construct is high during the event. Thus, there is no consistent indication of varying
social impact experiences of residents, and none of these studies considered all three critical
time periods, namely before, during, and after a non-mega sports event. Therefore, the
current study specifically collected data before, during, and after the event.

Table 1. Overview of studies studying social impact experiences.

Study Reference Event (Type) Time Frame Representative
City Sample

Pre During Post

MSE
Taks et al. (2020) [10] 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games Yes (2y) No No Yes

Taks and Rocha (2022) [11] 2016 Olympic and Paralympic Games No Yes Yes (6 m) No

NMSE
Oshimi et al. (2021, 2022) [9,12] 2019 Rugby World Cup Yes (3 m) No Yes (4 m) Yes

Current study 2021 UCI Road World Championships Yes (4–6 m) Yes Yes (2 m) Yes

MSE: Mega sports event; NMSE: Non-mega sports event.

2.4.2. Attitudinal and Behavioural Involvement

Although it has not yet been the focus of research in detail, there are leads on the
relationship between social impact perceptions and experiences, on the one hand, and
attitudinal and behavioural involvement, on the other. Taks and Rocha [11] found evidence
for the relationship between attitudinal involvement with the 2016 Olympic and Paralympic
Games and different social impact experiences among Rio residents during but not after the
event. In addition, residents of Kaohsiung City (Taiwan) who were more positive towards
the impacts of the 2009 World Games (both before and after the event) showed higher
interest towards the event [49]. Further, in addition to the involvement with or interest
towards the event, the involvement with a particular sport was associated with social
impact perceptions. Inoue and Havard [50] identified a positive relationship between a
golf involvement and the perceived impact of the FedEx St. Jude Classic (which is an event
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part of the PGA Tour). Moreover, Vegara-Ferri and colleagues [16] in the context of the
Vuelta of 2019, segmented older residents of host locations in three distinct clusters based
on their level of event support (positives, moderates, and haters). The authors concluded
that both in the pre- and during-event phase, older residents who showed more event
support also had more positive impact perceptions. However, residents with more positive
impact perceptions did not show higher levels of sport and physical activity behaviour.
Lastly, Oshimi et al. [9] found a relationship between expected social impacts and viewing
behaviour. Residents of Tokyo who rated the expected impacts of the 2019 Rugby World
Cup on sports participation and on community spirit higher were more likely to have
watched the event on TV. Although viewing behaviour and event attendance are not the
same, it is assumed that both are related. Thus, attitudinal and behavioural involvement
have been the subjects of various studies but in isolation. Hence, both were included
here simultaneously.

2.5. Hypothesised Framework

To better understand the underlying relationship among social impact experiences,
attitudinal and behavioural involvement, and event support in the context of publicly
funded, non-mega sports events, we took a similar approach as Rocha’s [34] work on the
temporal variation in the relationship between legacies and support in the context of the
2016 Rio Olympic Games. Based on the above literature review, this paper proposes the
following research hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Social impact experiences over time.

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Social capital will be lower after the event compared to before the event.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Sports participation and physical activity will be lower after the event
compared to before or during the event.

Hypothesis 1c (H1c). Social cohesion will be lower after the event compared to before or during
the event.

Hypothesis 1d (H1d). Community spirit will be higher during and after the event compared to
before the event.

Hypothesis 1e (H1e). Disorder and conflict will be lower after the event compared to before
the event.

Hypothesis 1f (H1f). Community involvement will be lower after the event compared to during
the event.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Factors influencing social impact experiences.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Attitudinal involvement will positively influence positive social impact
experiences and negatively impact negative social impact experiences before, during, and after the
event (direct effect).

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Fandom will positively influence positive social impact experiences and
negatively impact negative social impact experiences before, during, and after the event (direct effect).

Hypothesis 2c (H2c). Participation in cycling will positively influence positive social impact
experiences and negatively impact negative social impact experiences before, during, and after the
event (direct effect).
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Hypothesis 2d (H2d). Event attendance will positively influence positive social impact experi-
ences and negatively impact negative social impact experiences before, during, and after the event
(direct effect).

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Factors influencing event support.

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Positive social impact experiences will positively influence event support
before, during, and after the event (direct effect).

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Negative social impact experiences will negatively influence event support
before, during, and after the event (direct effect).

Hypothesis 3c (H3c). Attitudinal involvement will positively influence event support before,
during, and after the event (direct effect).

Hypothesis 3d (H3d). Fandom will positively influence event support before, during, and after
the event (direct effect).

Hypothesis 3e (H3e). Participation in cycling will positively influence event support before,
during, and after the event (direct effect).

Hypothesis 3f (H3f). Event attendance will positively influence event support before, during, and
after the event (direct effect).

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Social impact experiences will function as a mediating factor between event
support, on the one hand, and attitudinal involvement, fandom, participation in cycling, and event
attendance, on the other hand, before, during, and after the event (indirect effects).

The hypothesised model is shown in Figure 1.
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2.6. Event Context

The spectator sports event of interest is the 2021 UCI Road World Championships,
hosted in Flanders (Belgium) in September 2021. The event was awarded to the region
in 2018 and was symbolic because for this centennial edition, the championships were
organised in a country where cycling is culturally embedded and reigns as a participant
and spectator sport. Historically, cycling and cycling events have been very popular in
Flanders; as many people in the region are active cyclists [51], there is a strong tradition of
recreational and professional cycling among Flemish residents [52]), and cycling events,
such as the Tour of Flanders, have high ratings [53]. For the first time in its history, the UCI
Road World Championships were organised by a region instead of one city, allowing to
spread impact and nuisance. The time trails took place between Knokke-Heist and Bruges
(19–22 September), and the road races took place between and in Antwerp and Leuven
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(24–26 September). The current study focuses on the impacts that were realised in the city
of Leuven.

The local effects of the 2021 UCI Road World Championships in Leuven appeared
to be, given the context, very special and probably unique worldwide. From December
2019 onwards, the world has been faced with a huge health crisis. The World Health
Organization announced on 11 March 2020 that COVID-19 could be characterised as a
pandemic [54]. This resulted in local governments taking measures to stop the spread of
the virus. These measures included, among others, prohibition of most activities of sports
clubs and health and fitness centres, a cancellation of all sports events (both participatory
and spectator events), and limiting the number of individual contacts (see also [51,55,56]).
COVID-19 measures were loosened during the summer of 2020 with some small sports
events being organised again, but the measures were tightened for a second time from
October 2020 onwards. At the beginning of 2021, there were strict conditions for grocery
stores, and people were not allowed to leave their homes at night. In early March 2021, some
measures were loosened, but were strengthened again quite quickly. People were showing
corona fatigue, and, finally, from early June 2021, the Belgian government announced a
summer plan with a relaxation of most COVID-19 measures. Nearly all activities were
allowed again in public life during the 2021 UCI Road World Championships, resulting in
a unique context, even worldwide, as people saw this event as conquering COVID-19 [57].
Combined with sunny weather and nice temperatures, the event was experienced as a
national celebration, potentially stimulating high levels of social impact experiences (after
the event, from October onwards, COVID-19 numbers went wrong again in Belgium. The
general mouth mask mandate came back, with additional stricter measures). This makes
the event very attractive for this study. Moreover, the timing of the study allowed to
investigate social impact experiences before, during, and after the event and to collect
data from representative samples of residents. As such, the study of this event overcame
shortcomings from various previous studies, which either only studied two variations in
time and/or lacked representative study samples (see Table 1).

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Study Procedure

The current study used a quantitative approach, with a particular focus on the residents
of the city of Leuven. Data were gathered by means of online surveys at four different
times: two times before the event (April 2021—PRE1 and June 2021—PRE2, so 6–4 months
before), during the event (DURING—end of September 2021), and after the event (POST—
November and December 2021, so 2 months after). There is no consensus about the time
frames for event-related data collection. Various studies apply different time gaps. For
example, Balduck et al. [58] collected data one week before and one week after a major
cycling event (i.e., arrival of a 2007 Tour de France stage). Destadli and Solberg [59] executed
their data collection three weeks before, three weeks after, and one year after a large cycling
event (i.e., 2017 UCI Road World Championships). Oshimi et al. [9] considered 3 months
before and 4 months after a large rugby event (i.e., 2019 Rugby World Cup). In this study,
we opted for a 6- to 4-month period before the event to allow for sufficient distance and
dissociation from the event. The 2-month POST event time frame was determined by the
end date of the research project (i.e., December 2021) but left, nevertheless, sufficient time
for the event euphoria to diminish.

Data collection for the pre- and post-measurements lasted four weeks, whereas the
measurement during the event lasted only four days (the four days that the championships
were held in Leuven, 23–26 September; although the event took place between 24 September
and 26 September, recreational cyclists were able to cycle their own world championships
on the official course on 23 September). The online questionnaire was disseminated among
residents of the city of Leuven through different channels to reach as many inhabitants as
possible: (i) through the Leuven city magazine (which is distributed monthly); (ii) through
mailing and social media of different city services and associated advisory councils and
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local associations; (iii) through the Leuven Hoplr community (a social network for the
neighbourhood; https://www.hoplr.com/city/leuven; last accessed on 12 December 2021);
and (iv) through other social media that unite inhabitants (e.g., Facebook). Responses were
recorded using the Qualtrics software.

3.2. Instrument

Event support was measured by using three statements “I think it is good that the city
of Leuven has financially supported the UCI Road World Championships cycling”, “I think
it is important that large international sports events are organised in Leuven” [7,9,10,60],
supplemented with “If the UCI Road World Championships had been cancelled, I would
have regretted it”. The statements were measured on a 7-point Likert scale (ranging from
1—strongly disagree to 7—strongly agree [61]) and show acceptable internal reliability (α
ranges from 0.917 to 0.934 [9]).

Social impact experiences were measured using an existing social experience impact
scale, which was validated in various contexts (e.g., the 2016 Rio Olympic and Paralympic
Games, [11,61]; the 2020 Tokyo Olympic and Paralympic Games, [10]; and the 2019 Rugby
World Cup in Tokyo, [9,12]). The scale consists of 23 items representing seven constructs
(see also Table S1). One construct, namely feelings of unsafety (with three items), was not
included to limit the length of the questionnaire and because it was less relevant in the
current context, leaving 20 items representing six constructs. All items were self-referenced
(i.e., using wording in terms of “me” and “I”), measured on a 7-point Likert scale (ranging
from 1—strongly disagree to 7—strongly agree), and framed in the associated tense (future
for measurements before the event, present for the measurement during the event, and
past for the measurement after the event [12]).

Attitudinal involvement with the event was measured by using eight semantic differen-
tial items, measured on a 7-point Likert scale (see also Table S2 [62]). Fandom with cycling
was measured by using five statements measured on a 7-point Likert scale (ranging from
1—strongly disagree to 7—strongly agree) that measure fandom (see also Table S3 [63]). Par-
ticipation in sport was measured by considering the frequency of sports participation/active
forms of movement during spare time in the twelve months before data collection (5 times
a week or more/3 to 4 times a week/1 to 2 times a week/1 to 3 times a month/less than
once a month/never). Cycling participation was measured by considering the frequency of
cycling participation during spare time in the twelve months before data collection (5 times
a week or more/3 to 4 times a week/1 to 2 times a week/1 to 3 times a month/less than
once a month/never). Event attendance was measured as the intention to follow or visit the
event (before the event) or the actual visiting or following the event (during and after the
event) (visited/followed on television, radio, newspaper, or social media/ not visited or
followed or don’t know [64]).

Three key demographic variables: (i) gender (male/female/other), (ii) age (birth year),
and (iii) highest level of education (primary education or no education/secondary educa-
tion/higher education) were also included to achieve representativeness of the samples [65].
These variables also served as control variables in the analyses as sociodemographics are
known to affect lifestyle and preferences [66], including sports involvement and associated
social impact experiences.

3.3. Participants

Across the four data collection periods, a total of 4893 participants responded to the
questionnaire. Only those who were residents of the city of Leuven and completed the ques-
tions related to gender, age, educational level, and the social impact scale (N = 3219) were
included for further analyses. This resulted in a final weighted sample of 2902 residents.
To achieve a representative sample, the data were weighted in terms of gender, age, and
educational level based on population statistics [65,67].

The data of this study refer to 770 residents in the PRE1 measurement (six months
before the event), 486 residents in the PRE2 measurement (four months before the event),

https://www.hoplr.com/city/leuven
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841 in the DURING measurement, and 808 residents in the POST measurement (two months
after the event). In general, about the same number of men and women completed the
questionnaire (Table 2). The average age of respondents ranged from 44.6 to 46.1, and just
more than half of the respondents had a higher education. Before the event, just more
than half of the residents indicated their willingness to visit the 2021 UCI Road World
Championships. Two months after the event, almost three quarters of the residents (72.1%)
indicated they had visited the event. In the last measurement, significantly more people
were at least once a week active in sports in the past twelve months.

Table 2. Sample characteristics.

Variable PRE1
(Nweighted = 770)

PRE2
(Nweighted = 486)

DURING
(Nweighted = 841)

POST
(Nweighted = 808) χ2 F

Gender 7.109
Male 52.2% 53.5% 47.1% 52.0%

Female 47.8% 46.5% 52.9% 48.0%
Age 1.043

Mean 46.1 44.6 45.7 45.0
Standard deviation 16.3 16.8 16.3 16.3

Education 1.892
Secondary education or lower 47.7% 48.8% 48.2% 45.4%

Tertiary education 52.3% 51.2% 51.8% 54.6%
Visited the WC 109.077 ***

Yes 53.6% a 50.2% a 49.2% a 72.1% b

No 46.4% a 49.8% a 50.8% a 27.9% b

Sports participation in past 12 months 16.078 **
Less than once a week 35.4% a 33.0% a,b 37.5% a 28.1% b

At least once a week 64.6% a 67.0% a,b 62.5% a 71.9% b

Cycling in past 12 months 6.206
Less than once a week 59.6% 61.7% 65.9% 62.8%
At least once a week 40.4% 38.3% 34.1% 37.2%

Note. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; a,b differ significantly from one another.

3.4. Data Analyses

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were executed to test the reliability of the scales.
First, four CFAs were executed for the social impact scales (one for every wave of data col-
lection). The CFAs revealed a better model fit by deleting one item of the original scale (i.e., I
will be able to express my opinion about the organization of the event) to obtain acceptable
indices (CFI ranging from 0.950 to 0.964; TLI ranging from 0.937 to 0.955; and RMSEA
ranging from 0.078 to 0.092 [68,69]). Reliability and convergent validity were achieved (CR
ranging from 0.75 to 0.97 and AVE ranging from 0.56 to 0.91 [70]). Discrimination validity
was achieved, with the exception of three pairs of constructs, as squared correlations be-
tween constructs did not exceed the AVE values (between social capital/social cohesion
and between disorder and conflict/community spirit in all waves and between social
capital/sports participation and physical activity in wave 1 and wave 3 [70]). For those
pairs, chi-squared difference tests showed significant differences indicating discriminant
validity [71]. Second, four CFAs were executed for the fandom scale (one for every wave of
data collection, Table S3). The CFAs revealed an acceptable model fit (CFI ranging from
0.940 to 0.956 and TLI ranging from 0.819 to 0.868). Reliability and convergent validity
were achieved (CR ranging from 0.96 to 0.97 and AVE ranging from 0.83 to 0.86 [70]). Third,
four CFAs were executed for the attitudinal involvement scale (one for every wave of data
collection, Table S2). Shank and Beasley [62] argued both the one- and two-factor models
are common. Based on the data, the CFAs provided a better model fit for the two-factor
model. However, to reach complementarity with Taks and Rocha [11], the one-factor model
was preferred. The one-factor model revealed an acceptable model fit (CFI ranging from
0.879 to 0.920 and TLI ranging from 0.783 to 0.855). Reliability and convergent validity were
achieved (CR ranging from 0.97 to 0.98 and AVE ranging from 0.82 to 0.85 [70]). Although
the factor loadings, CFI, TLI, CR, and AVE values of the fandom scale and attitudinal
involvement scale are acceptable, the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)
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values seem to exceed the proposed cut-off values [68]. In the literature, the use of RMSEA
and its accompanying confidence interval has been contested as reliable models have been
faced with RMSEA values above the cut-off values (e.g., [72]). This could be due to a low
number of variables and thus a low number of degrees of freedom in the model [72–74].
Therefore, the authors chose to be consistent with previous research and retain the five
items for the fandom scale and the eight items for the attitudinal involvement scale.

To examine the varying experienced social impact over time, Multiple Analyses of
Covariance (MANCOVA) were used with the social impact experiences as dependent
variables, with the time of data collection as the independent variable and gender, age,
and education as covariates (hypothesis 1). To test the hypothesised model (Figure 1),
path analysis was used (hypotheses 2, 3, and 4). In line with the CFAs, the results of the
structural equation modeling (path analysis) show an acceptable fit (Table S4).

4. Results
4.1. Social Impact Experiences over Time

The results of the one-way MANCOVA show significant differences for all dependent
variables among the different data collection points (Table 3). In general, the 2021 UCI Road
World Championships had a limited social and sports-related impact on residents as the
factors social capital, social cohesion, and sports participation and physical activity scored
below the mid-point of 4, despite the fact that in the run-up to the event, residents talked
more about it (significant increase over time for community involvement). In general,
residents showed strong support for the event (except during the event) with an increase
between the first (PRE1 4.56) and last measurement (POST 4.92). Further, the high scores
for community spirit before and after the event and low scores for disorder and conflict
after the event (3.68) stand out.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and MANCOVA results (controlled for gender, age, and education).

Factor PRE1
(Nweighted = 567)

PRE2
(Nweighted = 419)

DURING
(Nweighted = 642)

POST
(Nweighted = 558)

M
(SD)

M
(SD)

M
(SD)

M
(SD) F P η2

Social capital 3.01 a

(0.06)
3.00 a

(0.07)
2.82 a

(0.06)
3.35 b

(0.06) 10.194 *** 0.032

Sports participation and physical activity 3.12 a

(0.07)
3.12 a,b

(0.08)
2.87 a

(0.07)
3.41 b

(0.07) 14.634 *** 0.045

Social cohesion 3.21 a

(0.07)
3.27 a

(0.08)
2.82 b

(0.06)
3.31 a

(0.07) 9.174 *** 0.029

Community spirit 4.53 a

(0.09)
4.42 a

(0.10)
3.95 b

(0.08)
5.05 c

(0.09) 17.854 *** 0.054

Disorder and conflict 4.15 a

(0.07)
4.28 a

(0.09)
4.91 b

(0.07)
3.68 c

(0.07) 26.776 *** 0.079

Community involvement 3.81 a

(0.07)
4.13 b

(0.08)
4.26 b

(0.06)
4.40 b

(0.07) 13.993 *** 0.043

Support 4.56 a

(0.09)
4.58 a,c

(0.10)
3.86 b

(0.08)
4.92 c

(0.09) 18.711 *** 0.057

Attitudinal involvement 4.32 a

(0.08)
4.19 a

(0.09)
3.86 b

(0.07)
4.74 c

(0.08) 15.278 *** 0.047

Fandom 3.33 a

(0.08)
3.20 a

(0.09)
2.77 b

(0.08)
3.40 a

(0.08) 15.701 *** 0.048

Note. Measured on a 7-point Likert scale; *** p < 0.001; a,b,c differ significantly from one another. The total
number of residents could have been higher for some factors of this table. This is due to the fact that fewer people
completed all items for all factors that are included in this table.

In general, lower scores are obtained during the event compared to before or after the
event (i.e., social capital, sports participation and physical activity, social cohesion, commu-
nity spirit, support, attitudinal involvement, and fandom) suggesting some influence of
the 2021 UCI Road World Championships on residents. The significantly lower levels of
attitudinal involvement and fandom DURING the event may also reflect that data were
collected from a broader and more general public.
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4.2. Factors Influencing Social Impact Experiences

The results of the path coefficients (Table 4), combined with the fit indices in Table S4
suggest a good fit of the proposed measurement model. Most social impact experiences
obtained R2 values of 0.4 or above at the different measurement points suggesting a good
predictive power of the predictive variables (except for community involvement mainly
during and after the event).

Attitudinal involvement and fandom showed a high and significant direct influence
on almost all social impact experiences for all measurement points (except for community
involvement, fandom, and attitudinal involvement in wave 4 and attitudinal involvement
in wave 3). In general, whether or not the resident cycles seemed to have no important
direct influence, except for sports participation and physical activity, those who have
cycled in the past 12 months obtained higher scores for sports participation and physical
activity in all measuring points. Additionally, the willingness to visit the event (or actual
visiting behaviour) was an important variable as well (particularly for social capital, sports
participation and physical activity, social cohesion, community spirit, and disorder and
conflict in waves 2, 3, and 4 and for community involvement in waves 1 and 2).

Table 4. Relationship between social impact experiences and attitudinal and behavioural involvement
(controlled for gender, age, and education).

Relationship (Direct Effects) PRE1 PRE2 DURING POST

Standardised
Loadings

Standardised
Loadings

Standardised
Loadings

Standardised
Loadings

Fandom→ SocCap 0.204 *** 0.353 *** 0.437 *** 0.250 ***
Involvement→ SocCap 0.696 *** 0.546 *** 0.520 *** 0.578 ***

Cycling participation→ SocCap 0.056 * −0.009 0.043 0.046
Visit WC→ SocCap 0.096 * 0.217 *** 0.291 *** 0.200 ***
Gender→ SocCap 0.051 * 0.120 *** 0.047 0.096 ***

Age→ SocCap −0.032 0.070 * 0.002 0.009
Education→ SocCap −0.049 −0.028 0.036 0.000

Fandom→ Sport 0.336 *** 0.416 *** 0.492 *** 0.335 ***
Involvement→ Sport 0.576 *** 0.512 *** 0.443 *** 0.478 ***

Cycling participation→ Sport 0.069 ** 0.089 ** 0.066 * 0.113 ***
Visit WC→ Sport 0.037 0.141 ** 0.246 *** 0.107 ***
Gender→ Sport 0.017 0.043 0.020 0.040

Age→ Sport −0.162 *** −0.068 * −0.105 *** −0.149 ***
Education→ Sport -0.026 −0.015 0.026 −0.003

Fandom→ SocCoh 0.204 *** 0.355 *** 0.455 *** 0.282 ***
Involvement→ SocCoh 0.703 *** 0.582 *** 0.473 *** 0.579 ***

Cycling participation→ SocCoh 0.048 * 0.003 0.041 0.037
Visit WC→ SocCoh 0.175 *** 0.267 *** 0.357 *** 0.212 ***
Gender→ SocCoh 0.060 * 0.132 *** 0.038 0.105 ***

Age→ SocCoh −0.068 ** 0.027 −0.023 −0.030
Education→ SocCoh -0.025 −0.049 0.047 * 0.028

Fandom→ CommSpirit 0.195 *** 0.357 *** 0.331 *** 0.281 ***
Involvement→ CommSpirit 0.789 *** 0.598 *** 0.555 *** 0.689 ***

Cycling participation→ CommSpirit 0.001 −0.001 0.024 −0.024
Visit WC→ CommSpirit 0.248 *** 0.392 *** 0.452 *** 0.307 ***
Gender→ CommSpirit 0.076 ** 0.127 *** 0.090 *** 0.080 ***

Age→ CommSpirit −0.065 ** −0.031 −0.022 −0.047 *
Education→ CommSpirit −0.026 −0.034 0.034 0.048 *
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Table 4. Cont.

Relationship (Direct Effects) PRE1 PRE2 DURING POST

Standardised
Loadings

Standardised
Loadings

Standardised
Loadings

Standardised
Loadings

Fandom→ Conflict −0.289 *** −0.348 *** −0.277 *** −0.277 ***
Involvement→ Conflict −0.652 *** −0.409 *** −0.474 *** −0.530 ***

Cycling participation→ Conflict −0.033 0.008 −0.064 * −0.053
Visit WC→ Conflict −0.268 *** −0.361 *** −0.450 *** −0.332 ***
Gender→ Conflict −0.002 −0.130 ** 0.002 −0.001

Age→ Conflict 0.034 0.001 −0.101 *** −0.099 *
Education→ Conflict 0.057 −0.006 0.012 0.039

Fandom→ CommInv 0.196 *** 0.379 *** 0.126 *** 0.060
Involvement→ CommInv 0.331 *** 0.275 *** 0.058 0.085

Cycling participation→ CommInv 0.037 0.067 −0.006 −0.011
Visit WC→ CommInv 0.273 *** 0.194 ** 0.076 * 0.106 *
Gender→ CommInv −0.076 * −0.043 0.012 −0.023

Age→ CommInv −0.119 ** −0.119 ** −0.105 *** −0.136 ***
Education→ CommInv 0.101 *** −0.018 0.049 * 0.147 ***

R2 (SocCap) 0.544 0.487 0.551 0.448
R2 (Sport) 0.478 0.470 0.517 0.390

R2 (SocCoh) 0.578 0.555 0.564 0.475
R2 (CommSpirit) 0.732 0.656 0.632 0.661

R2 (Conflict) 0.585 0.436 0.519 0.482
R2 (CommInv) 0.253 0.277 0.040 0.061

Note. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; SocCap = Social capital; Sport = Sports participation; SocCoh = Social
cohesion; CommSpirit = Community spirit; Conflict = Disorder and conflict; CommInv = Community involvement;
Involvement = Attitudinal involvement; Visit WC = Event attendance; Measured on 7-point Likert scale (except
cycling participation: 0 = no cycling in past 12 months, 1 = cycled at least once in past 12 months; visit WC: 0 = no
visit of WC, 1 = visit of WC; gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; age: continuous; education: 0 = secondary education or
lower, 1 = higher education).

4.3. Factors Influencing Support and Social Impact Experiences as Mediating Factor

The results of the path coefficients (Table 5) combined with the fit indices in Table S4
suggest a good fit of the proposed measurement model. Event support obtained R2 values
above 0.8 at the different measurement points suggesting a very good predictive power of
the predictive variables.

Community spirit showed a positive, strong, and significant direct influence on sup-
port before, during, and after the event. Coherently, disorder and conflict showed a negative
and significant direct influence on support before, during, and after the event as well. In
addition, social capital had a positive and significant direct influence on support for the
two extreme measurement points (i.e., PRE1 and POST). Further, attitudinal involvement
had a significant direct influence on support before and after the event; fandom had a small
and significant direct influence on support after the event, and social cohesion had a small
and significant direct influence on support during the event.

As also evidenced from Table 5, fandom, attitudinal involvement, and event attendance
of residents had a strong and significant positive indirect influence on support through
the different social impact experiences (with community spirit as the most important
contributing factor). This resulted in positive and significant total effects of community
spirit, attitudinal involvement, fandom, and event attendance before, during, and after the
event and a negative and significant total effect of disorder and conflict before, during, and
after the event.
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Table 5. Relationship among support, social impact experiences, and attitudinal and behavioural involvement (controlled for gender, age, and education).

Relationship PRE1 PRE2 DURING POST

Standardised Loading Standardised Loading Standardised Loading Standardised Loading

DI ID TOT DI ID TOT DI ID TOT DI ID TOT

SocCap→ Support 0.126 * 0.126 * 0.050 0.050 −0.035 −0.035 0.081 * 0.081 *
Sport→ Support −0.045 −0.045 −0.055 −0.055 0.034 0.034 0.037 0.037

SocCoh→ Support −0.092 −0.092 −0.045 −0.045 0.092 * 0.092 * −0.045 −0.045
CommSpirit→ Support 0.766 *** 0.766 *** 0.698 *** 0.698 *** 0.691 *** 0.691 *** 0.739 ** 0.739 **

Conflict→ Support −0.092 * −0.092 * −0.187 *** −0.187 *** −0.232 *** −0.232 *** −0.112 *** −0.112 ***
CommInv→ Support −0.014 −0.014 −0.032 −0.032 −0.001 −0.001 0.014 0.014
Fandom→ Support 0.016 0.165 *** 0.182 *** 0.043 0.281 *** 0.325 *** 0.010 0.336 *** 0.346 *** 0.051 * 0.260 *** 0.311 ***

Involvement→ Support 0.115 * 0.657 *** 0.773 *** 0.137 ** 0.458 *** 0.595 *** 0.035 0.533 *** 0.568 *** 0.093 ** 0.608 *** 0.701 ***
Cycling participation→ Support −0.006 0.003 −0.003 −0.002 −0.010 −0.012 −0.032 0.036 0.004 −0.025 −0.006 −0.031

Visit WC→ Support 0.021 0.205 *** 0.226 *** 0.064 0.326 *** 0.390 *** −0.060 0.447 *** 0.388 *** −0.017 0.276 *** 0.260 ***
Gender→ Support −0.032 0.059 ** 0.027 −0.027 0.112 *** 0.085 ** −0.040 * 0.064 ** 0.024 −0.040 * 0.064 ** 0.024

Age→ Support 0.014 −0.042 * −0.028 −0.013 −0.012 −0.025 0.015 0.002 0.018 0.020 −0.029 −0.009
Education→ Support 0.036 * −0.029 0.007 −0.016 −0.021 −0.037 0.028 0.025 0.053 * −0.012 0.032 0.020

R2 (support) 0.855 0.813 0.803 0.855

Note. DI = Direct effects; ID = Indirect effects; TOT = Total effects; *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; SocCap = Social capital; Sport = Sports participation; SocCoh = Social cohesion;
CommSpirit = Community spirit; Conflict = Disorder and conflict; CommInv = Community involvement; Involvement = Attitudinal involvement; Visit WC = Event attendance;
Measured on 7-point Likert scale (except cycling participation: 0 = no cycling in past 12 months, 1 = cycled at least once in past 12 months; visit WC: 0 = no visit of WC, 1 = visit of WC;
gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; age: continuous; education: 0 = secondary education or lower, 1 = higher education).
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5. Discussion
5.1. Differences in Social Impact Experiences before, during, and after the Event

Based on the results, hypothesis 1a cannot be accepted. Social capital was higher after
the event compared to before or during the event. This is contrary to Gibson et al. [43]
and Oshimi et al. [12] who both found social capital to be lower after the 2010 FIFA World
Cup and 2019 Rugby World Cup, respectively, compared to before the events. In addition,
hypothesis 1b cannot be accepted as sports participation and physical activity were higher
after the event compared to six months before (PRE1) or during the event. Past research,
however, found lower scores after the event compared to before [12] or during [11] the event.
Hypothesis 1c cannot be accepted either. Social cohesion was significantly higher before and
after the event compared to during the event, which contradicts previous results [11,12].
Further, hypothesis 1d can partly be accepted as community spirit was higher after but lower
during the event compared to the situation before the event. The lower score during the
event is remarkable as most research found feelings of euphoria to be the highest during
the event (e.g., [75,76]). However, the scores did increase significantly after the event (such
as [43]), indicating that, after all, residents were happy the event took place in the city.
In line with Oshimi et al. [12], the factor disorder and conflict was lower after the event
compared to before the event. Therefore, hypothesis 1e can be accepted. Additionally, this
factor was highest during the event (4.91 on a 7-point Likert scale) indicating residents
experienced nuisance because of the 2021 UCI Road World Championships, which was
also evidenced in past research on the Olympic Games [33]. Finally, hypothesis 1f cannot be
confirmed as community involvement was not significantly lower after the event compared
to during the event. However, this could be due to the fact that in order to improve the fit
of the data, one item from this factor was deleted (see Table S1).

The results show a limited experienced social and sports-related impact of the 2021
UCI Road World Championships on residents (scores below mid-point). Not unexpected,
these scores are lower compared to other sources measuring social impact perceptions,
which tend to overestimate social impacts (see [10] for an overview). The scores found in
this study are in line with the lower experienced social impact scores found by Oshimi
et al. [12], Taks et al. [10], and Taks and Rocha [11]. Furthermore, the significantly lower
scores (i.e., community spirit, support, attitudinal involvement, and fandom) or conversely
higher scores (i.e., disorder and conflict) on some factors during the event stand out. It
seems that residents who were more involved in cycling and involved with the event were
already occupied with the event before the event and were kept occupied after the event
(explaining the higher scores). On the opposite, a large group of residents who were less
involved were not focused on the event before or after it took place but were hyped up
during the event. This is partly due to the fact that cycling is part of the cultural heritage of
the Belgians [51,52,77]. The event enthralled the general population, and the study may
have triggered the attention of the mass to participate during but not before or after the
event. This may explain the overall lower social impact scores during the event.

Despite low absolute scores on some constructs, higher scores on most positive social
impact experiences (i.e., social capital, sports participation and physical activity, commu-
nity spirit, and community involvement) and lower scores on the negative social impact
experience (i.e., disorder and conflict) were obtained after the event compared to before
or during the event. This suggests some positive influence of the 2021 UCI Road World
Championships on residents of the city of Leuven over time.

5.2. Relationship among Involvement, Social Impact Experiences, and Event Support before,
during, and after the Event
5.2.1. Factors Influencing Social Impact Experiences

Based on the results, hypothesis 2a can be accepted for the most part. As hypothesised,
attitudinal involvement had a positive direct influence on positive social impact experiences
and a negative direct influence on negative impact experiences before the event. The same
results were also found during and after the event (except for community involvement;
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meaning residents who showed more attitudinal involvement towards the event also
had more conversations about it before but not during and after the event. This partly
confirms what has been found in past research. Taks and Rocha [11] found a relationship
between attitudinal involvement and positive impact experiences (i.e., sports participation
and physical activity, social cohesion, community spirit, and community involvement)
during but not after the event. Ma et al. [49] also found a positive relationship between
interest towards the event and the perceived impacts before the event. In addition, and
broadly speaking similar to hypothesis 2a, hypothesis 2b can be accepted for the most part
as well, as fandom positively influenced positive social impact experiences and negatively
influenced negative impact experiences before, during, and after the event (except for
community involvement after the event). This is in line with Inoue and Havard [50] who
found evidence of the relationship between involvement in sport and the perceived impact
during the event. The insignificance of community involvement is noteworthy. Note that
this construct reflects ‘I will discuss the organisation of the event with other people in the
community’ and ‘I will have conversations about the organisation of the event’. Thus, this
is about conversations about the event. It is not surprising that these conversations were
more prominent in the period leading up to the event (especially for cycling fans). Once
the event was over, these conversations faded away for both cycling fans and residents
who are not cycling fans. Hypothesis 2c cannot be accepted. Participation in cycling has no
significant direct influence on most social impact experiences before, during, or after the
event. This was also evidenced by Vegara-Ferri et al. [16] before and during the event. There
is, however, a direct influence of cycling behaviour on sports participation and physical
activity before, during, and after the event (and a positive direct influence on social capital
and social cohesion in the PRE1 measurement and a negative direct influence on disorder
and conflict during the event). Not unexpected, residents who had cycled in the twelve
months before the survey was taken were more positive towards the positive influence
of the event on their sport and physical activity behaviour compared to residents who
had not cycled. Lastly, hypothesis 2d can be accepted for the largest part. Event attendance
positively influenced positive social impact experiences and negatively influenced negative
impact experiences before, during, and after the event. This is, however, not true for sports
participation and physical activity in the PRE1 measurement, possibly due to the long time
period (of 6 months) before the event.

5.2.2. Factors Influencing Support

Based on the results, hypothesis 3a cannot be confirmed. In line with Oshimi et al. [12]
and Prayag et al. [7], a positive direct relationship between social capital and support was
found before the event. However, this only related to six months before the event (PRE1),
and the relationship disappeared four months before the event (PRE2). A positive direct
relationship was also found after the event, which can be seen as a contribution to the
literature as this result has not yet been evidenced. Contrary to Oshimi et al. [12] and
Rocha [34], no direct relationship was found between sports participation and physical
activity and support before or after the event. No direct relationship was found during the
event either. This finding suggests that sports participation and spectator sports are not
connected, possibly due to the strong Sport for All policy in Belgium and more specifically
the Flanders region [78], which strongly promotes active participation in sport and pays less
attention to spectator sports. This study found a positive and significant direct relationship
between social cohesion and event support during (in line with [8]) but not before and after
the event (contrary to [3,7,8]). In accordance with past research, a strong and significant
positive direct relationship was found between community spirit and support before,
during, and after the event [3,5,7,12,34]. In addition, hypothesis 3b can be accepted. A
negative and significant direct relationship between disorder and conflict and support was
found before (as also evidenced by [7], but contrary to [12]), during and after (contrary
to [12]) the event.
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Attitudinal involvement had a positive direct relationship on support before and after,
but not during the event, which may be attributed to the fact that the general population
showed interest in the event at the time the event took place and that the general population
was also more represented in the survey sample. Therefore, hypothesis 3c can only party be
accepted. Parra-Camacho et al. [15] also evidenced this relationship, as they observed a
relationship between attitudinal involvement (in terms of interest in the event) and support
for the Formula E Grand Prix of Santiago de Chile in 2018 (which can be categorised as a
non-mega SSE) after the event. Additionally, hypothesis 3d cannot be accepted as fandom
only had a positive significant direct influence on support after the event. Contrary to
past research [3,13,15], participation in cycling and event attendance showed no significant
direct influence on support before, during, or after the event. Consequently, hypotheses 3e
and 3f cannot be accepted. As indicated earlier, the absence of these links could possibly
be due to the strong Sport for All policy in Belgium, and more specifically the Flanders
region [78], which suggests that both sports participation and viewing behaviour are not
connected to event support.

In past research on identifying predictive variables of support for SSEs, attitudinal
and behavioural involvement were often not included (e.g., [3,4,7,9]). At the same time,
involvement in sport and sports events were considered to be important contributors of
event support [18]. Against expectations, this study evidences the limited direct influence of
several involvement measures (i.e., fandom, participation in cycling, and event attendance)
on event support.

5.2.3. Social Impact Experiences as Mediating Factor

The attitudinal and behavioural measures that were included in this study did not
exert a large direct influence on event support. Mainly attitudinal involvement was an
important factor and to a lesser extent fandom. The results show, however, large and
significant indirect influences of attitudinal involvement, event attendance, and fandom on
event support (through different social impact perceptions and mainly through community
spirit). As also evidenced by Taks and Rocha [11], this study argues that social impact
experiences have an important role in evaluating the relationship between attitudinal and
behavioural involvement, on the one hand, and event support, on the other hand.

5.3. Implications

Cities all over the world persist in organising publicly funded, non-mega SEEs as
they seem to have more potential in achieving sustainable legacies than mega SSEs [1].
Additionally, support from local residents is a decisive factor for the success of events [4–6].
This study evidenced the limited social and sports-related impact of the 2021 UCI Road
World Championships on local residents when measuring experiences. On the one hand,
we did expect lower social impact scores compared to the majority of social impact studies,
which generally measure social impact through perceptions. It has been well-documented
that measuring social impact perceptions lead to overestimation of the impact [9–12]. On
the other hand, these results were disappointing as a slightly stronger impact than other
studies was expected [9–12] given the strongly embedded cultural tradition of cycling
among Flemish residents [52,53,77] and the very specific and unique societal context, with
this event being the first significant SSE in Flanders since COVID-19. Nevertheless, despite
the low absolute scores on several social impact experiences, it seemed the event showed
significantly higher scores for social capital, sports participation and physical activity,
community spirit, support, and attitudinal involvement after the event suggesting some
positive influence on residents.

The current study has two important contributions to the literature. First, Taks and
Rocha [11] highlighted the value of evaluating social impact experiences among SSEs. This
article confirms this utility and shows that to explain event support, social impact experi-
ences are of utmost importance, not only as direct predictors, but also as mediating factors
(by including, for example, attitudinal and behavioural involvement factors). Second, this
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article shows that the direct influence of involvement factors on event support are less
important than previously suggested (e.g., [18]).

It is important for future hosts and event organisers to get the narrative right when it
comes to social impact experiences and their importance. More specifically, it is correct to
emphasise that the event will stimulate community spirit and to some extent community
involvement, but that all other social impact variables are less relevant and should not
be emphasised (i.e., scores below the indifference point). Given the important mediating
role of community spirit on event support, event organisers will benefit from offering
celebratory opportunities over the course the event [79].

5.4. Limitations and Future Research

Some limitations can be identified. First, data were gathered by means of online
surveys. This data collection method yields the potential of sampling bias. By online
distribution of the questionnaire, it is possible that certain (target) groups did not have the
chance to complete the questionnaire (e.g., no or limited access to a computer or the internet).
In addition, it is possible that certain individuals with a greater affinity to sport or events or
the specific topic (i.e., social impact) are overrepresented in the response. However, the data
were weighted (for gender, age, and education) by using population statistics to ensure
a representative response is achieved [65,67]. Second, the cross-sectional samples across
the different time periods may have caused variations, particularly for the data collected
during the event, when a much larger portion of the general population engaged with the
event. This may have enticed a larger portion of the general population to participate in the
study during the event, while people with higher levels of involvement and interest in the
event were more likely to participate in the study before and after the event. Although the
four cross-sectional samples were representative for the population under investigation,
following the same research participants over a longer period of time in a longitudinal
approach may even shed a more accurate understanding of changes in social impact
experiences over time [9]. Third, surveys can only do so much to capture social impacts. A
mixed method approach, including interviews, offering residents the opportunity to talk
about their social impact experiences, might enhance our understanding of the scope and
meaning of the social experiences for residents. Fourth, because of privacy issues, it was
not within the reach of the authors to control for people who completed the questionnaire
among the different measurement points. For example, some people only completed the
questionnaire once, and others completed the questionnaire at multiple measurement
points. Lastly, the fit of the scales to measure fandom and attitudinal involvement was
not great. Although the factor loadings, CFI, TLI, CR, and AVE values of the scales were
acceptable, the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) values seemed to exceed
the proposed cut-off values [68], which could be due to a low number of degrees of freedom
in the model [72–74]. However, as the use of RMSEA has been contested in the literature [72]
and to be consistent with past research [11,62,63], the scales were kept.

The current study filled the gap in the literature by investigating the social impact
of a non-mega SSE among a representative city sample four to six months before, during,
and two months after the event. Future research can complement the current knowledge
by replicating this research in other contexts, such as examining the same event in other
countries or investigating another sport in the same city context. The study pertained to a
cycling event strongly embedded in the cultural context where the event took place (i.e.,
Flanders and Belgium). It would be interesting to repeat the study for another strongly
culturally embedded sport in another society (e.g., a major hockey event in Canada). In
addition, measurements with a longer time interval (e.g., one year prior to or one year after
the event) would allow to determine whether changes among involvement, social impact
experiences, and event support remain in effect or disappear altogether.
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6. Conclusions

The 2021 UCI Road World Championships that were held in Flanders provided the
perfect context to fill several research gaps by studying (1) the variation of social impact
experiences of a non-mega SSE over time (i.e., before, during, and after the event) and (2) the
influence of social impact experiences and various forms of sport and event involvement
on event support among representative samples of residents residing in the city of Leuven
(host city for road races).

The event had a limited social and sports-related impact on residents of the city of
Leuven, but there were improvements over time (i.e., social capital, sports participation and
physical activity, community spirit, support, and attitudinal involvement). Additionally,
social impact experiences have an important direct influence on event support before,
during, and after the event and play an important mediating role for the effect of attitudinal
and behavioural involvement on event support.
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//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14159509/s1, Table S1. Results of the confirmatory factor
analysis of the social impact scale (pre-event in future tense presented here; during event in present
tense; and post-event in past tense); Table S2. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis of the
attitudinal involvement scale; Table S3. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis of the fandom
scale; Table S4. Fit indices of structural equation models to study the relationship among support,
social impact experiences, and attitudinal and behavioural involvement (controlled for gender, age,
and education).
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