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Legitimacy and democracy:
implications for governance

in sport
Brian Minikin

School of Sport, University of Stirling, Stirling, UK

Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate how the existing mechanisms for legitimising
member based sport organisations can lead to poor governance and how accepted democratic
processes can be manipulated to suit the personal agenda of individuals over the vision of the
organisation.
Design/methodology/approach – Three cases are provided to illustrate how, it is relatively easy for
individuals to manipulate the established rules in order to obtain and retain power.
Findings – The self-regulatory nature of sport assumes that elected representatives put the
organisation’s interests before their own and that they always act in the best interests of the members.
The evidence, provided in this paper, suggests that this assumption may be inappropriate.
Research limitations/implications – The case studies provided occurred within the boundaries of
one continental grouping of countries and may be considered biased due to the specific demographic
characteristics of this part of the world and the relative lack of development of sport systems that
exist there.
Practical implications – The paper raises important questions about the appropriateness of the
legitimising mechanisms that affect sport and the challenges that face modern sport organisations.
Social implications – The paper may provide a basis for arguing that the concepts of democracy
and autonomy in sport organisations need to be reviewed if their autonomy is to be maintained.
Originality/value – This paper provides a basis for challenging the basis of how sport is structured
and how member based sport organisations are legitimised to operate as they do.
Keywords Management, Legitimacy, Olympic, Sport organizations, Elections, Ethical governance
Paper type Case study

1. Introduction
Sport organisations are established to arrange and manage various aspects of the
delivery of sport at the community level, the elite level and everything in between.
Some of these organisations are government driven, either national or regional,
or non-government, driven by the mandate of a membership that takes a variety of forms
(Enjolras andWaldahl, 2010; Hoye, 2006). This paper examines the processes that lead to
the selection of people in positions of “power” in sport organisations, particularly those
that make up the Olympic movement. The focus will be on those organisations that are
regulated by their membership and which become organisationally a member of another
sport organisation or multi-organisation (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2005), such as a National
Olympic Committee (NOC) or an International Federation (IF). Particular attention is
given to Olympic sport organisations that operate in a developing sport system, where it
is possible for an individual to assume a position of influence on a multi-sport
organisation such as a NOC or an IF relatively easily compared to organisations that
exist in countries that have well-developed sport systems.

It is hoped that this paper will lead to further thinking on the framework that is
currently accepted as appropriate for selecting officials onto the governing boards
of sport organisations and the resultant effect that such practices have on the
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establishment of good governance leading to sound management practice throughout
the Olympic movement. By the use of case studies, this paper will consider the
implications of selecting governing boards and attempt to highlight problems that may
arise by considering how easily the selection of office bearers can be manipulated thus
leading to situations in which the basic principles of good governance (International
Olympic Committee, 2008) might be compromised.

2. Background
There are three constituent groups that make up the Olympic movement. They include:
the International Olympic Committee (IOC), the IF and NOCs (International Olympic
Committee, 2011). The membership of the IFs and the NOCs are largely made up of
National Sport Federations (NSFs) which are usually not-for-profit entities that consist
of a membership that is responsible for the development or delivery of a specific sport
within a specific country (Chappelet and Kubler-Mabbott, 2008; O’Reilly and Knight,
2007). NSFs may vary quite significantly both within and between national boundaries
and sporting codes (Mittag and Putzmann, 2013; Hoye, 2006). In general NSFs are
member based organisations made of one or all of athletes and players, leagues, clubs,
regional or district associations and supporters (Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010). NSFs
generally make up the majority of members in a NOC which is a body endorsed by the
IOC to prepare teams for participation in the Olympic games. NSFs that are recognised
by a NOC are also expected to be members of the IF that is responsible for the
development of their sport worldwide.

The majority of sport organisations, particularly those within the non-profit sector,
place the responsibility for governing the organisation in the hands of an elected board
or group executive officers through some form of voting system that assumes to best
represent the membership of the organisation (Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010; Geeraert
et al., 2013; Chappelet, 2010; Hoye, 2006; Forster, 2006). Governing boards are expected
to provide leadership and good governance, acting in the best interests of members
(Herman et al., 1996).

It has been observed that sport organisations have moved towards increased
bureaucratisation and professionalism as part of a process of modernisation (Li et al.,
2012; Sherry et al., 2007; Stewart, 2007; UK Sport, 2003, 2004; Auld, 1997) changes in the
way that governing boards are structured and selected have been noted, such that not
all members of sport organisation boards are necessarily representative of the member
body (Walters et al., 2011). There appears to be an increasing trend towards appointing
people to boards who have specific expertise that may fill gaps in the skill sets
available in the elected group of members, such as someone with finance or legal
expertise (Walters et al., 2011; Houlihan and Green, 2008; Henry and Lee, 2004; Auld,
1997). This trend raises questions about the “representativeness” of governing boards
given the traditional view that the board members should be representative of the
membership of the organisation. Furthermore, it is the representative nature of
the governing board that legitimises the sport organisation itself and as such
provides the mandate to the governing board to carry out its duties in accordance
with the constitution.

3. Review of literature
This review examines issues around legitimacy and democracy in sport organisations
that will support an ethnographic account of the difficulties that may be encountered
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when individuals choose to manipulate the established processes of legitimacy and
democracy to suit themselves over the organisation(s) that they represent. Concepts
relevant to these processes are examined with a view to understanding the significance
of the method of selecting boards that govern such organisations, with an emphasis
on NSFs for sport, and NOCs.

3.1 The structure and legitimacy of sport organisations
The Olympic Charter directs that for sport organisations, the Congress or General
Assembly is considered the supreme authority of the organisation (Mittag and
Putzmann, 2013; International Olympic Committee, 2011) and is often written as
“the highest organ” of the organisation as described in the constitution or statutes that
govern that organisation (Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010). For many single sport
organisations, the Constitution will usually need to meet the requirements established by
a parent sport organisation such as a NSF, or its IF, the NOC of that country and in some
cases, also meet some form of legal requirement established in order to register the
organisation as a legal entity under the laws of the country in which the organisation
resides. In this way and with the support of an established membership, sport
organisations attain their “legitimacy” to represent their members and act to deliver
activities associated with their sport according to these guidelines (Forster, 2006).

This concept of legitimacy is fundamental in the creation of governing boards.
Governing boards are established to oversee the strategic direction of sport
organisations and in general these boards are formed through the endorsement of an
established membership that gives it authority and legitimacy to act as the “voice” of
the membership (Hoye, 2006). Hirschman (1974) suggests that the concepts of voice,
exit and loyalty are fundamental to establishing the legitimacy of an organisation and
this is reflected in electoral processes that are based on the principles of democracy
(Mittag and Putzmann, 2013; Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010). In the case of sport
organisations, this is understood to mean “representative” democracy which is based
on the idea of elected individuals who represent a group of people or organisations
(Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010). In this context, it is the membership of the organisation
that will determine who is eligible to vote and who is eligible to stand for a position that
represents the membership. Through the endorsement of a membership, the legitimacy
of the organisation is established (Henry and Lee, 2004). In its simplest form, a group of
people who have a common interest in playing a sport, may group together to form a
club. That club may operate independently according to the needs of the members to
provide opportunities for them to play that sport. Prior to the establishment of NSFs,
the club was legitimate in its objectives because it was endorsed by its own members to
do so. In modern times, additional steps must be taken. For the club to be seen as
legitimate it now must seek endorsement from a body that is a national collection of
clubs or organisations with the same sporting interest. This national body becomes
legitimised by its members, in this case the clubs and in turn the NSF legitimises its
members, the clubs by recognising them (Forster, 2006). For sports organisations,
practices that lead to their legitimacy have been in turn seen as essential by umbrella
institutions such as the IF or the IOC. Washington and Patterson (2011) suggest that
endorsement of practices by dominant institutions may create conditions in which
practices that might ordinarily be seen as being in conflict with the environment may
become an institution in their own right. In this way, the simple endorsement by the
membership of an organisation is viewed as being enough to legitimise the existence of
a sport organisation.

437

Legitimacy
and

democracy

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

St
ir

lin
g 

A
t 0

9:
04

 1
5 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
16

 (
PT

)



3.2 Democratic principles underlying sport governance
Since sport organisations prescribe their operations according to the principles of
democracy, it is important to understand what this may mean. Allern and Pedersen
(2007), describe three concepts of democracy:

(1) Competitive democracy emphasises the use of the vote to reach a decision
concerning competing interests. In sport this manifests itself both in the election
of representatives to governing boards as well as the use of the vote to make
a choice over one or more competing interests, such as approving a budget
priority or the composition of a delegation or team to represent the organisation
in a competition. The selection of delegates to the board is inherently a
competitive process in which candidates present a case to the membership in
favour of their selection. The members then choose, usually by a simple vote or
ballot. In theory, this process should result in the best candidates being
successfully elected to a position on the board (Hart, 1995). However there does
not appear to be a body of research that supports the idea that, in non-profit
organisations, the competitive electoral process results in selecting the right
people for the right positions on governing boards (Ferkins and Shilbury, 2010).

(2) Participative democracy seeks active participation by all members in decision
making and is characterised by a consensus based approach to selection
and decision making. The application of participative democracy may be
demonstrated by how effectively a sport organisation engages with its
members and its staff. The theory of participative democracy underpins
the successful governance of non-profit sport organisations. In order for the
membership to properly select the right people to represent them and as well
monitor their performance, the conditions for participative democracy must be
in place. Given that the membership is in theory the body to which a governing
board is accountable, it is essential that the membership remains engaged and
has an opportunity to make informed decisions on the performance and
decisions of their governors (Thibault et al., 2010; Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010).

(3) Deliberative democracy seeks to solve conflict through discussion and
consultation. Ideally, deliberative democracy manifests itself in all aspects of
governance in a sports organisation. One might observe an active process
of consultation and gathering of evidence leading to the decision making and
planning process as a manifestation of deliberative democracy. The delegation
of policy development to working groups, or commissions with a defined
purpose might be examples of deliberative democracy in sport organisations.
With respect to selecting board members, deliberative democracy might be in
evidence when people with specific skill sets who may not be a part of the
formal membership of the organisation, are selected, in consultation with
the membership, based on an established need to fill the board with a desired set
of skills (Walters et al., 2011; Houlihan and Green, 2008).

Then there is the issue of representative vs direct democracy (Enjolras and Waldahl,
2010). It is a common occurrence in sport, whereby the holding of a position in one
organisation may qualify an individual to hold a position in another even though the
representation required is quite different, such as a NSF President who sits on a NOC or
an IF board. MacAloon (2011) suggests that this process, reinforced in the reform of
the IOC from the year 2000 can lead to conflicts of interest. When such an individual,
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sits on the board of a multi-sport organisation, to which the organisation that this
person leads is also a member, the conditions for a conflict between the interest of the
single sport organisation and the interest of the multi-sport sport organisation becomes
real. This might be further enhanced by the need for the individual to maintain their
position in the single sport organisation as a pre-requisite for holding a place in the
multi-sport organisation. By acting against the interest of the single sport organisation
in favour of the interest of the multi-sport organisation, the individual may place their
position in the single sport organisation in jeopardy and ultimately their place on the
multi-sport organisation as well. Such a scenario also brings the individual’s interest,
in holding power, into conflict with both the members of the single sport organisation
and those other sport organisations that belong to the multi-sport organisation.

3.3 Selecting for political office
In order to bring clarity to the methods used to place individuals into positions of
power, the following section briefly discusses methods of selection for political office
and attempts to demonstrates how such methods might be used when selecting
individuals for a position on governing boards of sport organisations.

Besley (2005): 50, suggests that “four main methods of selection to political office
are available: drawing of lots; heredity; the use of force and voting”.

Drawing of lots forms the basis of the commune system within which members take
turns to assume positions of responsibility within the community or organisation.
It does not appear to be commonly used in sport organisations as a method of selection,
at least not at the national and international level.

Heredity is simply a handing of power onto the next generation within a single
grouping or family unit, as in Royal Accession (House of Commons, 2010-2012). This form
of selection to a board, in the context of sport governance is not encouraged under the basic
universal principles of good governance in sport (International Olympic Committee, 2008),
however there are examples of sport organisations that are controlled by family units that
have either established the sport in the first instance, or come to dominate its governance
through the exertion of power and money (Choudhary and Ghosh, 2013; Bellow, 2004).

The use of force is characteristic of a military coup that assumes control of
government. While not considered as a method for selecting boards of sport
organisations, the use of direct or indirect force may be assumed to occur in different
parts of the world and even be connected to the assumption of power by force within
the country itself (Bromber et al., 2013; Nauright and Parrish, 2012). Other forms of
“force” might be considered here, such as coercion through the use of bribes in an
attempt to create effective blocs. These blocs can then legitimise the democratic process
by selecting their candidates in a coordinated and systematic fashion (Besley, 2005).

The ballot appears to be the choice of the majority of sports organisations as
representative of good democratic process and is widely encouraged by the Olympic
movement through the Olympic Charter (International Olympic Committee, 2011).
Ballots are usually carried out at a General Assembly, or Congress, made up of
delegates who are either direct members of the organisation or are representatives of
organisations that are affiliated to a multi-organisation. For example, a NOC generally
consists of delegates from each of the recognised NSFs for sport within a particular
country, who are mandated to represent their organisation at NOC meetings and vote for
members of the governing board of the NOC (International Olympic Committee, 2011).
However there appears to be very little literature that examines the efficacy of ballot
systems in the context of sport organisations.
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3.4 Conflict of interest legitimacy and democratic processes in sport organisations
Sherry et al. (2007) provide an excellent discussion around the topic of ethical
management in sport and on the concept of conflict of interest. In large, well-developed
sport organisations, the conflict of interest that might occur in theory may be quite
limited, due to the size of the system and the more limited opportunities to duplicate
roles and use power to manipulate voting patterns both within the board and among
the general membership of the organisation. However high profile cases involving
the IOC, ICC and FIFA suggest that the democratic processes can be relatively easily
manipulated in favour of specific individuals (Ugra, 2014; MacAloon, 2011; Mason et al.,
2006; Forster, 2006; Henry and Lee, 2004; Darby, 2003; Jennings and Gothard, 1996;
Simpson and Jennings, 1992).

In developing countries that have a small population, it may be possible for
one person to hold many positions simultaneously, some of which may be
accountable to another held by that person. For example, if a NSF President also
has a board position on the NOC and sits on the selection justification panel for
selecting teams, while also being the coach of the national team, it is conceivable that
a conflict of interest could arise (Sherry et al., 2007). Such conflict may extend to the
legitimacy of sport organisations wherein an individual who sits on the board of an
NOC may use that position to enable legitimate recognition of a single sport
organisation, in which that individual has a direct interest. In such circumstances,
the membership of a newly established NSF may not in itself be sufficient to
legitimise the existence of the organisation. However by gaining the recognition of
the NOC, it may use this to gain recognition by the IF or vice versa. Under such
circumstances, national level sport organisations may exist without the explicit
approval of a formalised membership. This scenario will be further illustrated in the
case studies to follow.

Regardless of the sport system, the notion of individuals obtaining power and
influence in sport organisations to meet their individual needs over the organisation
is not new (MacAloon, 2011; Forster, 2006; White and Kay, 2006; Hoye and
Cuskelly, 2003; Black and Nauright, 1998; Simpson and Jennings, 1992; White and
Brackenridge 1985).

4. Methods
The following section will highlight three cases that illustrate that despite the best of
intention, processes intended to lead to legitimacy may result in organisational failure.
The three cases presented illustrate how democratic processes can either be
inappropriate, be manipulated, knowingly or otherwise, or, be corrupted to favour the
power base or self-interest of one or a group of individuals serving on the governing
boards of sport organisations. By necessity these organisations and the people
concerned have not been named as the purpose of reporting these cases is merely to
illustrate rather than accuse.

The organisations were chosen from the case files of a specific group of continental
NOCs. The evidence used is largely documented and was verified through personal
contact with the actors who were a party to the events that are described.

Since all of the cases chosen were from one geographical area of the world, it might
be argued that they have little relevance to sport organisations worldwide, however
when consulting with professionals and sport administrators from other regions in the
world, including Europe, Africa and Asia, all agreed that they had witnessed similar
examples at either club, district, national and even international level. To that end it
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was felt that the examples chosen represented “in principle”, flaws in the accepted
method of legitimisation in sport organisations that can lead to manipulation by either
unscrupulous or unknowing individuals.

5. Case studies
5.1 Case 1 – A NOC in crisis
This NOC was formed during the 1980s at a time when the President of the IOC was
keen to globalise the influence of the Olympic movement and increase the number of
countries participating at the Olympic games.

Established in 1987, this NOC developed quickly to assume its place as an umbrella
organisation for sport in the country, being responsible for coordinating teams to
Olympic and Commonwealth games as well as regional games held regularly in
neighbouring countries. By the year 2000, this country had used its funding from both
Government and Olympic solidarity to run development programmes for sport while
establishing a sound financial base that resulted in it owning property on which it
could build a headquarters. This NOC, hosted national and regional events and all
appeared to be healthy for sport in the country concerned.

The executive board consisted of a President, a Secretary General, a Treasurer and
six Vice Presidents elected from the membership of the NOC comprising of the
recognised NSFs in the country. These six vice presidents had no specific role assigned
to them. There were 22 registered NSFs, however, an undisclosed number of these
were not active. The incumbent President and Secretary General of this NOC had held
these positions since its formation, which by the year 2004 amounted to more than four
terms of office. The President also sat on the board of the Regional Olympic
Committees and had done so for two terms by 2004. In effect, the President of the NOC
also held a position as President of a NSF, which had given him the mandate to stand as
President for the NOC. He also sat on the board of the Regional NOC by virtue of his
position as NOC President. This also gave him access to a number of regional and
international commissions.

By 2004, attempts by the NOC to conduct an AGM became futile as no more than
four member NSFs would turn up. Further, more than half of the incumbent Vice
Presidents had either formally resigned or were not responding to calls to attend board
meetings which rendered the board impotent as it was unable to reach the required
quorum of 51 per cent of the elected members to be present. This situation came to the
attention of the NOC Relations Department of the IOC who enlisted the regional body
concerned to evaluate the situation in this NOC and provide assistance where
necessary. Normally in such circumstances, an NOC would be suspended from
the Olympic movement. However given the level of funding for sport available to the
country that would be lost, it was agreed that the situation could be managed so that
sport in the country would not be disadvantaged.

The incumbent board members who were still active were enlisted as an
interim board. Additional members were co-opted who had specific skills in strategic
planning and financial management to oversee an audit of the member NSFs,
a review of the NOC constitution and the establishment of an appropriate and viable
strategic plan. This work was managed by an appointed CEO and by a regional
sport consultant.

Following a survey and extensive consultations with each registered NSF, it was
realised that there were only five active NSFs in this country and only one of them
was a sport on the summer Olympic programme. The Olympic Charter stipulates that a
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minimum of five NSFs, duly recognised by their IF would be needed to constitute a
viable membership for the NOC (International Olympic Committee, 2013).

The reason for the apparent apathy among member NSFs to organise their own
sport and participate in the NOC was roundly blamed on the governance of the NOC.
Member NSFs felt that the NOC had become the “personal club” of the President and
the Secretary General. In addition to two delegates from each NSF, the incumbent
board members were also given a vote on all matters before the congress, including the
election of office bearers. This voting procedure, legitimised by the IOC itself, was seen
as enabling the incumbent group to maintain their position in the face of a majority of
opposition from the floor. This approach has been demonstrated by Penrose (1946) who
showed the power of a single vote and of the bloc vote of a resolute group in exerting
control statistically over a larger group of people. Over time, attempts to change this
board were effectively thwarted using this voting method and by ensuring that
sympathetic delegates were in attendance at a voting meeting. The reaction of the
members turned to apathy and a lack of motivation from NSF delegates to participate
either in the NOC or in their own federation activities. The gradual decline in opposition
within the organisation further ensured that decisions always went in favour of the
President and Secretary General.

In response to the realisation that their presence on the board of the NOC was in-part
responsible for the apathy of the member NSFs, the incumbent President and Secretary
General agreed that in order to regain the participation of the membership, they would
not contest the next election that would be held once a period of rehabilitation of the
NSFs occurred.

After a period of four years, by 2008, 21 NSFs were restored and a strategic plan
for the NOC endorsed at a special general meeting. A revised constitution was also
endorsed and approved by the NOC Relations Department of the IOC. Under the new
Constitution, election of the board was to be split so that half of the board would be
elected at the beginning of the Olympiad and half at the mid-point, with all delegates
holding a four year term up to a limit of two terms. This would allow for continuity
of knowledge on the board. Furthermore, board members were no longer allowed to
vote during the election process for office bearers unless they were able to do so as a
registered delegate of a NSF.

This case supports the findings of Enjolras and Waldahl (2010) that illustrates
how a disenfranchised membership can lead to apathy and non-participation by the
membership and thereby creating the conditions for the formation of an oligarch. It also
illustrates how in the absence of robust participative and deliberative democracy,
an organisation can become vulnerable due to the inactivity of its membership.

5.2 Case 2 – A President for life
This NSF recently changed its President after a 26 year reign in the position.
A lawyer by profession, this President ruled the sport effectively standing unopposed
for the duration of his tenure and even announcing in 2006 that he would be
“President for life”.

Through creative and judicious use of the Constitution, various ways and means to
block opponents actually standing against him were found. As in Case 1, the President
also benefitted from overseeing generous support from the IF of this sport to make
significant development gains for the sport in the country. This he achieved through
serving as treasurer on the regional body, a position that required him to maintain his
NSF board position. As a practicing lawyer he also served on various commissions on
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the IF for this sport, however none of these external positions were endorsed by the
NSF nor was he representative of the NSF in his IF capacity. However by using
the power, influence and economic incentives that he was able to garner from his
international connections, he maintained a stranglehold on the Presidency of the NSF
in his own country that in turn sustained his legitimacy as an active player in
international sport politics. To his credit, he did oversee significant development in the
establishment of facilities for the sport and implemented changes to the competition
structure in a bid to stimulate growth of the sport in the country. It could be argued that
he also maintained a high degree of participation from the membership as there was no
shortage of people willing to stand for board positions.

The ability of this NSF President to maintain his position almost unchallenged for
26 years went further than his understanding of constitutional process and
demonstrates an astute understanding of the democratic principles described by
Allern and Pedersen (2007). He was able to maintain a strong perception of competitive
democracy among the members by increasing incentives and opportunities to sit
directly on the board of the NSF, by increasing the size of the board. He also created
of a number of working groups and commissions, to deal with very specific issues or
projects. Naturally, allies were given more encouragement than others and it was clear
that being a “friend” of the President provided more rewards than being in opposition
to the President. As such the NSF was considered very strong and functional despite
the obvious accumulation of power by the President. He was also able to use the
conflict of interest that came with holding multiple board positions to his advantage by
convincing the NSF membership that his positions were “good” for the sport in the
country. However he failed in his bid to remain “President for life” after leaving
the country to avoid numerous charges relating to fraud and other misdemeanours.

This particular case, calls into question, the legitimacy of a system in which holding
a position on the board of a single sport organisation is a requirement for an individual
to be eligible for election in a multi-organisation, in which that single sport organisation
belongs. The conflict of interest that may arise out of this legitimate structure has been
discussed at length, (MacAloon, 2011; Hoye and Cuskelly, 2007; Forster, 2006; Jennings
and Gothard, 1996). In this case, the President deliberately used both his knowledge of
democratic process and his positions on the multi-organisations that contributed to the
legitimisation of the single sport organisation that he controlled to protect his position
for a considerable period of time. In the end, it was the legal system of the country itself,
while investigating claims against the President, which were not related to the NSF that
created the conditions for him to be removed from office.

5.3 Case 3 – knowledge is power
As a part of the founding board for this NSF, this President stood unchallenged for
more than 20 years and chose an entirely different approach to maintaining power.

Working closely with the Secretary General, a close relative, these two individuals
presided over the NSF for 23 years without actually holding a formal annual general
meeting and consequently were never challenged for their positions. Special meetings
were held as required to deal with issues such as holding a national championship,
a coaching course or any other demands placed on them by the IF or the NOC. This
ensured a reasonable amount of participation by the membership and as long as a
national championship was held and a national team selected when required, there was
no apparent need for any other involvement. All information regarding the governance

443

Legitimacy
and

democracy

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

St
ir

lin
g 

A
t 0

9:
04

 1
5 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
16

 (
PT

)



and management of the NSF was kept from the membership which in itself never
properly defined. A constitution was in existence as this was used to apply for
affiliation to the IF and the NOC, however it had never been revised or actively used
since the organisation was formed. By furnishing reports as required to the NOC and to
the IF, there were no questions asked of the two incumbent office bearers and this
arrangement was allowed to continue.

As a President of a NSF he was also able to attend meetings of the sport’s regional
association, where he was elected onto the regional committee as a member. He was
also successfully elected to the board of the NOC and eventually took on the role of
Secretary General. It would not have been possible for him to have achieved either of
the latter roles without holding the position of President of the NSF. His term in office
only concluded after sustaining a serious injury that rendered him disabled at which
time a complete reconstruction of the NSF took place. It was during this period that
members were asked why they had not insisted on there being an annual meeting,
to which the unanimous response was: “We didn’t think they were necessary”.
The membership was also unaware that the organisation had a Constitution of which
only one original copy was in existence. The members were not aware of the requirements
for meetings or of their involvement in the decision making process of the NSF.

This particular case study describes a scenario that is not altogether uncommon in
NSFs throughout the developing world and illustrates how easy it is to manipulate the
processes of governance. By holding office in a relatively inactive NSF, it is possible to
obtain membership to other organisations such as an NOC or even an IF, simply by
withholding information from the membership of the NSF. This is exacerbated further
when the membership of the organisation is not clearly defined. In this case, there was no
formal registry of members and so no documented evidence to support the legitimacy of
the NSF at all. Instead, its recognition by the NOC and the IF, bodies to which this
individual was also a member, was enough to maintain the legitimacy of the NSF.

Within the cultural context of this country, the two senior officials were also high
ranking people within their society. Traditional values centred on a strong chiefly
system and an expectation of hierarchical decision making which does not ask for or
expect contribution from those in lower positions in society. As such the NSF was
able to function without any of the democratic processes described by Allern and
Pedersen (2007). The public in general, perceived that all was well as long as a
national championship occurred each year, and a national team was selected
for regional competition when required. In this context, the principles of democracy
(Allern and Pedersen, 2007) did not apply and had no bearing on the existence of this
NSF. The plurality of roles (Sherry et al., 2007) that were accumulated by the President
of this NSF served to maintain the legitimacy of this NSF. As such these officials
maintained their power by withholding information from the membership that gave
them legitimacy and protected themselves further by holding influential positions on
multi-organisations that had the capacity to hold them to account.

6. Discussion
The assumption that sport organisations universally operate using the concepts of
participative democracy (Allern and Pedersen, 2007), are challenged by cases such as
those presented above. The case studies presented illustrate that if the interests of the
individual became more important than the organisation, then the organisation can be
used to legitimise actions which are in the interest of the individual over the
organisation. The conditions within an organisation that may lead to such situations

444

SBM
5,5

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

St
ir

lin
g 

A
t 0

9:
04

 1
5 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
16

 (
PT

)



arising include: non-participation by the membership (Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010;
Hoye and Cuskelly, 2007); a break-down of the democratic structures (Phillips, 2011); an
absence of clear guidelines on the roles and responsibilities of boards and its members
(Australian Sports Commission, 2012; Walters et al., 2011; Doherty et al., 2004) and the
absence of an appropriate method for selecting board members (Taylor and O’Sullivan,
2009). In all three cases abovementioned, the membership was either disengaged
by the failure to share information, directly manipulating the Constitution or by using
the ballot system to give the members a sense of having no influence on the direction
of the organisation.

In all these cases, the organisation in question had at least one other sport
organisation with the power to question its practices. However since the individuals
concerned also managed to gain a place on these controlling bodies, this would have
required that organisation to investigate directly, one of “their members”.
Consequently, such investigation was not done until other influences transpired to
remove the person in question from power. In multi-sport organisations such as NOCs
or IFs, it appears that the monitoring of the legitimacy of member organisations
becomes difficult, especially when that organisation is led by a member of the
monitoring organisation. Furthermore, within the cultural context that exists in
two of these countries, there was no perception of the situation being abnormal or
corrupt. In this sense, the concept of legitimisation (Hirschman, 1974) has been coloured
by a cultural context which allowed for, what appears to have been unacceptable
processes of governance, to be considered legitimate.

These examples also support the notion that by disenfranchising the membership
and thus reducing its active participation in the governance of a sport organisation,
the likelihood of maintaining power can be increased through the establishment
of an effective oligarchy (Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010). This situation may serve to
increase the likelihood of abusing the power that comes with position to hold places on
other related sport organisational boards such as an IF or an NOC.

The election of officials onto the board of a simple club is usually a straightforward
affair. The members are defined by registration which may or may not accompany the
payment of a fee. Usually members at this level of sport organisation are individuals,
however in very large clubs there may be a number of sub groups of members taking
the form of leagues or teams from which representatives are selected to represent
their sub group. Once on the board of a club, a member, usually the president or
secretary or both will be eligible to attend meetings of a regional or district body, which
is a collection of clubs from within a designated geographical or even demographical
area. In the case of smaller sporting codes or small national sport systems, this level
may not exist. The election of officials to the board of the NSF would be made from
nominations of members who sit in the Congress as delegates representing the member
clubs and any special members representing groups such as a league. In Case 3 above,
the members of the NSF were all individuals as there were no designated clubs or teams
from which representation could be drawn.

Elected representatives of the NSF may then attend meetings of their respective
continental grouping if it exists, or directly as a delegate to the Congress of the IF. The
number of steps required to attend IF meetings will vary with size and in accordance
with the rules and regulations that govern that body. The size and complexity of IFs for
sport can vary considerably (Geeraert et al., 2013; Forster, 2006). In Case 3, despite the
membership of the NSF not being formalised, the President was still eligible to attend
meetings of the IF and NOC.
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In theory every selected member is accountable to and should report regularly to the
member bloc that has selected him or her to a position in a sport organisation as part of
the process of legitimisation of the organisation (Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010; Hoye, 2006;
Hirschman, 1974). However, if the same individual sits on the board of an organisation
that legitimises an organisation which that individual also represents, the conditions for a
significant conflict of interest are established (MacAloon, 2011). This situation occurred in
all three cases presented. While a member of a club who has risen to sit on the board of the
IF, no longer represents the specific interests of his club, the club may perceive some
benefit to have one of their own placed in a position of power in their parent organisation.
Once again this was the situation in all three cases presented.

The framework for governing Olympic sport organisations, supported by the
Olympic movement (Chappelet and Kubler-Mabbott, 2008) whereby holding a position
within one sports organisation, such as a club, is a pre-requisite to holding a position or
being able to vote in another sport organisations, such as a NSF, which in turn may
lead to a seat on an IF or NOC and in turn even the IOC, soon removes the individual
from their member base and allows them to represent their own views above that
of the organisation that they represented originally. This may be a consequence of
the transition from direct democracy, where members are made up of individuals, to
representational democracy, where individuals represent a collection of organisations
(Enjolras and Waldahl, 2010). From the case studies presented, this disassociation from
representing the members appears to be enhanced if the membership itself is either
kept uninformed or disenfranchised altogether.

In an attempt to establish and maintain the autonomy and legitimacy of a sport
organisation, elected members are encouraged to be independent in their actions
and free of government interference (International Olympic Committee, 2008, 2011,
2013; MacAloon, 2011; Walters, et al., 2011; Chappelet, 2010; Hoye and Cuskelly,
2006), This may further encourage a dissociation between members of sport
organisations and their representatives and as in case three provide conditions by
which the individual’s interest becomes established over and above the interest
of the organisation.

7. Conclusions and future research
The findings of this paper are based on selected case studies that represent reasonably
common occurrences in NOCs and NSFs that are operating in countries that do not
have well-developed sport systems, or under strict legislation that may inform the way
they should operate. While they do illustrate how member based representation can be
manipulated to suit the individual, the process by which this occurs may not occur so
easily where organisations are subject to government controls or where the sport
system is sufficiently well developed, that the actions of governors may come under
notice. As such the choice of case studies used in this paper may limit the applicability
of the findings discussed in this paper to sport organisations that operate in less
structured or developed environments.

The Olympic movement now encourages all NOCs to create an Athlete’s
Commission and ensure that representatives of the Athletes’ Commission are
represented on the board of an NOC and its constituent NSFs in order for the voice of
the athlete to be heard (International Olympic Committee, 2011). Given that athletes in
theory at least, form the bulk of the membership at club level in sport, it seems strange
that extraordinary steps need to be taken to have their voices heard through the
creation of an Athletes’ Commission. The point in the transition from direct to
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representational democracy, that this apparent dissociation between member based
sport organisations and their active members (athletes) occurs, does not appear to be
understood and may be a fertile area for future research.

The selection of governing boards by election processes sounds like an effective
method of establishing representative democracy for sport organisations but once again,
either by withholding information or manipulation of the electoral process, it is a process
that is easily corrupted to allow individuals to establish an oligarchy, benevolent or
otherwise. Each of the cases presented provides a different way in which this was
achieved. Member based sport organisations operate according to a form of
representational democracy whereby the annual general meeting or congress provides
the opportunity for the general membership to hold accountable, the actions of their
representative board. For this to work effectively however, the board must openly share
information and knowledge as well as the process by which the board came to a
conclusion or reached a decision in the interest of the organisation. It might be suggested
that those who hold positions on the board of a sport organisation are more informed of
the opportunities that accompany such positions and have a better understanding than
the ordinary member of the processes required to maintain their position. As such they
may become more motivated to manipulate the system in order to maintain their position
and with it the access to opportunities that the position provides.

Future research not only needs to address the issue of why sport governors seek to
hold onto positions for personal gain, but examine the framework that is currently
found to be acceptable and seek ways in which the integrity of the organisation is
guaranteed over the motivation of the individual.

A number of authors have suggested that the structure of governing boards for
sport organisations, are inadequate (European Union, 2014; Taylor and O’Sullivan,
2009; Forster, 2006; Katwala, 2000; Auld, 1997). Therefore it appears reasonable to
suggest that future research into the methods by which governing boards are selected
at all levels of sport is essential, before it is possible to establish the principles by which
sport organisations should legitimise themselves. The concept of democracy that
underpins how people are selected to positions on the boards of member based sport
organisations and how the decisions made by their boards are ratified by the members
is constantly challenged and in turn this challenges the whole notion of autonomy,
so jealously guarded by the governing bodies of sport (International Olympic
Committee, 2011, 2014). As such, a framework that advocates a seemingly acceptable,
self-regulatory characteristic of sport governance, may lead to a process that supports
poor practice in governance. If we are to successfully implement best practices for
governance in sport organisations, we must understand how culture and democratic
process might be manipulated to assist individuals to attain and maintain power and
position in sport organisations.

Further research is now needed to examine how appropriate it is for a sport
organisation to believe that the current framework for establishing, legitimizing and
governing them are appropriate in the modern, dynamic environment that sport finds
itself in today. Institutional theory (Washington and Patterson, 2011) suggests that the
influence of dominant institutions such as the IFs and the IOC in establishing rules for
autonomy of sport organisations, have in turn, institutionalised practices that are
contrary to good practice in governance. This may be more evident in sport systems
that are less developed or in countries where sport organisations are subject to less
scrutiny. An in depth analysis of the structure of the sport and Olympic movement
from the point of view of institutional theory may well be in order.
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