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Why does establishing roles and leveraging synergies between the board 

and senior management in sport become so difficult to achieve? Why is 

striking the equilibrium between staff and board such a challenge? Are these 

challenges unique to particular sports, to organizations, to cultures? How can 

we improve governance?

There is precious little written about good governance in sports-related 

organizations. It is true that the business issues are about the same as in 

more traditional “business” sectors. Acknowledging and coping with subtle 

differences are vital for anyone placed in a leadership position in sport.

Interviews with chairmen and CEOs of fifteen (15) national and international 

sports federations, leagues and organizations over an eight month period in 

2011 answers these questions and reveals best practices, particularly where 

there is change of leadership. Out of this, we have identified certain practices 

that are relevant regardless of the sport organization’s size or mission. We 

believe these “BASICS” can be used to serve as a situational checklist or to 

develop and maintain effective corporate governance structures.
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Balance
First and foremost, every organization benefits from the appropriate balance 

between board and senior management. In most cases, a Board’s role is  

two-fold: general oversight on behalf of all stakeholders and providing 

strategic direction.

The roles and responsibilities can be unclear absent carefully 

constructed guidelines. Once guidelines are established, 

consistency between the Board’s communications and those  

of senior management becomes the critical element. 

Similarly, clear guidelines as to Board involvement in 

management decisions and subsequent execution of policy 

prevent confusion over who is responsible for what. As a 

general rule, management oversees execution. The Board’s  

role is to advise and then provide oversight.

The Board’s dilemma is determining under what circumstances 

their oversight shifts to active intervention in order to fulfill 

their fiduciary responsibility to stakeholders. This is often 

an uncomfortable zone to plan for as it assumes some degree of wrongdoing 

or incompetence on the part of management. However, this can be the single 

most important area of definition for any organization, and is best thought 

through before a problem is at hand. This type of foresight is at the heart of 

successful crisis management.

Alignment
The Board and senior management should be clearly aligned with the mission 

and vision. The Chairman, the Board and the CEO are responsible for this. 

Strategy and tactics to deliver on these will constantly be under review.  

The following diagram illustrates the elements of alignment. 

 The Board’s role is 
to advise and then 
provide oversight.
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Strategic
In addition to oversight, a key role of the Board is to help develop the strategy 

for the organization in conjunction with senior management, provide support 

and guidance for implementation of the strategic plan and to develop useful 

and practical metrics to measure the success of the strategic plan. A strategy, 

however, should not be an impediment to change, which is sometimes 

required in the high velocity environment of sport.

Innovation
Innovation is critical for organizations to grow and compete. The members of 

the Board can make a valuable contribution to this process by sharing their 

experiences in and knowledge of other organizations. In this capacity, the 

Board serves as the organization’s “window to the world” in and beyond sport. 

Management reaches the decisions about the implementation of change and 

the pace of its change.

A key role of the Board is to  
help develop the strategy for  
the organization in conjunction 
with senior management, 
provide support and guidance 
for implementation of the 
strategic plan.

The Elements of Alignment
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The Board should 
be supportive of the 
management and the 
organization–internally 
and externally.

Collaboration
Effective collaboration is often an underrated requirement for effective 

Board interaction with senior management. The inclusion of diverse Board 

members who complement the makeup of the “conventional” Board and 

senior management is critical. Diversity for diversity's sake rarely adds value. 

However, a thoughtful and strategic diversity in all of its forms, including 

experience, is essential for a Board to meet the basics required for an effective 

Board and corresponding successful organization.

Additional collaborative considerations include the right boardroom culture 

and a sound process for selecting a Chairman. The experience, personality 

and leadership skills of the Chairman must mesh with the current Board and 

management. The Chairman sets the tone in demonstrating that the Board is 

not a rubber stamp for the CEO. The ideal candidate must have enough time 

to devote to the job, strong interpersonal skills, a working knowledge of the 

industry, and a willingness to play a behind-the-scenes role. The best chair 

candidates are often directors who have served on the Board for several years. 

Supportive
Finally, and equally critical, the Board should be supportive of the management 

and the organization–internally and externally. Disagreement should reside 

within the Boardroom; outside of that environment, a Board’s communications 

should be consistent with those of management. In addition, the Board has an 

important role to play in identifying trends and providing feedback

Conclusion
BASICS is a frame work. The following study is rich in content and can be 

used to contribute to better governance in sport depending on the particular 

situation. Should you have questions or comments, please contact anyone in 

the RSR Global Sport Leadership Practice.
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Study of National and International Sports  
Governing Bodies and International Federations
This is the summation of 15 interviews conducted in the period April 2011 to November 
2011 over a wide spectrum of National Governing Bodies (NGB’s) and international sports 
associations. The interviewees included Chairmen from Boards as well as Chief Executive 
Officers (CEO’s) and a Chief Operating Officer (COO) from international federations, Olympic 
committees and governing bodies representing Tennis, Hockey, Swimming, Gymnastics, 
Football, Weightlifting and the Equestrian world. The purpose of this study is to identify 
themes and best practices; it is not about what any given federation does poorly or well.  
It is hoped that this publication of aggregate trends and observations is of value. 

The interviews were conducted broadly according to the set of questions in Appendix A.

The all-encompassing and overruling indication is that 
what distinguishes these bodies from Boards in most 
other fields of corporate activity is passion for sport. It was 
said that ‘everybody on the Board is maniacal about sport. 
Absolutely no diversity on Board and it never even crossed 
our radar screen’ (11), ‘… care emotionally, get on Board, 
don’t want to leave’ (5), ‘… given blood, sweat and tears … 
have a vested interest … emotional and psychological’ (14), 
a village feel rather than a business’ (7) and ‘ … nothing like 
this particular world … unconventional and capricious’ (9). 
The terminology is distinct; the term President most often 
refers to the position of Chairman of the Board whereas 
the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) would often be referred to 
as Director General. In this article the terms Chairman and 
CEO would be used. It should also be noted that emphasis 
was placed by the various interviewees on the fact that 
mostly these Boards are made up of non-paid members, 
as well as that these positions are coveted for the proximity 
to the ‘powerhouse’ of the sport the individual feels 
a strong passion for and/or the considerable prestige 
involved in the position.

These Boards have a unique character. Although it is a 
singular privilege to be working with people with ‘passion’ 
for the matter at hand, this does not always translate 
into effective operation. The environment of non-paid 
positions presents a challenge in that it can lead to a 
sense of diminished accountability. Some are highly 
politicized as they function as organizational structures 
above geographically and often politically diverse sports 
federations and other domestic sports structures in a 
politicized sport culture. It happens that stakeholders 
do not come from a democratic culture and are happy 
to sit back and allow a Chairman to make the decisions. 
Corporate Boards endeavor to attract members for a 
suitable balance of skills and experience. It is therefore 
important for members being recruited or elected to 
Boards of sport bodies to make sure that above and 
beyond a thorough understanding of the sport at hand, 
they do bring an extra level of expertise, be it financial, 
organizational or a broader ‘world view’. In the above 
mentioned scenario that is not always the case. It was 
mentioned that it was common for members to, once 
elected on these prestigious Boards, want to stay. It  
seems, however, that a balance has to be struck  
between continuity and fresh energy and relevant input.
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The quantitative questions indicate the three most 
important competencies of a Board member on these 
Boards as open minded listening, being hardworking 
and supportive and in the third place accountability and 
collaboration. Sixty percent of interviewees see the CEO 
and Chairman as aligned but indicate a fragmented 
response to the questions as to whether the management 
team and Board are in strong alignment and whether 
the Board works well as a group. Forty percent of the 
participants indicated that they disagree on the question 
as to whether the Board and management team are clear 
on the strategic and leadership needs of the organization 
for the next five years. This seems indicative of a trend 
towards a situation where a Chairman and CEO to a 
greater or lesser extent feel comfortable and empowered 
in their relationship and leadership, but effectively renders 
the Board superfluous. Participants observed that the 
people who end up on some sport’s Boards ‘… have a love 
of sport but being a businessman is a dirty word’. Also,  
a Chairman commented what he really needs is not for  
a Board member to be a sport specialist but somebody 
who really knows about the general management of  
sports and operations.

On a structural level it seems as though the composition 
of the Board does matter. One NGB Board which was 
described as being ‘highly effective’ consists of almost 
100 members, but is divided in councils with committees 
underneath. The de facto Board seems to be the much 
smaller Executive Board, benefiting from a well-organized 
supporting structure, which thereby manages to reduce 
its meetings to 2-3 hours. However, another interviewee 
warned against Board committees where lines become 
blurred regarding accountabilities and micro management 
of issues that should be the premise of paid staff. A 
‘magic number’ of not more than 20 members seems to 
transpire. The recurrent theme, however, is streamlining 
and not enlarging, but with the challenge of recruiting 
high caliber members. To task the Board with reducing 
its own numbers seems not to be very successful. One 
Chairman with a Board of around 30 members of whom 
roughly half are private with the rest political appointees 
describes it as challenging because of its size and diversity 
of members. Boards spanning geographical and race 
diversity are described as challenging, from the mundane 

level of language proficiency through to the subtleties 
of political agendas. The one Board where an absolute 
cultural homogeny prevails emphasizes this ‘good cultural 
fit’ but acknowledges the need for relevant operational 
experience. Most Boards manage to limit meetings to  
2 to 5 times a year allowing the executive staff to get  
on with managing the organization. One interviewee 
touched on the subject of gender and that was in the 
context of female sport. There was also an interesting 
remark about the culture of the sport being reflected 
in the Board; team sport where the Board is critical but 
collaborative versus individual sport where the Board 
members act more egocentrically.

Communication and listening are the two most mentioned 
competencies needed for successful leadership either 
as Chairman or CEO. These are fleshed out with 
interpersonal skills, respect for Board members even 
though they are not quite on the same page as the Chair, 
the development of the relationship between the Chairman 
and CEO and building consensus. This is perhaps less 
about resolving differences but rather finding compromise 
in the best interest of the enterprise. It is interesting to 
note, but accepting that it was not one of the suggested 
competencies in the formulated question, that no one 
referred to a technical competency here. The CEO/
Chairman needs to be politically and commercially astute. 
In a politically challenging Board the observation was 
made that from a substantive standpoint integrity is the 
vital competency and with that as basis a practical ability 
to bridge cultures is crucial. A CEO described the CEO/
Chair relationship as open, honest and robust and his 
relationship with consecutive Chairs as professional and 
friendly because he ‘has made it that way’.

It seems as though formulating a clear strategy and vision 
underpinned by the integrity and ethical measures to 
which the Board aspires, has to be a first priority. Clearly 
this may require a considerable effort and investment of 

Formulating a clear strategy and vision 
underpinned by the integrity and ethical 
measures to which the Board aspires,  
has to be a first priority. 
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time, but every single interviewee mentioned this either as 
the saving grace in the Board itself and its interface with 
the management team, or then the lack of such a strategic 
vision as the most profound stumbling block they keep 
running into. One association recently made the transition 
from not-for-profit to commercial. It was challenging, hard 
work but paid off because clear rules based on integrity 
and respectability was established. These were formulated 
into working documents which can be referred to when 
dealing with the substantial political part of the business 
as well as the conflicts of interest inherent in their 
structure. Decisions can be tested for transparency, ethical 
behavior, fiscal astuteness and the strong internal policies 
which were established. 

The strategic vision belongs to everyone and should not  
be dictated by the Chairman. This is why the establishment 
of a trusting relationship between Chairman and CEO, 
meaningful communication with Board members, the 
building of consensus, the effort to fully understand in 
spite of language barriers and the bridging of cultural 
differences are so important. Once this is in place, the 
management has to take ownership and the Board 
should refrain from micro management. It should be 
able to support and give direction in policy issues. One 
CEO expressed appreciation for such support from the 
Board, but felt it would be beneficial if the Board was more 
involved in the specific direction of the sport itself and 
better understood the role of the CEO and the organization 
in its entirety. In a sport league where considerable 
private funding is involved, a need arose for the Board to 
get involved with allocation of funds on a level between 
macro and micro in order to sustain the CEO. The Board 
of a global body gets involved on the national level where 
they think some sort of breach of the statutes arises 
and intervenes where they deem disputes in national 
committees to be fundamental.

It would clearly be of much value if a Board manages its 
role as overseer and advisor in a flexible and dynamic 
way. It is important that members collectively should have 
backgrounds in specific areas such as brand management, 
marketing, TV-rights, merchandising, environmental 
issues if need be, on top of a thorough understanding of 
the sport as such. The field of enterprise risk management 

was also mentioned. Decisions should be made to 
strengthen the strategic mission and it is important to 
note that director independence enhances but does not 
guarantee independent behavior. In complex structures 
the global Board has to be clear that it subordinates to the 
best interest of the enterprise, whereas member bodies 
will have fiduciary duties to the enterprise as well as its 
legitimate own concerns. Members should be willing to 
cultivate future Board members. A CEO described it as the 
search for highly skilled non-executive directors who are 
not ‘cocooned’ in the sport. 

The most important role of the Board is to ensure strong, 
competent management. The choice of CEO was described 
as the single most important ‘job’ that the board has. It 
needs to be an experienced executive, able to execute 
the strategy and vision but also knowledgeable about the 
sport itself as ‘it is hard to take someone from the outside 
world and make him effective overnight’. The management 
team should be professional and knowledgeable about 
operations so that a Board can defer to it. An initial hurdle 
for both Chairmen and CEO’s seems to be credibility. 
Investing time and energy in building relationships pays  
off and is bolstered by eventual financial success.

The major strategic issue transpires to be, couched in 
different terms, to attract and foster new talent to grow 
the sport and thereby create revenue. Domestic bodies 
usually have membership along with sponsorships as 
the chief revenue sources. The global federations, but 
also domestic bodies to varying degrees, deal with media 
rights as a primary source of revenue. This necessitates 
growing the brand and managing brand recognition and 
reputation. The brand becomes fundamental; it is the 
vehicle whereby revenue is created. Managing facilities and 
prioritizing the allocation of resources was mentioned as 
strategic issues. A stagnant number of facilities can inhibit 

It is important that members collectively  
should have backgrounds in specific areas  
such as brand management, marketing,  
TV-rights, merchandising, environmental  
issues if need be, on top of a thorough 
understanding of the sport as such.
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growth but where costly infrastructure becomes obsolete, 
work is needed to use these brick and mortar legacies to 
create new revenue and the global Board has to take note 
of this and give support and advice where relevant. One 
participant mentioned environmental pressure stemming 
from the nature of their facilities as a strategic issue.  
Many of the bodies redistribute surplus revenue back down  
into the sport structures. One body identified the need 
to build a reserve because of the risks and eventualities 
involved in staging a monumental quadrennial event. Strict  
financial guidelines are applied and the reserves are 
invested on specific criteria, transparency is deemed  
very important. Growing profitability remains a long term 
goal whatever the scenario. 

Other strategic issues concern health and safety, as well 
as doping. A global body formulated a zero-tolerance policy 
to drugs and doping and was involved in the creation of 
WADA, the World Anti-Doping Authority. This came as the 
result of intense media scrutiny and hard work to regain 
respectability after specific incidents. Corruption and 
cheating have to be addressed by rules and procedures 
and these need to be enforced. Where betting is relevant, 
a working relationship should be built with the betting 
companies in terms of monitoring betting.

Governance has to be in place which was described as a 
balance of autonomy and oversight. The political position 
of a Chair can inhibit the management team. This can be 
alleviated, again, by a clear strategic vision to navigate by.

On-boarding for the CEO, Chairman or members of the 
Board is not prevalent but does occur. A process described 
as a ‘good on-boarding system’ involves a term limit on the 
position of the Chair plus having the outgoing Chairman 
serving as Chairman emeritus during the transition year. 
Often staff introduces Board members and/or the CEO 
to office procedures in a structured or informal way. 
Where members are nominated by the sectors in the 
sport or have spent time in the committees, they do have 
background knowledge and are not transitioned in ‘cold’. 
This seems to be more effective than a limited induction. 
Where minimal turnover on the Board exists, on-boarding 
may not be that relevant. It should then, however, be a 
matter of priority to critically evaluate the contributions 
members make. Most interviewees agreed that sensible 
on-boarding would be beneficial and welcome. Few 
organizations have formal feedback systems in place. 
Feedback is often ‘perceived’ through discussions. This 
is not optimal. Presenting the executive reports at Board 
meetings often serve as the only platform for feedback. 
One NGB CEO insists on an annual 360-degree review 
with senior staff and the Board. They talk and have clear 
objectives which work for them. An effective review should 
be ‘cordial but honest’.

Ultimately this is about sport, and the measure by which 
the management team and Board will be measured 
is the successful growth at grassroots level plus high 
performance at the top level. It has to be accessible for 
participants and spectators, its finances and positioning 
needs to be judicially managed and it needs to be ethical 
and transparent and needs to be seen to be ethical 
and transparent. It could, and should, be a rewarding 
experience to be part of the management or non-executive 
Board of bodies like these.

The measure by which the management 
team and Board will be measured is the 
successful growth at grassroots level plus 
high performance at the top level.

In cooperation with former colleagues Christiaan Heijmen 
and Victor Prozesky.
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AppENdIx A

Section 1

a)  What is it that your Board does well and where are the areas for improvement?

b)  What was the most effective leadership competency for success in your role  

as CEO/Chairman?

c) Discuss your relationship with the CEO/Chairman.

d)  What sort of mechanisms do you have to enable you to stay close to your  

CEO/Chairman?

e) What are the major strategic issues facing your organization?

f)  To what extent is there agreement around strategy between yourself and the 

CEO/Chairman, how do you resolve disagreement and how the relationship 

 was managed at the last transition?

g) Do you have a feedback mechanism to improve your performance?

h)  What specifically could you as a Board do better, what aspects of your 

operations would you like to see improved?

i)  Is there a clear split of accountabilities between the Board, CEO and 

management team?

j) How do you currently on-board directors?

k)  When you transitioned into your role, what initial hurdles did you have  

to overcome?

l)  How, in your opinion, are sports Boards different or similar to other Boards?
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Section 2 

Rate on scale of 1 – 5, 1 – strongly disagree,  

5 – strongly agree

1.  Based on your answers to the previous qualitative 

questions, do you see the Board as effective today?

2. The Board works well as a group.

3.  The Board and management team are clear on the 

strategic and leadership needs of the organization  

for the next five years.

4.  The management team and the Board are in  

strong alignment.

5. The CEO and Chairman are aligned.

6.  The Board challenges the Chairman  

when necessary.

7. The Board challenges the CEO when necessary.

8.  Do you have an effective succession planning and 

process in place for the CEO?

9.  Do you have an effective succession planning and 

process in place for the Chairman of the Board?

10.  Do you have an effective on-boarding process in 

place for the CEO?

11.  Do you have an effective on-boarding process in 

place for the Chairman of the Board?

12.  Of the following competencies please rate the 

presence of them on your Board at the current  

time on a scale of high/medium/low.

Open minded listening, Hardworking and Supportive, 

Curious, Collaborative, Honest and Forthright,  

Accountable, Humility/Self-awareness, Probing. 

Definitions:

1.  Open minded listening (able to listen to other  

opinions around the boardroom, interpret them 

objectively and respond independently  

of pre-formed perspectives)

2.  Hardworking and supportive (committed to the 

organization and the Board and seeks to move  

the whole group forwards together by supporting  

other directors)

3.  Curious (with a genuine interest in organization  

and its affairs)

4.  Collaborative (able to function as part of a high  

caliber team)

5.  Honest and forthright (presents genuine opinion  

in a direct, accessible and concise manner)

6.  Accountable (exhibits a sense of ownership for  

any position taken and accepts responsibility– 

individually and as part of the group–for  

any consequences)

7. Humility/Self awareness 

8.  Probing (challenges directors when merited  

and always in a value oriented fashion)
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AppENdIx B

Sport Organizations Interviewees 

International Sports Organization Roles

Rick Adams 

Managing Director, NGB Organizational  

Development at United States Olympic Committee

Christophe De Kepper 

Chief of Staff of International Olympic Committee (IOC)

C. Steve Duncker 

Former Chairman, New York Racing Association 

Ron Froehlich 

President, International World Games Association 

Alex Mclin 

Executive Director of Swiss Arbitration  

Association (ASA), former FEI CEO

Dave ogrean 

Executive Director, USA Hockey

Steve penny 

President, USA Gymnastics

Mike plant 

Executive Vice President, Business Operations,  

Atlanta Braves, Member, USOC Board of Directors

ian Ritchie 

CEO, Rugby Football Union  

(UK), former CEO Lawn Tennis Association (UK)

paul Tagliabue 

Of Counsel, Covington & Burling, Chairman, 

Georgetown University Board of Directors

Christophe Troendle 

Head of Corporate Development, AISTS, former 

International Hockey Federation CEO) 

Jon Vegossen 

Chairman of the Board and President, United States 

Tennis Association, Founding Member, Funkhouser 

Vegosen Liebman & Dunn, Ltd. 

Hein Verbruggen 

President, SportAccord, Honorary Member, 

International Olympic Committee and Honorary 

President, Union Cycliste International

Chuck Wielgus 

CEO, USA Swimming 

italo Zanzi 

CEO, A.S. Roma, former Deputy  

Commissioner, CONCACAF
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