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Abstract 

 
A Case Study Review of Equality in Sport Organisations 
 

This thesis explores inequality in sport with a particular focus on sports’ National 

Governing Bodies (NGBs) and other sports organisations. The thesis adopts a 

critical realist lens to embrace the multi-factorial nature of inequality influenced by 

Shaw’s (2007) challenge that sports researchers should adopt a broader perspective 

that will allow for an acknowledgement of multiple categories and different axes, 

such as gender or ethnicity, and appreciate their interrelationships. The thesis uses a 

mixed method approach to examine the impact of a significant policy initiative in 

relation to equality for sports organisations. It then uses a more in-depth case study 

for an intensive examination of the pervasive (and often covert) influence of 

organisational culture on equality in a sport NGB. 

 

Study One focuses on The Equality Standard for Sport that was devised in 2004 by 

the four UK Sports Councils and embraces the multiple nature of inequality. This 

Study provides a comparative analysis to the previous review of the Standard and 

takes the form of a survey questionnaire completed by 42 senior members of staff at 

Governing bodies to examine what difference it is making in terms of equality, 

diversity and inclusion within these sports organizations. Results indicate that 

despite some proactive work by some organisations, the Standards’ outcome and 

audit-based methodology is ill equipped to challenge and critique the organisational 

cultures that are so influential in exclusionary practices. 

 

Study Two and Three utilise an action research approach within a case study of a 

large NGB and seek to further investigate the influence of institutional culture on the 

organisation’s efforts to become more inclusive and representative of the 

communities they serve. Using a multi-method research approach, Study Two 

included an online survey questionnaire, participant observation, eight semi-

structured interviews, archival and documental analysis, and a focus group. Study 

Two identified five key themes linked to the exclusionary organisational culture of 

NGB as follows: 
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Theme One: Denial of the need to widen diversity 
Theme Two - Closed shop and marginalisation of underrepresented groups 
Theme Three: Workload and lack of time for volunteers and the associated 
issues for women 
Theme Four: Need to work more collaboratively 
Theme Five: Lack of awareness of NGB work and particularly or girls’ football 
 

Study Three includes the recommendations that were made to the National Council 

of the NGB designed to challenge the themes that emerged in Study Two. This 

evidence in Study Three emerged from research methods that included participant 

observation, eight semi-structured interviews and further archival and documental 

analysis. Study Three included the details and rationale for these recommendations 

and the resistant response from the NGB provided further evidence of the strength of 

organisational culture in preventing organisations from becoming more diverse and 

inclusive.   
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 

 
1.1 Background – Sports inequality and its intersectional nature 
 

Most sports operate in a male, cisgender, white, heterosexual, able bodied, middle-

class environment and these inequalities exist at all levels within sport including 

participants, coaches, officials, volunteers, administrators, and employees (Burdsey, 

2007; Caudwell, 2006; 2007; 2011a; 2011b; Hylton & Totten, 2001; Jones, et al., 

2016; King, 2005; Long, Robinson, & Spracklen, 2005; Shaw & Frisby, 2006; 

Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006; Thomas & Smith, 2009). In fact, the inequity 

becomes more pronounced if the analysis focuses on inequalities that stretch 

beyond participation into wider structural issues within sports organisations 

(Macmillan, 2016). 

 

Research into inequalities in sport has to a large extent adopted a ‘categorical’ 

approach (Dowling, Fitzgerald & Flintoff, 2012) with a tendency to allocate groups by 

a single protected characteristic. This approach of focusing exclusively on a specific 

strand of inequality also has theoretical foundations that similarly provides a lens on 

just a single element e.g., feminist frameworks or critical race theory. It is a prudent 

and understandable approach by researchers because as stated by McCall (2005, 

p.18) “in fact, the size and significance of each element is perhaps why current 

quantitative social scientific research is divided, regrettably, into separate specialties 

on gender, race, and class with little overlap among them.” Nevertheless, there are 

flaws in such a narrow approach and this thesis adopts a broader approach that 

acknowledges multiple categories (Shaw, 2007) and their intersections. It should be 

emphasised that this does necessarily mean adopting an anticategorical approach 

associated with feminist post structuralists who maintain that the deconstruction of 

master categories is part of the process of stripping away inequalities. This approach 

also maintains that the intersectional nature of inequality makes specific focus on 

categories meaningless because as Butler (1999, p.6) states 
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“gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual, and regional modalities of 
discursively constituted identities. As a result, it becomes impossible to 
separate out gender from the political and cultural intersections in which it is 
invariably produced and maintained.” 
 

This itself seems a contradictory outlook because if gender was inseparable from the 

other factors, then why does Butler feel the need to call them by different names 

(Jónasdóttir & Jones, 2009). More importantly to adopt such an anticategorical 

approach is to deny and reject the social reality of categories like race, class, gender 

and sexuality and the domination and subordination that they permeate (Crenshaw, 

2005; 2015; Alexander & Talpade Mohanty, 1997). Instead, intersectionality offers a 

powerful explanation of the way that the different social categories interact to 

exacerbate inequality because as Henderson and Gibson (2013, p.129) outline these 

categories “not only affect one another but work together to exert a combined 

influence on individuals related to oppression and power at social, structural and 

systemic levels.” 

 

These are important points that lay at the ontological and epistemological heart of 

this thesis, that has a critical realist perspective that is very conducive with the 

complexities of multiple intersecting inequalities in sport. The father of critical 

realism, Bhaskar (1998, p.12) emphasises the ‘causal criterion’ when denoting the 

reality of something which means that it can exist as a distinct reality even when this 

reality is wholly premised on its relationship with other things. 

 

“This is because by means of its emergence from the constitutive relations, 
the subject has its own distinct properties and powers, which could be inferred 
from the relations through which it is constituted. When applied to intersecting 
categories, this perfect perspective allows for a separation between gender, 
race, class, etc., despite the fact that these ongoingly co-constitute one 
another and are seamlessly unified in concrete subject and social processes.” 
(Gunnarson, 2017, p.118) 
 

Critical realism fits well when attempting to explain the complexity of the 

multifactorial nature of inequality because as McCall (2005) points out: critical 

realism can identify and describe the source of the complexity as well as theorising 

it. “In this view, changes in patterns of inequality and in the underlying structural 

conditions of society are dynamic, complex, and contingent but also amenable to 

explanation” (McCall, 2005, p.1794).  The framework for this research thus adopts a 
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broader perspective which proposes an analysis of inequality in sport through the 

analysis of structural constraints, allowing for the acknowledgement of multiplicity of 

protected characteristics and an understanding that there may be a tessellation 

between one or more characteristic (Shaw, 2007). Despite this broader approach, 

given the limitations on size of the thesis, the focus will be on race and gender 

because the theoretical frameworks of feminism and critical race theory are 

particularly influential and policy initiatives have emphasised progress with these 

equality strands. 

 

1.2 The Equality Standard for Sport and its impact 
 
This emphasis on the multifactorial nature of inequality in Sport was the rationale for 

focusing in this thesis on the Equality Standard for Sport (hereafter referred to as the 

Standard) that was developed in 2004 by the four UK Sports Councils to recognize 

the multiple nature of inequalities that exist in sport. The Standard was developed in 

the context of learning the lessons and successes from the Racial Equality Standard 

for Sport that was first introduced in 2000. The Standard was introduced as part of 

the New Labour Government’s agenda of moving to a more generic approach in its 

equality and diversity policies which culminated in the introduction of the Equality Act 

2010 with its nine Protected Characteristics; age, disability, gender reassignment, 

marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race; religion or belief, sex 

and sexual orientation. Similarly, the Standard was set up to extend beyond looking 

at inequality on just racial grounds and was intended to embrace all those 

characteristics that are now protected by The Equality Act 2010 and to some extent 

Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act (1998). 

 
It is within the context of the British Government’s neo-liberal response to 

multiculturalism that both the Racial Equality Standard for Sport and the Standard 

emerged and demonstrated the increasing value that the New Labour administration 

placed on diversity. However, as Hage (2012) pointed out, valuing diversity is not the 

same as actually having diversity and that the rhetoric, with lots of words, little action 

and even less change, largely serves to reinforce the status quo and benefit the 

privileged. This was illustrated by the sport of rugby league during this period, where 

despite publicly backed equality and diversity programmes and initiatives, the game 
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remains, structurally and culturally, a game dominated by white, working class, 

northern English communities that embody and reproduce hegemonic masculinity 

(Spracklen, 1996, 2001). Previous studies of both the Racial Equality Standard 

(Spracklen, 2003; Long, Robinson & Spracklen, 2005) and the Standard (Shaw, 

2007) found that they did little to change the normalised inequalities with the 

organisational cultures of sports organisations and were instead designed to 

measure and audit achievement against management focused objectives. In this 

way the Standard represented little more than a bureaucratisation of equality with a 

focus on audit-based outcomes which is “at odds with process-oriented research in 

this area that falls short of providing cultural and structural change within 

organisations” (Shaw, 2007, p.230). This importance of organisational culture 

resonates as a recurring theme in this thesis whether it is Rao, Stuart & Kelleher’s 

(1999) ‘deep structure’ with its underlying and unspoken assumptions so influential in 

gender inequality or the normalised and ‘invisible centrality of whiteness’ (Bradbury, 

2013, p.301) that lies at the heart of institutionalised inequality in sport. It is in this 

context of the need to further examine the impact of the Standard and of the 

influence of organisational culture on inequality in sport, that the next section will 

focus on the aims and originality of this thesis. 

 

1.3 Aims and Originality of the Thesis 
 
The thesis aims to explore the progress that sports organisations have made in 

terms of becoming more diverse and inclusive institutions. The main research 

method in Study One was an online survey of 42 sports organisations.  Thus, the 

Standard provided an ideal starting point for Study One because its role was to 

“guide sports organisations towards achieving equality” (SCEG, 2012, p.4) and 

embraced a “multiple, broad (version) of equality” (Shaw, 2007, p.430) consistent 

with the philosophical underpinnings of this study. There is a significant research gap 

in terms of the impact of Standard because the evaluations commissioned by Sport 

England from Leeds Metropolitan (now Leeds Beckett) University in 2002 (Long, 

Robinson & Welch, 2003; Long, Robinson & Spracklen, 2005) and 2004 (Spracklen, 

Hylton and Long, 2006) focused on the Racial Equality Standard for Sport. The lack 

of research into the Standard is stark and surprising given that it was at the heart of 

the government’s policy to embed social investment within sport and activity (Green, 
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2004) through government oversight in the guise of funding (Tacon & Walters, 2016). 

Shaw’s (2007) study did focus on the updated Standard but was only a textual 

analysis that explored its potential for change rather than seeking to examine the 

actual impact that it had made within sports organisations. Study One is therefore 

significant because it tackles an empirical research gap by evaluating a major sport 

policy, which has been embedded within Britain for the last 17 years. Furthermore, 

considering the development of equality legislation in the UK, it is time to review this 

policy against the current levels and extent of the law. 

 

While Study One provided the opportunity to address an important research gap 

regarding the Standard, one of the other key aims of the thesis was for a more 

detailed analysis of the influence of organisational culture on the attempts by sports 

organisations to become more diverse and inclusive. Such an aim was grounded in 

the identification of the importance of organisational culture as a common theme in 

the literature around the different equality strands. However, a deeper analysis of the 

influence of organisational culture required more intensive research involving a 

detailed case study of a NGB with a mixed method approach that would include 

surveys, interviews, observation, focus groups and other ethnographic forms of data 

collection. Again, critical realism provided an excellent fit for this research because it 

is “quite unique in that respect because its stratified ontology allows for the 

“legitimate” combination of qualitative and quantitative methods” (Zachariadis, Scott 

& Barrett, 2010, p.5). This is not to say that these methods are given equal weighting 

in this thesis, or by critical realists, because more intensive methods rather than 

extensive methods (Sayer, 2010) are more suitable to explore the complexities of 

organisational culture and to concentrate on the interactions of the various complex 

mechanisms that cause the events that are observed. 

 

The other opportunity provided by this critical realist thesis is that, as McEvoy and 

Richards (2006) point out, there is a real need for more examples of the application 

of critical realist principles in practice with the likes of Porter (2001), Kowalczyk 

(2002) and Naess and Jensen (2002) being amongst a small number of examples 

that disproportionality focus on nursing and health care. Hence the need is even 

greater in sport studies where the influence of critical realism (CR) has been limited 

and when Downward (2005) talked about the merits of CR in terms of sports tourism 
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research, he was one of the first to explicitly advocate the use of CR In the study of 

sport. This gap in this research approach is exemplified by Wiltshire (2018, p. 6) who 

commented on the “remarkable absence of critical realism in key Sport, Exercise and 

Health (SEH) textbooks.” 

 

In terms of the choice of sport and sports organisations for the case study, football 

was of particular interest for two reasons. Firstly because of the researcher’s own 

knowledge and experience of grassroots football and secondly because of the 

pronounced inequalities that exist within the sport as whole but particularly within the 

administration and governance of the game. Football seems to have a heightened 

conflict between the culture that prevailed in the sport and the apparent efforts of the 

NGB to become more inclusive and diverse. Such a conflict is exemplified by 

Amaechi (2014, para. 5) 

 

“Football is toxic and not just for gay people - it's toxic for Asians who want to 
play the game, it's toxic for women who want to be executives, it's toxic for 
black people who want to do anything but play. It's toxic in many different 
ways, but football doesn't see itself like that.” 
 

Lusted’s (2009) research into the implementation of an equality policy by the English 

Football Association (The FA) was very influential in terms of the use of both mixed 

methods and a case study approach within a critical realist ontology and 

epistemology. However, despite the influence and similarities of this research, 

Lusted’s (2009) work focused exclusively on race equality underpinned by critical 

race theory. Study Two’s originality is that is that it uses a case study methodology 

and a critical realist ontology to study the influence of organisational culture on the 

attempts by a large NGB in football to become more inclusive, but not just in terms of 

race and ethnicity, but also considers gender. 

 

The other original element of the research in this thesis, is that the opportunity to 

carry out a case study of a sports organisation in football emerged with the NGB 

commissioning a research project with the intention of becoming a more inclusive 

organisation that were more representative of the communities they served. There 

was thus an agreement that the researcher would produce an interim and final 

report, including recommendations and proposals for change, that would be 
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presented to the National Council at the end of the project.  In this sense, the 

apparent change agenda behind the commissioned research project meant Study 

Two exhibited many of the “characteristics of action research” (Lewin, 1946; Gunz, 

1996) because action research is “cyclic, with action and critical reflection taking 

place in turn. The reflection is used to review the previous action and plan the next 

one” (Dick, 1997, p.4).  This provided the unique opportunity to critically evaluate the 

response of the NGB to the recommendations provided as a result of the Study Two 

research findings. In fact, the importance of the NGBs response to the proposals 

meant that it would be defined as a separate part of the research as Study Three. 

This is a very important part of the thesis because while an organisational 

commitment to equality is more straightforward, the implementation of change in 

terms of diversity is more complex when there are social, cultural, and structural 

barriers that prevent such change from occurring. A CEO of a NGB in Turconi and 

Shaw’s (2021, p.13) research described such change as like “turning a tanker 

around” and requires the involvement of those people within organisations that have 

experience of inequalities. Study Three thus has a crucial role in the exploration of 

the NGB’s organisational culture and its genuine willingness to implement actions 

that will involve the whole organisation and facilitate meaningful change. 

 

In summary, the original contribution to knowledge in this thesis is as follows: 

 

(a) Study One addresses an empirical research gap by evaluating a major sport 

policy, the Standard, and examining the impact that it has had in ensuring sports 

organisations are inclusive, diverse, and representing the communities they 

serve. 

(b) Study Two builds on Lusted’s (2009) work with a mixed methods case study 

within a critical realist ontology to explore the influence of organisational culture 

of a NGB in football and its influence on its attempts to become more diverse and 

inclusive. Unlike Lusted’s (2009) work this Study considers both gender, and race 

and ethnicity in this exploration. 

(c) Study Three offers a unique opportunity to examine, again through a mixed 

methods case study, the response of the NGB to a series of recommendations 

and what this reveals about its organisational culture and its influence in either 

facilitating or inhibiting change. Again, this build’s on Lusted’s (2009) work that 
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examined the response of different layers of the organisational structure of The 

FA to its Equality Policy however, instead in this thesis the recommendations 

emerge from the research and not the internal policy of the NGB. 

 

1.4  Research questions 
 
RQ1. What difference is the Equality Standard for Sport making in terms of 
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion with sports organisations? 
 
RQ2. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress with the Equality Standard 
for Sport and how can these barriers be overcome? 
 
These research questions are addressed in Study One that took the form of an 

online survey of sports organisations and included questions that prompted closed 

and quantitative results and questions that provided more open-ended and 

qualitative responses. The quantitative responses facilitated the comparison with the 

data from the pilot stage of the Equality Standard (Hudson & Barlow, 2005) with a 

particular focus on race and gender due to the scope of the thesis. For a comparison 

that includes all the data including a broader range of protected characteristics see 

the published paper in Appendix E (Dwight & Biscomb, 2018). The qualitative data 

from Study One allowed for a deeper look at changes within the organisations and 

the influence of organisational culture. 

 

RQ3. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress in terms of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion with a sports organisation and how can these barriers 
be overcome? 
 
RQ4. Is the sports organisation willing to implement the recommendations of 
this research or other actions to ensure that they become more inclusive and 
diverse? 

 

Research question three was addressed in Study Two that sought the opportunity to 

carry intensive research with a detailed case study of a football NGB with a mixed 

method approach that would include surveys, interviews, participant observation, 
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focus groups and other ethnographic forms of data collection. Study Three, in 

examining the response of the NGB to the recommendations for change, would also 

seek to address the latter part of research question three, and research question 

four, by examining whether organisational resistance to change may also be a 

barrier to progress and how these barriers can be overcome. Study Three again 

adopted a multi method approach centred around a case study of a regional 

committee and included a semi-structured interview with the CEO who provided a 

commentary of her notes from the meeting of National Council that discussed their 

response to the recommendations. 

 

1.5  Positionality of the researcher 
 

The researcher and author of this thesis is white and male, and this is a significant 

point to address given the content of this thesis. Berry and Clair (2011) advocate that 

it is essential for researchers to be discursively reflexive and consider with what 

discourse they speak and write. The researcher has an awareness of his privileged 

position as a white male and while attempting to listen to the unheard voice of 

underrepresented groups in sport, agrees with Burdsey (2010, p.322) that he “cannot 

fully substitute experiential knowledge of the lives of minorities”. For a more detail 

coverage of some of the issues around positionality and the background of the 

researcher, see Appendix H - Reflections. 

 
1.6 Use of the term BAME 
 

It is acknowledged that the term BAME, used as an abbreviation for Black, Asian and 

Minority Ethnic, is a contested term. While there is an understanding of the concerns 

with BAME as a term that uses ‘generic and casual branding of communities’ 

(Sporting Equals, 2021, para.1), it is term that is used in this thesis. There is not yet 

an alternative term to use to describe BAME individuals although other terms are 

used in this thesis such as ‘black’, ‘British Asian’, ‘Asian’ that are common terms 

used throughout the literature that is influential to this thesis and more importantly, 

terms that were also used by research participants to describe their own identity. 
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1.7 Structure of Thesis 

 
The thesis is structured logically and appropriate for the field of study. It begins with 

a literature review that is split into three sections to cover in Chapter Two – 

organisational culture, which is an underpinning concept throughout the thesis, and 

then a focus on the two strands of equality: Chapter Three - race and ethnicity and 

Chapter Four – gender. Chapter Five covers methodology with a detailed outline of 

the critical realist ontological and epistemological foundations before covering the 

different research methods in the thesis. This outlines the full breadth of both 

extensive and intensive methods that fits so well with the critical realist epistemology 

and ontology. The next four chapters cover the three studies with a research focus 

that shifts from a broader perspective in Study One, in examining the impact of a 

significant equality policy on 42 sports organisations, to a more detailed investigation 

of a single NGB in Study Two and Study Three. These chapters are presented 

chronologically starting with Chapter Six - Study One covering the impact of the 

Standard; Chapter Seven – Study Two, the NGB case study of organisational culture 

and its impact on progress with equality, diversity, and inclusion; Chapter Eight – 

Study Three with recommendations to the NGB; Chapter Nine – Study Three with 

the NGBs response to the recommendation.  Finally, Chapter Ten is the conclusion, 

returning to the research questions and Chapter Eleven where a model is presented 

to explain the research findings and the final recommendations are covered. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Literature Review: Organisational culture: the importance of its 
‘deep structure’ on inequality 

 
2.1 Introduction 
 

In discussions around inequality in sport, and particularly in football, the subject of 

organisational culture is a recurring topic.  However, this focus is not mirrored in the 

volume of academic research on organisational culture in sport and its influence on 

equality, diversity, and inclusivity (Grimes, 2001; Ray, 2019). Therefore, there is a 

tendency that discourses around culture in sport and inequality often fail to clarify 

precisely what is meant by organisational culture and from what ontological and 

philosophical perspective writers are approaching this issue.  

 

This problem is addressed in the first section of this chapter, which seeks to define 

organisational culture from a critical realist perspective while examining important 

theoretical work on the topic in particular Schein (1985) and Smircich (1983). While 

neither writers’ studies fall within the critical realist paradigm, their theoretical 

analysis provides the foundations for the concept of ‘deep structure’ within 

organisational culture that fits so well alongside critical realism and is so important 

both in this chapter and across the whole thesis. Just as the critical realist’s scrutiny 

focuses below the surface, at the generative mechanisms within the ‘real’, then so 

Schein (1985;1999) encourages you to take a deeper look at organisational culture. 

This depth of analysis requires scrutiny beyond the institution’s artefacts and 

symbols and espoused rhetoric and values, and instead closely examine the basic 

underlying (and unconscious) assumptions. It is for this reason that the iceberg 

metaphor is powerfully used to illustrate both critical realism and Schein’s theory and 

in the third section of this chapter, the relevance and validity of this metaphor is 

examined.  

 

The final section of the chapter, analyses more closely the influence of 

organisational culture and deep structure on inequality and at this point there is a 
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shift away from Schein’s influence because he rather neglected this subject. Instead, 

there is a focus on the unquestioned and informal practices that underpin inequality 

within the deep structure of organisational culture whereas this is gendered practice 

or normalised whiteness that is so prevalent. There is then a consideration of the 

impact of organisations’ attempts to change their culture and whether this impacts 

positively on inequality or merely reinforces the normalised whiteness and gendered 

practices that exist. Finally, there is a brief consideration of intersectionality and its 

link to organisational culture with an explanation of why this was not the primary 

focus of this thesis. 

 
2.2 What is organisational culture? 
 
The concept and definitions of organisational culture are extremely varied and of 

course an important aspect of this variation is the ontological and philosophical 

assumptions that guide these perspectives. These perspectives are often founded in 

the ontological dichotomy between objectivism / positivism and interpretivism / 

subjectivism, that see organisational culture as  

 
“Real, objective phenomena ‘out there’ or if it is a framework for thinking about 
certain aspects of the social world. These result in very different 
understandings of culture that are only to a limited extent reflected in 
differences in its formal definition”  
 
(Alvesson, 1995, p.15) 

 

The critical realist ontological foundations of this thesis mean that such a 

dichotomous perspective on organisational culture is seen as overly simplistic 

because there are aspects of organisational culture that operate at an empirical 

reality, but value should also be placed on meanings, interpretations, and individual 

experiences. As Haigh et al. (2019, p.4) state for the critical realist “the social world 

is a layered, complex and open system” and therefore it is no surprise that this 

paradigm takes a similar perspective on organisational culture.  

 

This approach is in consistent with Schein’s (1985) influential and important works 

on organisational culture and he later commented that the “biggest danger in trying 

to understand culture is to oversimplify it” (Schein, 1999, p.33). Instead, Schein 
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provided a more complex and multi layered model which separated organisational 

culture (see figure) into three layers: 

 

(1) Artefacts and Symbols: these are the most visible elements of organisational 

culture and represent the image of organisation including organisational documents, 

logos, architecture, decoration, dress code (Schein,2004; Tharp, 2009); structures 

and processes (Schein, 2004). 

 

(2) Espoused Values: how firms address their strategies, objectives, and 

philosophies. These values are not as easy to observe as the artefacts but can be 

viewed by how people justify what they do (Schein, 2004; Hofstede, 1998). 

Therefore, it is also called espoused justifications. They consist of rules of behaviour: 

how companies are represented by their members’ behaviour (Schein, 2004). 

 

(3) Basic Underlying Assumptions: they are invisible elements, which are deeply 

embedded. These assumptions cannot be observed or recognised but may be 

taken for granted. They consist elements of human nature, which can be the  

foundation of human behaviour. The unobservable elements are hardly 

changed and contain unconscious beliefs and values. 

 
Figure 2.2.1 Schein’s (2009) Three levels of organisational culture  

 
 

Crucially Schein does take the view that the essence or core component of 

organisational culture lies at the deepest level of the model which he describes as 
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the basic underlying assumptions. The deep structure of organisational culture has 

the following implications for Schein (2009, p.22) because 

 
“Culture is deep. If you treat it as a superficial phenomenon, if you assume 
that you can manipulate it and change it at will, you are sure to fail. 
Furthermore, culture controls you more than you control culture. You want it 
that way, because culture gives meaning and predictability to your daily life.” 

 

Schein also touches on an important point here about the ability to influence, control 

and change organisational culture particularly if it is rooted in an unconscious deep 

structure. This consideration links well with the work by Smircich (1983), who in a 

important text on organisational culture, points out that culture can either be viewed 

as a variable or as a root metaphor. In terms of the latter approach, the root 

metaphor sees culture not as something that an organization has but rather than 

something it is (the instantiative approach). In this sense, research can only focus on 

and exploring and describing organisational culture rather than seeking to change it. 

In contrast, the alternative perspective views organisational culture as a variable that 

can be managed and manipulated (Warwick, 2017) and this is reflected in the large 

number of organisations that pursue culture change programmes (Ogbonna & 

Harris, 2015).  

 

Smircich (1983) also makes an important contribution to this debate over which level 

should be studied to uncover organisational culture and argued that it is not about 

the level but instead the depth of analysis to which the cultural components are 

subjected. For those that view organisational culture with the ‘root metaphor’, the 

study of the different levels needs to exceed a superficial examination to explore the 

‘generative processes’ that are central to the creation of meaning in organisations 

(Smircich, 1983, p.353).  This fits well with the critical realist emphasis on generative 

mechanisms that belong in the deepest domain of reality- the real that are not 

realised in directly observable, empirical events (Bhaskar, 1989). Ogbonna and 

Harris’s (2014, p.668-669) approach seems to match the critical realist ontological 

perspective in stating: 

 

“We concur with both Smircich’s (1983) and Schein’s(1985) approaches in 
that, although part of our empirical evidence is derived from symbolic 
expressions and employment practices (what Schein may refer to as artefacts 
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and manifestations), our concern is to understand the values and 
assumptions that underpin them.” 

 

This need to explore under the surface beyond the superficial aspects of 

organisational culture with a more in-depth study is well represented by the 

metaphor of the iceberg and it this metaphor that will be considered in the next 

section. 

 

2.3 Iceberg as a metaphor and deep structure 
 

The congruence between a focus on the importance of the deeper layers of 

organisational culture and the generative mechanisms of the real domain of critical 

realism would explain why the iceberg metaphor is commonly used to represent the 

deep structure in both perspectives. It is worth considering the relevance of such a 

metaphor and its value when exploring organisational culture from a critical realist 

perspective. 

 

For the critical realist (see Figure 2.3.1 below), the metaphor can be an effective way 

of illustrating its ontological and epistemological perspective as it relates to human 

knowledge of reality. Casual mechanisms cannot be “empirically identified” (Bhaskar, 

1979, p.48) but they are social products that can be understood through what exists 

at the empirical level. In the methodology chapter, there will be consideration of the 

implications of this perspective for the methods that were used in this research. 
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Figure 2.3.1 An iceberg metaphor for CR ontology (reproduced from Fletcher, 
2017, p.183). 

 
 

In terms of organisational culture, the iceberg metaphor can also be useful in 

elucidating the influential perspective by Schein (1985), that organisational culture is 

multi layered and underpinned by basic underlying assumptions. Morgan (1989, p. 

157–158) provides a summary of the value of the metaphor in illuminating such a 

perspective 

 

“Try thinking about the corporate culture as an iceberg. Recognize that what 
you see on the surface is based on a much deeper reality. Recognize that the 
visible elements of the culture may be sustained by all kinds of hidden values, 
beliefs, ideologies and assumptions – questioned and unquestioned, 
conscious and unconscious. As a manager, recognize that it may not be 
possible to change the surface without changing what lies below.” 

 

Although the iceberg metaphor is commonly credited to Schein (Knights and 

Willmott, 2006), he did not actually use the metaphor and was critical of it for being a 

static model that oversimplified his concept (Brighton, 2015). Similarly, the iceberg 

metaphor has been inaccurately attributed to the anthropologist Edward Hall in his 
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book Beyond Culture (1976) and when he did make mention of it in earlier book 

Silent Language, he critiqued the metaphor as overly simplistic (Hall, 1959). 

Nevertheless, Hall did point out that the simplistic nature of the iceberg metaphor 

made it accessible to traditional mindsets and also raised crucial issues and 

distinctions around what was and was not possible to talk about (Hall, 1959). This is 

important point, because metaphors by their very nature oversimplify concepts to 

help analysis and understanding. It is also interesting that Hall references Freud and 

his critique of rationality in stating: 

 
“No longer was man considered to be entirely rational, ruled by logic. No 
longer could he be conceived of as an elegantly tooled machine run from the 
higher centres of the brain. Man became much less predictable but much 
more interesting when he was viewed as a battleground of conflicting drives 
and emotions, many of them hidden. After Freud it became common to think 
of man as a being who existed on a number of different levels at once.” 
 
(Hall, 1959, p.83-84) 

 
In a common theme in this section of the thesis, the iceberg metaphor has also 

become ubiquitous with Freudian theory of the mind even though Freud did not 

reference an iceberg. Nevertheless, the iceberg metaphor clarifies Freud’s concept 

of the mind, just as the metaphor also helps with Schein’s concept of organisational 

culture, because in both cases there is “conscious rationality at the tip and 

unconscious irrationality below the surface” (Badham, Bridgman & Cummings, 2020, 

p.64). In fact, the metaphor is useful in not only understanding what exists below the 

surface, both in Schein’s perspective on organisational culture and in critical realism, 

but also in prescribing “greater attention to the ‘bulk’ of symbolic, emotive and 

political issues and relations on the advice that it dangerous to do otherwise” 

(Badham, Bridgman & Cummings, 2020, p.64). Those who support the metaphor 

point out its usefulness in highlighting the informal, tacit and non-rational forces in an 

organisation (Cunliff, 2008; Clegg et al., 2019; Mullins & Christy, 2010; Senior & 

Swailes, 2016). Badham, Bridgman and Cummings (2020, p.61) point out that the 

informal and irrational aspects of organisational culture are more influential in the 

underlying and “enduring systemic inequalities” that exist in these institutions and  

 
“The iceberg metaphor simply and directly speaks to such issues through the 
stark contrast it draws between rational legitimation and formal rhetoric, on 
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the one hand, and the realities of uncertainty, hypocrisy, emotion and power, 
on the other”  
 
(Badham, Bridgman & Cummings, 2020, p.61). 

 

This focus on the deeper underlying assumptions and informal practices and their 

impact on power and inequality in these institutions has been a neglected area in the 

dominant approach to organisational culture led by Schein. Clearly this is vital area 

for consideration in this thesis and therefore it shall be examined it in the next 

section of this chapter.  

 

2.4 Power, deep structure and inequality 
 
Although Schein’s concept of basic underlying assumptions as the essence of 

organisational culture is a widely held viewpoint, particularly in literature around 

management and leadership, this approach has largely been silent on issues related 

to inequality. The focus on organisational culture seems often to be on the dynamics 

of organisational life and how this can be harnessed to improve the performance of 

the institution while ignoring the unfairness of culture in organisational settings (neo-

liberalism). In this sense the dominant approach tends to view organisational culture 

as a “neutral and benign construct” (Ogbonna, 2019, p.320) which is a naive 

viewpoint when one considers that organisational culture simply reflects societal 

rites, norms, rituals, myths and symbols. This would also include prejudicial views 

and discrimination such as racism and sexism and Ogbonna’s (2019, p.320) 

perspective that such behaviours and viewpoints will be more pronounced in the 

“smaller confines of organisations” seems reasonable particularly in sporting 

organisations which are far less diverse than wider society. 

 

This thesis shall examine in more detail, in the race and gender chapters, the 

pervasive and exclusionary influence of organisational culture in wider society and 

specifically in sports organisations. In terms of gender, such cultures are powerful 

because they include embedded norms and power relations that are gender 

discriminatory and often reproduced within organisations (Acker, 1990; Goetz, 1992).  

This was described by Rao, Stuart and Kelleher (1999) as the “deep structure” of the 

organisation in terms of the values, history, culture and practices that form the 
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‘normal’ unquestioned ways of working in organisations. The taken for granted 

assumptions within institutional culture does not only present the organisation as 

gender free (Acker, 1990) but also the “normalizing of whiteness so that it simply is 

not seen as an ethnicity; it is invisible” (Macalpine & March, 2005, p.442). Whiteness 

is so invisible and normalised within the depths of institutional culture that there is a 

deafening ‘silence’ on the subject within organisations (Williams, 1997). This silence 

on whiteness in organisations is mirrored in terms of the academic literature on this 

subject (Grimes, 2001). Ray (2019, p.26) identified it as a twofold problem whereby 

“Scholars of organizations typically see organizations as race-neutral bureaucratic 

structures. Scholars of race and ethnicity have largely neglected the role of 

organizations in the social construction of race.” It seems an unusual omission that 

the role of organisations in institutionalising race is under-theorised particularly given 

that there is a consensus amongst race scholars that racial inequality is 

“institutionalized,” “structural,” or “systemic” (Bonilla-Silva, 1997; Feagin & Bennefield 

2014). However, it this omission that this thesis attempts to tackle by examining the 

deep and embedded whiteness of culture in sports organisations that lead to a 

“stunning consistency of racialized organizational inequality” (Ray, 2019, p.48). 

 

It is not uncommon in organisational literature, particularly in business and 

management, to make the connection between organisational culture and 

inequalities. As stated previously, this is also reflected in the large number of 

organisations that pursue culture change programmes (Ogbonna & Harris, 2015) 

with a viewpoint of organisational culture as a variable that can be managed and 

manipulated (Warrick, 2017). However if these programmes ignore the ‘deep 

structure’ of organisational culture in terms of the everyday normalised and informal 

practices, then these programmes will be unsuccessful in creating more diverse and 

inclusive organisations. In fact, there is evidence that these interventions contribute 

to discrimination and disadvantage because:  

 
“culture management relies on practices that are heavily influenced by 
informal knowledge (rituals, rites, symbols, linguistic nuances, and personal 
styles), and such scrutiny reveals how these can undermine equality, 
diversity, and inclusion because, by definition, these practices bestow 
particular benefits to those with ancestral advantage.”  

 
(Ogbonna, 2019, p.321) 
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Thus, such interventions can reaffirm the deep structure of organisations or what 

Ogbonna and Harris (2015, p.220) described as the “dark side of culture 

management.” 

 

Meanwhile, organisations are keen to commit to mission statements and values that 

espouse equality, diversity and inclusion but Wilson (2000, p.297) points out the 

‘juxtaposition of espoused values and underlying assumptions’ that represent 

significant barriers to attempts by management to makes organisations more 

inclusive and diverse. Wilson (2000) gave examples from organisations where there 

was good maternity pay but they still struggled to retain qualified and skilful women 

due to the hostile and gendered culture that existed. Indeed, even where espoused, 

organisational values are presented as neutral, the ways in which they are 

understood and interpreted in everyday behaviours, and practices are commonly 

influenced by societally derived beliefs and assumptions. While the focus of this 

thesis is on race and gender inequality in sports organisations and the importance of 

examining the deep structure of organisational culture, in reality all forms of 

inequality in organisations are “reproduced through situated, everyday practices 

which, while otherwise considered to be unremarkable, become imbued with 

meaning informed by broader cultural beliefs” (Amis, Mair & Munir, 2020, p.198). 

 

The multiplicity of inequality and its link with organisational culture, means a 

consideration of intersectionality is needed and particularly how different forms of 

oppression and discrimination in an organisation intersect in ways that reinforce 

each other. The relevance of intersectionality is also pronounced in this final section 

of the chapter, that examines the influence of power particularly within the informal, 

unspoken deep structure of the organisational culture, because as Van Buren III 

(2020, p.390) states “Intersectional analyses uncover power dynamics that are often 

hidden from view and thus unaddressed.” However, there are difficulties with 

intersectionality that explain the focus in this thesis on race and gender as singular 

characteristics. One of the critiques of intersectionality is that it focuses exclusively 

on the experiences of the oppressed rather than the oppressors and in this sense it 

“obscures the role of the powerful within sets of unequal social relations (Walby, 
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Armstrong & Strid, 2012, p.230). This is not to underestimate the importance of the 

experience of those that suffer discrimination however a focus on these areas must 

not be at the expense of an examination of those practices within the centres of 

power of organisations, often that exist within the hidden deep structure of culture, 

that underpin this discrimination and oppression. It will be these aspects of 

organisational culture that this thesis will seek to uncover, in all three of its studies, 

but particularly in Study Two and Study Three. 

 

2.5 Summary 
 

Although a simplistic concept, the iceberg model remains a powerful metaphor for 

illustrating theoretical perspectives on organisational culture and in clarifying the 

critical realist paradigm. In both cases, the deep structure that sits below the surface 

is invisible and yet so influential and therefore requires further study. While Hall 

(1976, p.17) did not use the metaphor of an iceberg, he understood the normalised 

nature of deep structure when he stated, “it is frequently the most obvious and taken-

for-granted and therefore the least studied aspects of culture that influence 

behaviour in the deepest and most subtle ways.” It this omission that this thesis 

seeks to address with three studies of sports organisations. Although the next two 

chapters will provide a more detailed literature review of the two equality strands of 

race and gender, the link to the normalised deep structure of organisations will be a 

strand that runs through both these chapters. 

 

  



 33 

Chapter 3 

 
Literature Review: The pervasive influence of racism(s) 

 
3.1 Introduction 
 
Race and racism sit alongside gender and sexism, as a central part of this thesis. 

The rationale for this emphasis is engrained in the significant underrepresentation of 

women and those of a BAME background across the sports sector, but particularly in 

football. This inequity becomes far more prominent if the analysis focuses on 

inequalities that stretch beyond participation into wider structural issues within 

organisations (Macmillan, 2016).  This is largely because administration and 

management of football in the UK has remained overwhelmingly 'white' in its 

composition even though there have been radical changes in the racial and ethnic 

make-up of the players in the professional game (Crabbe, 2006). This is even more 

pronounced in the organisation focused on in the case study in this thesis where the 

‘dominance of whiteness’ (Long & Hylton, 2002, p.89) is glaring. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to review some of the research that has examined 

issues of race, racism, and anti-racist initiatives in English sport in general terms and 

more specifically in football. Much of the initial research literature, particularly in 

football, mirrors the response of the football authorities, to focus on overt racism by 

football fans (Fradley, 1983; Holland, 1995; Turner, 1990) or the experiences of a 

growing presence of black players in football (Cashmore, 1982; Woolnough,1983; 

Hill,1989; Orakwue,1999; Vasili, 1994).  While this work may not seem directly 

relevant to this study, it mirrors the tactics that football authorities have adopted 

(which is further examined in this chapter), that attempts to shift the focus from 

structural racism within their own organisations. The response by the football 

authorities to dismiss any notion of institutionalised racism and to focus instead on 

problematic racist individuals is consistent with a neo-liberal response that will be 

examined in the gender chapter and is shown to be wholly inadequate for dealing 

with the root cause of inequality (Oakley, 2000). This can be extended further to 

actually become a form of neoliberal racism whereby “any evidence of 
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institutionalised racism is dismissed as an isolated incident, the result of the racial 

prejudices of a few racist white individuals” (Kusz, 2012, p,148). 
 

Thus, the most useful literature for this thesis turns its attention to the more nuanced 

forms of racism, within sport and football, that are less visible, but more influential, 

and that often exist below the surface in the normalised practices and structures that 

reflect the hidden cultures of the sports organisations (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 

1998; 1999; 2001; Bains & Patel, 1996; Bradbury, 2001; 2013; 2017a; 2017b;; 

Burdsey, 2004a;  2004b; 2007; Carrington, 1998; Carrington & McDonald, 2001; 

Cleland & Cashmore, 2014; Crabbe, 2006; Darnell, 2007; Forbes, 2017; Garland & 

Rowe, 1999;  Hylton, 2008;  Johal, 2002; Kilvington, 2013; 2016; 2017; 2018; King, 

2000, 2004; Long, 2000; Long et al., 2000; Long, Robinson & Welch, 2003;  Long 

and Hylton, 2002, Long, Robinson & Spracklen, 2005; Lusted, 2009a; 2011; 2013; 

2017; Lusted & O'Gorman, 2010; McGurk, et al., 2019; Shaw, 2007; Spracklen, 

2001; Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006; Spracklen, Timmins & Long, 2010). 

 

The chapter begins by defining and examining the different types of racisms and 

their influence on equality in football and sport in more broad terms. The chapter is 

then structured using Kilvington’s (2016) categorisation of racisms into overt racism, 

symbolic racism, inferential racism, and institutional racism with a real focus on the 

importance of the latter category due its interrelationship with organisational culture. 

Whiteness theory is adopted throughout this analysis as the philosophical and 

theoretical foundations for this work because it contextualises the inequalities that 

exist and the authorities’ responses to these inequalities. Most significantly, 

whiteness theory emphasises that there is a real focus on the structural and 

institutional basis for racism and racialised discrimination and a common theme in 

the literature is the denial by the football authorities that such a form of racism exists 

in the game. The most powerful theories of whiteness incorporate the other 

dimensions of inequality that interconnect to disadvantage those ‘others’ whose 

identity is most distant from the ‘norm’. 

 

 

 

 



 35 

3.2 Racism or Racism(s) 
 
The title of this section demonstrates the dilemma of considering racism as a single 

term, given the common features it exhibits in its different forms, or racisms as a plural 

term given the diverse ways it presents itself. The section will consider this debate that 

itself illustrates that there is a certain complexity to racism(s) that means it is a concept 

that deserves some further exploration.  

 

Miles (1989, p.149) in his important text defines racism as: 

 

“Any set of claims or arguments which signify some aspect of the physical 
features of an individual or group as a sign of permanent distinctiveness and 
which attribute negative characteristics and or consequences to the 
individual’s or group’s presence.” 

 

Racism in its crude biological form has now been broadly rejected whether this is 

writings of the likes of Chamberlain (1943), who laid the foundations for the Nazi 

racists, or the geneticists and anthropologists who measured skulls and devised 

elaborate classifications about races and sub-races. In fact, at a time when Nazism 

flourished, apartheid existed in the USA and when race was considered a 

determinant of people's character and intelligence, Montagu (1942) called for ‘race’ 

to be dropped from vocabulary because it is largely a social construction. While 

Montagu (1942) helped to loosen the links between race and biological determinism, 

racism as social construct is so entwined with elements of culture, religion, politics 

and nation (Kilvington, 2016) that it is a term that cannot so easily be dismissed. 

 

Thus, a movement towards a social and cultural concept of racism based on notions 

of absolute culturally different ethnic groups (Gilroy 1987) can take a position that 

these groups may not exist in a hierarchical biological relationship, but they are 

culturally distinct and each group may have “incompatible lifestyles, customs and 

ways of seeing the world” (Carrington & McDonald, 2001, p. 1). Cultural racism 

remains a complex process and because it takes several different forms, racisms in 

the plural is considered by some to be a more accurate term (Garner, 2010; 

Kilvington, 2016). Similarly, writers such as Hall (1996), Small (2017) and Back, 

Crabbe & Solomos (1998) have moved away from a singular conception of racism 
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that attempts to portray it as a coherent and unitary phenomenon and a more 

accurate representation should be of more dynamic heterogeneous racisms that 

recognises its plurality (Garland & Rowe, 1999). 

 

In fact, returning to Miles’s (1989) definition of racism at the start of this section, 

while his definition identified the universality of racism in its different forms, he later 

recognised that it had a “multiplicity of determinants” with “multidimensionality” and 

“historical specificity” and he therefore also proposed that the plural term “racisms” 

would be a more effective description to reflect its diversity (Miles, 2003, p.169-171). 

In stating that the “best way of identifying different racisms is in terms of the different 

phenomena with which they interact, and the events in which they are rooted” Miles 

(2003, p.165) is accepting the multifactorial nature of racisms and the importance of 

examining, in each case, their specific context alongside the interrelating factors. 
The analysis, throughout this thesis, embraces this approach of examining the 

different types of racisms: their complexity, foundations in specific contextual 

situations and their intersectional nature in terms of the interaction of race with other 

factors that are influential in creating inequality. 
 

Kilvington (2016), in his study of the exclusion of British Asians from English 

professional football conducted semi-structured interviews with 58 participants 

including professional, semi-professional and amateur British Asian players, FA 

members and those within Football Academies and Centres of Excellence. In this 

study, he identifies four different types of racisms: overt racism, symbolic racism, 

inferential racism and institutional racism and these racisms and their 

interrelationships will form the basis of the structure for the opening sections of this 

chapter (Kilvington, 2016). 

 
3.3 Overt racism – a diversionary tactic in football 
 
Kilvington (2016, p.59) defines overt racism as that which is “very visible.” In the 

1970s and 1980s, overt racism towards Black football players in England was 

commonplace. In 2001, the Football Association (FA) apologised to black former 

players for the racism they suffered during this period and admitted it could have 

done more to condemn the abuse and harassment they endured during their 
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professional careers (Chaudhary, 2001). As part of this apology, one of the FA 

officials responsible for the spearheading the organisation’s anti-racist campaign, 

Mark Sudbury, announced: 

 

“The FA was wrong not to challenge racism within football earlier. Football 
authorities have always tended to have a very narrow focus and have not 
really addressed wider social issues that have an impact on the game.” 

 
(Sudbury, 2001 as citied in Chaudhary, 2001, p.1) 

 

While the apology should be welcomed, the narrow focus of the FA, described here, 

could also extend to its attention on the overt forms of racism and perpetrators that 

are external to the organisations that run the game rather than the internal forms of 

racism within these organisations that are more nuanced and subtle. Thus, the 

relevance of an investigation of overt racism, in this research, is that the football 

authorities have focused on anti-racist campaigns that give undue attention to this 

type of racism particularly when the perpetrators are football fans, as it is a 

diversionary tactic that shifts the gaze from an inward-looking analysis of racism 

within the governance of the game itself (Lusted, 2011). 

 

The FA’s consideration of racism as an individual issue isolated to a handful of 

deviant, badly behaved, football fans, that takes the form of overt, violent and 

politically motivated behaviours, allows football authorities to deflect attention from 

the gross underrepresentation of Black people and minority groups in football 

management and administration (Williams,1994). As will be analysed in more detail 

later in the chapter, there is still a gross underrepresentation of Black and Asian 

managers and coaches in the game and yet the FA focus remains on dealing with 

overt racism by fans with verbal condemnations and very often slow response and 

paltry punishments. For example, in August 2019, Millwall were fined £10,000 by the 

FA after it was ruled that they chanted racist language in an FA Cup game against 

Everton in January 2019 (BBC Sport, 2019). This is in sharp contrast to the £50,000 

punishment that Huddersfield Town received, just 6 weeks after wearing a fake new 

strip in a pre-season friendly that advertised a betting company (Lovett, 2019). 

Nevertheless, despite the slow response and insignificant punishments, by 

constructing a model of the “racist folk demon”, the FA locates the problem away 
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from the institutions of football and instead in the “shady interstices of quasi-criminal 

subcultures” (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 1998, p.165). Thus, the problem is outside 

the normalised practices of the game and therefore justifies a response in which the 

football authorities distance themselves from the issue. While there was (and 

continues to be) a unified message from the football authorities that racism is wrong, 

research has found that the roots and foundations of this racism were often 

externalised outside of the organisation itself as a problem for wider society rather 

than sport itself, and the anti-racist initiatives therefore tended to focus, not on the 

organisation itself, but on the deviant hooligan (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 1999). 

Hence, many of the various campaigns and initiatives (See Appendix B) against 

racism in football have focused on overt racial abuse from the fans, within the 

general context of a constant spotlight on fans misdemeanours, while far less 

attention has been paid to the implicit, routine and habitual normalised practices 

within the game itself: on the pitch, in the dressing room and in the board room 

(Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 1999). 

 

In fact, what Maynard (1994, p. 20) calls “taken for granted everydayness of White 

privilege” takes the form of not only a failure to hand out punishments that are 

proportionate to the severity of the offense in terms of racism but also a difficulty to 

recognise clear racist and discriminatory language and behaviours. When incidents 

occur on the pitch itself, involving players or coaches, they are readily dismissed as 

‘heat of the moment’ responses, individual mental aberrations that do not conflict 

with the multi-culturalism that prevails in most English professional clubs (Back, 

Crabbe & Solomos, 1999).  In football, these occasional responses are portrayed as 

just a normal part of an emotional sport with black players encouraged not to 

respond (Long & Hylton, 2002). Generally, across football, cricket and rugby, the 

‘best players’ were labelled as those that were able to ignore the abuse and 

concentrate on their performance and the game (Long & Hylton, 2002).  This 

combined cycle of sensationalism and denial has the effect of silencing any serious 

discussion about racism with the internal structures of football. 

 

Whereas overt racism is clear and visible, Kilvington’s (2016) other three forms of 

racisms are below the surface but far more influential on organisational culture in 

football. The most significant is that of institutional racism that will now be examined. 
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3.4 Institutional racism 
 
Institutional racism is a more subtle and covert form of discrimination and will be a 

term that is explored in terms of its historical context and significance in this section. 

Coates (2012, p.1) describes institutional racism as “hidden; secret; private; covered; 

disguised; insidious or concealed.” It this racism that is the foundation for the 

underrepresentation of minorities on the sports; national councils or boards of 

executives but without an individual specific incident of overt racism (Zarate, 2009). 

Thus, it is clear that “this form of racism operates as a mechanism to protect racial 

elites’ positions of power, further distancing themselves from the racial non-elite” 

(Bradbury, 2013, p.72). 

 

Practices of institutional racism are underpinned by patterns of white hegemonic 

privilege within the pre-existing structures of decision making at the highest level of 

European football (Bradbury, 2013), and right down to the grassroots within the 

County FA’s (Lusted, 2011; Long & Hylton, 2002). The most significant aspect of the 

practices and outcomes of institutional racism in football, that are founded on 

whiteness, is that they are completely taken for granted and normalised such that 

there is an “invisible centrality of whiteness” (Bradbury, 2013, p.5). As a result, the 

status quo remains because: 

 

“Deeply racialised power relations and patterns of white privilege enable 

racism to be effortlessly reproduced and perpetuated and for the dominant 

white hegemonic structures of the sport to remain unchallenged and 

unchanged.” (Hylton, 2008, p.65) 

 

As Kusz (2007) drawing on the body of critical race literature focusing on whiteness 

(e.g. Frankenberg, 1993; Pfeil, 1995; Dyer, 2017; Bonnett, 2000), has argued for 

more than a decade, whiteness in sport is often represented as a “cultural space that 

is overwhelmingly white yet it is rarely ever imagined as a racially exclusive space” 

(Kusz, 2007, p.207). It therefore acts as an invisible and unmarked ‘norm’ to most 

whites but nevertheless promotes structural privilege (Dyer, 2017; Kusz, 2007). So, 

while whiteness operates as an exclusionary practice within sections of our society 



 40 

and within organisations, it remains unconscious, under the surface with 

unchallenged norms that underpin white racism (Bonnett, 2000). Thus, to a large 

extent the invisibility, normativity and centrality of whiteness (Bradbury, 2013) 

maintains the status quo of white privilege in football but in an unintentional and 

indirect way. 

Bradbury (2014) highlights the progress that has been made in terms of minority 

representation in football with around 25% of all players, across the four professional 

leagues in England and in national team’s squads at senior and youth level, from a 

BAME background (a caveat to this progress is British South Asian players that shall 

be examined later). Nevertheless, this progress, in the playing side of the 

professional game, further extenuates the gross under representation of all 

minorities as coaches and in leadership positions within football. These skewed 

patterns of minority representation in football have arguably positioned minorities as 

“fit for doing” but not “fit for organizing” the sport (Bradbury, 2013, p,3). This is not a 

new concept as whiteness has been grounded in the historical beliefs about the 

physical superiority and the intellectual inferiority of Black people (Hawkins, 2013). It 

was in fact this form of racial stereotyping that justified the mistreatment and 

exploitation of Black people throughout the world including the colonization of African 

nations and slavery. In sport, the stereotype has facilitated the assertion that “the 

assimilation of black people within the national imagination as sports heroes need 

not in any way be incongruent with access to the centres of decision making and 

institutional power” (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 2001,p.4). Burdsey (2004a p.766) 

rightly points out that this integration of these sporting heroes into the fold required 

an Anglicization and cultural assimilation which meant that the likes of Frank Bruno, 

Ian Wright and Linford Christie: 

“All shared a common tendency to underplay the degree to which their 
ethnicities were prominent within the sporting arena, together with an 
inclination to openly embrace elements of nationalist symbolism such as the 
St. George or Union flags when celebrating sporting victories.” 

There will be a more in-depth analysis of cultural assimilation with the normative 

social position of whiteness in the next section that looks at symbolic racism. 

However, the unconscious and normalised nature of whiteness means that racial 

equality is perceived as relatively low in priority for many sports organisations and a 
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common feature was a denial that racism was present in their organisations and 

wider sports. This denial of racism seems to be a common feature throughout sport 

(Long 2000; Long, Fletcher & Watson, 2017), but particularly in football (Burdsey, 

2007; Long, 2000) and seems founded in the principle that sport is inherently 

meritocratic and offers everyone an opportunity to participate and succeed (Long, 

2000). Perhaps most significantly this denial of racism extends to an approach that 

permeates and reproduces racialised exclusion and in this sense is a form of colour-

blind racism (Bonilla-Silva 2001). There was also opposition expressed to the anti-

racist policies as they are perceived as a form of social engineering which was 

unnecessary and unfair because they gave preferential treatment to certain groups 

of people which contrasted with these organisations’ principles of meritocracy (Long, 

Robinson & Welch, 2003). 

In reality, this movement from overtly discriminative practices to a neo-liberal belief in 

racial equality and equal opportunity (Schuman, 1998) does not mark the “end of 

racism” (D’Souza, 1997) but instead emphasised that racism has gone underground 

and is expressed in a far more “subtle” (Pettigrew & Martin, 1987) and covert ways. 

Bonilla-Silva (2001) has labelled the neoliberalist racial ideology that forms the post-

civil rights racial structure as “colour blind racism” which denies that discrimination 

now exists and the apparent belief in equal opportunity extends to an opposition to 

positive or affirmative action as being essentially unfair. Interesting the often-

uncontested assumption that white people are just people is deeply grounded in 

white culture to such extent that if attention is drawn to the whiteness of the most 

liberal of white person, they are outraged because: 

 

“Often their rage erupts because they believe that all ways of looking that 
highlight difference subvert the liberal belief in a universal subjectivity (we are 
all just people) that they think will make racism disappear. They have a deep 
emotional investment in the myth of 'sameness', even as their actions reflect 
the primacy of whiteness as a sign informing who they are and how they 
think.” (hooks, 1992, p. 167) 

 

This outrage in fact symbolises the ‘normalization’ of whiteness and that the black 

remains the ‘other’ and on the periphery while the white commands the centre. It is 

also a hypocritical response when it is commonplace for representations of black 



 42 

crime, black entertainers, black sportsmen / women when no such racial 

identification is given to their white equivalents. 

 

It is the normalization and invisibility of whiteness that makes the processes that 

surround it so “insidious, the outcomes so apparently natural that they go 

unremarked” (Hylton, 2008, p.70). These processes become even more insidious 

and yet pronounced as they become less formal, and evidence suggests that such 

informality is very influential in recruitment throughout football in England. For 

example, recruitment of players into the professional game has traditionally relied on 

the longevity of informal connections between clubs, scouts and amateur clubs. 

Giulianotti and Williams (1994, p.160) eloquently describe these connections and 

how the scouts of professional clubs (presumably predominately white) “have a 

special, near mystical status in this culture as they trawl the top leagues in search of 

young men who have the elusive and indefinable ‘right stuff.’” Burdsey’s (2004b) 

work, focusing specifically on the absence of British Asian players in today’s 

professional game, highlighted how a key factor in this underrepresentation was that 

informal scouting processes generally paid little attention to the established local 

British South Asian clubs in England. These findings were confirmed by Kilvington 

(2013) who explicitly argues that it is, in fact, the football system and its 

institutionalised exclusion that maintains and exacerbates the exclusion of British 

Asians. Initially, all-Asian football structures in Britain developed because of overt 

forms of racism that denied them opportunities and justice in amateur local-league 

football (Kilvington, 2013). 

 

Instead of a focus on the discriminatory practices of scouting and recruitment, British 

Asians continue to be blamed for their own exclusion from professional ranks (Bains 

& Patel, 1996; McGuire, Monks & Halsall, 2001; Kilvington, 2016).  The gatekeepers 

at professional clubs continue to draw to racial stereotypes to insist that these all-

Asian local football structures are, in fact, proof of ‘timid, self-segregating, choices 

made by such communities’ (Forbes, 2017, p.84-85). Once more football takes the 

approach of denying the existence of racism within the game and preferring to adopt 

a no-blame “colour blind” ideology (Johal, 2002; Cleland and Cashmore, 2014; 

Lusted, 2009; Kilvington, 2013). 
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Returning again to the issue of the under-representation of minority groups in 

coaching and leadership positions in football, although much less academic attention 

has been paid to this, where studies do exist they have drawn attention to the 

structural and cultural filters which have impacted negatively on limiting minority 

access to these tiers of the sport (Bradbury, 2013). A large-scale research project 

undertaken by Bradbury, et al., (2019), with interviews with football administrators 

across 13 different countries, found that football club owners have internalized a 

series of historically inscribed and deeply racialised stereotypes which equate 

minority coaches with “physicality over intellect”, “emotional” and  “attitudinal” 

deficiencies and “uncertainty” and “risk”. It seems that club owners have largely 

ignored best practice in recruitment in ensuring that candidates are shortlisted 

according to job specifications and instead preferred to adopt the traditional and less 

formal methods of recruiting from the ‘old boys club’ whereby, “Coaches are 

recruited from a limited ‘knowledge bank’ of already known applicants from within the 

dominant (white) social and cultural networks of the football industry” (Bradbury, 

2013, p.4). 

Similar informal methods for the recruitment of senior administrative staff at 

professional football clubs seems common with only 36% of professional football 

clubs always publicly advertising for senior administration positions, and that 79% of 

professional clubs continue to recruit senior administrators through relatively informal 

mechanisms, including by ‘personal recommendation’ and through ‘word of mouth’ 

networks (Bradbury 2013). Bradbury, et al., (2019) also suggest similar patterns of 

patronage and sponsored mobility are evident within the hierarchical pyramid 

structures of football federations tasked with governance of football at the regional, 

national and international level. Whilst these practices of recruitment and reward 

 “are often presented as being relatively benign and might be unconscious 
and unintentional, they nonetheless gravitate against the inclusion of 
minorities who are positioned outside of the dominant (white) insider networks 
of football” (Bradbury, 2013, p.4). 

So once more it can be seen how concepts, practices, and outcomes of institutional 

racism in football (and in sport more broadly) are underpinned by the “invisible 

centrality of whiteness” embedded within the senior organizational tiers of the game. 

The power of whiteness as a process is both its invisibility but also its ability to frame 
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white privilege and related social and economic advantages as the cultural norm and 

preclude any recognition of the beneficial membership of dominant social and 

cultural networks and the profits of mutual acquaintance (Bradbury, 2013). 

Both the profile of institutional racism and its legitimisation as a concept was aided 

by the use of term by Macpherson et al., (1999) to describe the Metropolitan Police 

Force as an outcome of The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry. Sir William Macpherson, a 

retired high court judge and former soldier, was the Chairperson of the inquiry into 

the unprovoked racist attack and murder of the young black teenager, Stephen 

Lawrence, in 1993, which concluded that institutional racism was the root of the 

police failure to prosecute the perpetrators of this crime. The historical significance of 

a member of the British nobility adopting this term, institutional racism, to describe a 

key part of the British establishment, three decades after it was conceived in the 

hotbed of the ‘radical political struggle and the Black Power movement in the United 

States 1960’ is not lost on Scott and Marshall (2005, pp. 311-312) who describe it as 

a “remarkable episode.” It was without doubt an unprecedented use of the term, that 

moved institutional racism from the “margins of political activism and sociological 

analysis into mainstream political discourse” (Murji, 2007, p.850). 

Macpherson et al.’s (1999) explanation of the locality of institutional racism fits well 

with the organisational culture within football as he describes: 

 

“Often this arise out of an uncritical self-understanding born out of an inflexible 
police ethos of the ‘traditional’ way of doing things. Furthermore, such 
attitudes can thrive in a tightly knit community, so that there can be collective 
failure to detect and to outlaw this breed of racism. The police canteen can 
too easily be its breeding ground.” (Macpherson et al., 1999, p.44) 

 
 
For the police canteen, the football changing room and the boardroom could easily 

be substituted as environments in which certain colour-blind cultures can thrive and 

in which the football authorities perceive themselves as true meritocracies that, 

certainly from a participation perspective, offer one of the few opportunities for young 

black men to succeed. Until very recently institutions of football were the very 

epitome of “white masculinity” with currently no black or Asian chief executives and 

only a very small number of individuals from BAME backgrounds. In an email dated 

27th April 2020, the Secretary of the Football Association confirmed that the FA 
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National Council has 118 members with just 14 female council members (11.8%) 

and six council members from BAME backgrounds (5%) (McDermott, 2020). 

 

In such an environment, a “complicated process of exclusion” (King, 2004, p.3) 

operates within the organisational cultures of football which includes the informal, 

unconscious and normalised practices and formally non racialised discourse” (Miles, 

2003, p. 87). Thus King (2004) uses a powerful metaphor about front stage and 

backstage racism. The front stage is unchallengeable as a supposed meritocracy 

while the bulk of discriminatory practice happens behind closed doors or in what 

King (2004) calls offside racism. To be successful, those from a BAME background 

must learn the unspoken normalised practices, “He must study the idiosyncrasies 

and peculiarities of the white man at the head and study and endeavour to satisfy” 

(Utachy, 1975, p.437). 

 

These idiosyncrasies are not always obvious and as stated previously involve 

significant complexity. In addition, it was no coincidence that Macpherson, et al. 

(1999, p.44) mentioned the ‘police canteen’ as a ‘breeding ground’ for racism 

because it seems that these informal settings are some of the most toxic and 

insidious locations for the spread of racism and discrimination. In King’s (2004) 

analysis of the experience of black ex-players, completing the English Football 

Association’s UEFA A Coaching Badge and Pro-Licence, he talks extensively about 

the influence of informal interactions at the end of the day at the bar as: “one of the 

more symbolic spaces of white male masculinity…..a football culture that has a 

special reference for very visible but unconscious racist acts through intoxication” 

(King, 2004, p.42). 

It is with the influence of alcohol that the mask slips and overt forms of racism are 

presented in the form of so-called humour perhaps representing the true feelings 

towards black men because many a true word is said in jest (Basso, 2008). The 

reaction from the white tutors and participants on the course was largely one of 

hilarity and within this zone of whiteness, the small number of black tutors face the 

risk of being categorised as too sensitive to take a joke if they were to speak out 

against this racism. Likewise, the black tutors understood in order to succeed in the 

game as a coach and or manager, they needed to try to break into the networks, in 

the context of the informal and formal settings, and therefore speaking out and 
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challenging the normalised behaviours risked their progression and realising of their 

ambitions. This left them in rather conflicted situations. 

 

Throughout his research, King (2004) found that many of the black ex-players found 

it impossible to gain coaching positions at professional clubs. Hence the institutions 

that preach meritocracy, in reality practice exclusion, in an invisible manner, that 

make it impossible for those excluded to see the closed doors. This has similarities 

to the glass ceiling that is so influential across wider society in preventing many 

different sorts of people, beyond white men, from gaining senior leadership positions. 

King’s (2004) concept of “playing the white man” found that for some black ex-

players to be successful in gaining more senior coaching positions in football, they 

needed to have the right type of relationships with white men that included showing 

some form of subservience to their superiors. Such subservience includes accepting 

a lower-level position than their white counterparts, for less money, and that they will 

have to work much harder to progress. For many black ex-players this was a step 

too far and involved compromising their black identity but when they stepped away 

from the game, this would be commonly portrayed as a lack of determination and 

ambition rather than a form of structural discrimination. 

 

According to King (2004, p.90), some black managers are more comfortable with 

wearing the ‘white mask’ and adopt an attitude that they “want to be considered a 

manager without having to subscribe to any vague notions of being black, politically 

or culturally.”  The concept of the “white mask” was first used by Fanon and Charles 

(1986) to examine the way that black people in post-colonial societies were forced to 

adopt the language and culture of whites in order to gain social inclusion and 

acceptance. Burdsey (2007) also adopted the use of the “white mask” term to 

describe the cultural assimilation that was discussed earlier, by some British Asians 

who have been most successful in professional football. King (2004) extends this 

metaphor to explain how some Black managers and coaches use the “white mask” 

to adjust their identities to meet the demands placed upon them by the dominant 

white subcultures of the game. This extends to some such managers who seem to 

share some of ‘myths’ in the game including a denial that racism is prevalent 

because otherwise how could some black managers be so successful and that some 

black people use their ethnicity as a convenient excuse for their underachievement. 
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Other Black managers and coaches reveal the value of “white mask” as an internal 

conversation to demonstrate their flexibility which allows them to distinguish between 

racist comments and racist intent (King 2004). Such flexibility could be described as 

an internal conflict for some Black coaches and managers but for one Black 

manager, that King (2004) interviewed, this was merely a cognitive strategy to 

succeed as a manager in a white man’s world. As he explains: 

 

“I think we might have to work that much harder to succeed but that’s life. 
People forget it isn’t a black society, it’s a western society and I am from an 
African background and people view you differently. It’s harder as a manager 
and a coach, it’s easier as a player because you went just went out there and 
played, and people are not concerned about you as a person. As a manager 
you’ve got to be respected, you’ve got to adjust so many individuals and 
thousands of different personalities.” (Les Ball as citied in King, 2004, p.87) 

 
It is difficult to be overly critical of Black managers like Les who adopt these 

strategies to survive in world of football where whiteness predominates. However, 

once again King (2004) accepts that for whiteness to be used as a holistic and 

complete model for analysing oppression, then it needs to be a model that accepts 

the multi factorial and intersectional nature of inequality to go beyond just examining 

race or colour of skin and instead: 

 

“Calling attention to taken-for-granted practices and normative categories 
while encouraging those who enjoy the (usually unmarked) benefits of being 
white, male and heterosexual to confront their entanglement in systems of 
domination and exploitation.” (King, 2005, p.401) 

 
In fact, defining and recognising whiteness can be a powerful emancipatory force by 

exposing the authority and privileged position of power and the inequities, 

oppression and sufferings that result (Dyer, 2017). This process is further 

strengthened if the definition and concept of whiteness recognises its intersectional 

nature with other significant factors of disadvantage and inequality beyond race. 
 
3.5 Inferential racism and symbolic racism 
 
Kilvington’s (2016) other two definitions of racisms: inferential racism and symbolic 

racism both also sit below the surface but are no less influential. Inferential racism is 

linked to stereotypical perceptions of others that are often taken as ‘common-sense’ 
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or hegemonic thinking. These attitudes and responses are so engrained that they 

cannot always be classified as conscious or malicious but as “sincere fictions” (Vera,  

Feagin & Gordon, 1995) however it has been already examined how these “fictions” 

form the basis of institutional racism, and it further reinforces the importance of 

highlighting the practised cultures that reinforce such unconscious response to 

racism. 

 

Symbolic racism references the ethnic, religious or racial symbols that marks certain 

groups as outsiders (van Dijk, 1993) and marks such groups as having 

incompatibility with the host culture. The focus on the differences of certain groups 

and their status as outsiders is reinforced and reproduced by the media and 

educational system (van Dijk, 1993) but their incompatibility is largely based on 

stereotypical perceptions and in this way inferential and symbolic racism come 

together to impact on groups. This interaction of inferential racism, symbolic racism 

and compatibility becomes significant in sport with a deeper examination of the wider 

normative social position of whiteness. What becomes clear is that whiteness is not 

simply about white skin colour but instead a normative social position that arises 

from a range of social markers include the intersections of race, gender, class and 

sexuality (Darnell, 2007). Intersectionality remains an important concept for this 

thesis given the philosophical appreciation of the multifactorial nature of inequality 

but also the common features of the different forms of institutional discrimination. If 

the concept of racism has its foundations in the normative social position of 

whiteness, that is neither fixed or static (Stoler, 2010), then it is clear to see the 

relevance of the developed position of Miles (2003) that emphasises the importance 

of examining racisms within the historical and social context in which they operate. 

Also, and perhaps more importantly, it enables an understanding of how racisms 

interlock with other categories of difference and marginalization (Stoler, 2012). 

 
Spracklen (2001) also appreciated the importance of intersectionality by looking 

beyond race when examining the normative categories and practices found in rugby 

league. These exclusionary practices were founded in symbolic traditions and values 

and norms based around a concept of white working class Northernness that is 

largely imaginary (Ehland, 2007) because it is based around a mythical concept of 

white working-class male strength. Whiteness, in the mythology of the northern man, 
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did not only contrast with ‘others’ in terms of race but also against southerners and 

homosexuals. So just as the historical and social specificity of racisms (Miles, 2003) 

are crucial in defining their type and nature then so the specificity and type of 

whiteness depends on the social context and the interaction of other exclusionary 

factors that define ‘others’. In the case of Northernness, it is a type of whiteness that 

classifies the involvement of black people in the game as far “more exotic / othered 

than the involvement of (white) Australians and New Zealanders” (Spracklen, 

Timmins & Long, 2010, p.399). Black people’s involvement in rugby league always 

maintained outside status unless these individuals “sublimated his or her blackness” 

(Spracklen, Timmins & Long, 2010, p.400). Thus, a black person’s success in sport 

was dependent on their ability to assimilate into the mainstream by diluting their own 

sense of “blackness” and rejecting those aspects of culture that diverged most from 

whiteness. 

 

A similar trend to assimilate into the mainstream was also found in Burdsey’s 

(2004a) analysis of strategies used by the very small number of British Asians, who 

have succeeded in professional football in the UK, who he found had a tendency to 

“minimize, consciously or unconsciously, his ‘difference’ and under-emphasize those 

aspects of his cultural background most antithetical to ‘mainstream,’ white 

professional football” (Burdsey, 2004a, p.763). Burdsey’s (2004a) research found 

that in the context of their football careers, to be accepted as “One of the lads” young 

British Asians need to associate with the dominant cultural habitus (Bourdieu, 1987) 

of laddishness that takes a form of hyper-masculinity (Parker, 2001) that includes 

excessive alcohol consumption, fast cars, designer clothes, financial affluence, 

social indulgence, gambling, sexual heterosexual promiscuity. Unfortunately, this 

cultural habitus also takes the form of toxic masculinity in the sense that it is 

exclusionary and “shuns feminism and homosexuality like the plague” (Redhead, 

1997, p.99) as well as evidence of both overt and covert racism (Parker, 2001). 

 

Back, Crabbe and Solomos (2001, p.141) had found that young British Asian 

amateur players lacked the appropriate “cultural passport” to be included as one of 

the lads and to gain inclusion to the off field social activities of their team-mates. 

However, Burdsey’s (2004a) research found that the dominant habitus of young 

British Asians, and in particular their reference in a football context to gambling, 
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drinking alcohol and watching pornography, was not dissimilar to that of young white 

working class ‘lads’. Although there might be an assumption that this is a deliberate 

strategy by young British Asians to fit in with the mainstream norms and gain 

acceptance while at the same bringing them into conflict with their more traditional 

Asian culture and religious belief, in fact the reality is more nuanced than that 

because: 

 

“These individuals are constructing and promoting senses of ‘Asianness’ that 
are no longer defined predominantly by religious attendance, language or 
subcontinental culture but with increasing reference to other areas such as 
music, fashion and locality.” (Burdsey, 2004a, p.775) 
 

Finally, Burdsey (2004a) concludes that Anglo-Asians, where one of their parents 

are white, are better equipped to become professional footballers than other British 

Asian because they possess the cultural capital for inclusion. 

 

This issue is not confined simply to playing staff but runs throughout the 

organisational hierarchy in football from the board room to the coaching staff and the 

lack of representation in the network of family, friends and professional contacts 

means that British Asians do not possess the “entry ticket” (Back, Crabbe & 

Solomos, 2001) to gain access to these hierarchies. Back, Crabbe & Solomos’s 

(1999) metaphor of “entry tickets” also applied when examining the inclusiveness of 

football fan cultures and they found that this was based on informal practices 

founded around so-called traditions and identities. They also found however that 

these informal practices exist at all levels of the game including the administration 

and management of football where implicit ‘white knowledge’ includes: 

 

“Processes of racialization here include the forms of stereotyping that fix the 
attributes and skills of black and white players respectively and the 
prevalence of racialized forms of rumouring regarding the characteristics of 
black players” (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 1999, p.3). 
 

Once again, the importance of intersectionality emerges because the implicit 

normative structures are not coded just on the grounds of race but involve a complex 

intersection of race, class and gender. So, for example, some black players gained 

their ‘entry ticket’ with acceptance for the fans, even within a wider culture of racism, 

because their playing style and persona embodied the highly localised working-class 
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values and forms of masculinity that existed at these clubs (Back, Crabbe & 

Solomos, 1999). The same intersections of race, gender and class govern the 

boundaries of acceptance for black inclusion with the fan base at football clubs and 

again entry tickets are granted with strict terms and conditions and largely restricted 

to: 

“Black males who perform and participate in class-inflected forms of 
hegemonic masculinity which may at the same time exclude people who don’t 
conform to these versions of masculinity – gay black men, or women, and 
Asians fans both male and female.” (Back, Crabbe & Solomos,1999, p.101) 

 
As previously seen, these implicit practices revolve around a concept of whiteness 

that is so normalised that it is pervaded in silence while the reference to the racial 

appearance of black and foreign players is commonplace (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 

1999). Again, black and foreign players are accepted if they assimilate with the white 

coded working-class masculine traits that demonstrate physical and emotional 

toughness and of course the ability to pass the “character test” of the banter and 

wind ups that may include racial slurs (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 1999). So it is not 

uncommon that if he a player reacts to racism and challenges it as something other 

than ‘banter’ then it is the player who is perceived to be at fault and not the 

institutional structures and cultural norms (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 1999, p.150) or 

they are labelled as “having a chip on their shoulder” (Long & Hylton, 2002, p.90). 

Perhaps most importantly the white coded implicit rules and social forces are also 

barriers for black players trying to break into coaching and management and they too 

have to “Play the Whiteman’”(King, 2000 p.26) and mirror whiteness in order to fit in. 

King (2000, p.26) is not using hyperbole when he states, “Slavery is still here and 

cannot be used in the same way in the period that it controlled black people, it must 

be understood in a more complex and implicit way.” The chains are as invisible as 

the whiteness with its normalised, routine and expected ways in the culture of 

football but just as pervasive and restraining. King (2004) explains that the black ex-

player, trying to gain a position as a coach or manager, and wear the white ‘mask’ to 

do so, faces an almost impossible challenge, because the systems and standards 

set by white men, who recruit these positions, are not clear, transparent and visible 

but instead unspoken, changeable and often informal. The latter point is most 

significant because: 

“The more informal the setting, the more difficult it becomes for black players 
to de-construct how white men operate. The mask loses his its effectiveness 
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because white men behave in contradictory ways and the criteria for being 
included become more obscure to the extent it is impossible to predict the 
best way to collude and find a place amongst white men. Black ex-players 
express feelings of isolation and injustice, which reflects the fact that they do 
not have the same access as white men to jobs as coaches and managers.” 
(King, 2004, p.46) 

 
Thus, again the interconnections between the four types of racisms (Kilvington, 

2016) can be seen although the covert, under the surface and sometimes 

unconscious racism is clearly pervasive within organisations and formed the core 

concept of institutional racism. 

 

2.6 Summary 
 

In summary the chapter has explored and analysed race and racism(s) in generic 

terms, in English sport and more specifically in football. A recurring theme, 

throughout this analysis, has been the primary focus by the football authorities and 

policymakers on overt forms of racism by football fans or racism experienced by 

black players in the game. While actions to deal with these overt forms of racism are 

to be supported, these actions should not be at the expense of policies and initiatives 

that seek to deal with the structural and institutional forms of racism that exist in 

football. This is particularly the case, because this chapter has emphasised, that it is 

these under the surface, informal and normalised exclusionary practices of 

whiteness that are so influential in maintaining white privilege for the decision-

making bodies in the game and is the reason why there are so few BAME managers 

and coaches. 

 

It is these practices of whiteness that need further exploration because their invisible, 

insidious and normalised nature (Hylton, 2008; Dyer, 2017) means that they are 

rarely exposed. It is only through the exposure and study of whiteness that the status 

quo, that ensures the same type of people continue to hold the positions of power, 

authority and influence in the game, be challenged. Such a study of whiteness will 

also embrace the findings from this chapter that whiteness is not simply about white 

skin colour but instead a normative social position that arises from a range of social 

markers (Darnell, 2007; Spracklen, Timmins & Long, 2010). Hence Study One 

provides an extensive analysis of The Equality Standard for Sport and the difference 
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it is makes in terms of progress to be become diverse and inclusive when measured 

against the ‘social markers’ of race and gender. Throughout this study, a 

consideration will be made about the influence of organisational culture but Study 

Two and Three will provide a more intensive approach to this investigation by using 

a case study to focus on the practice of one sports NGB. 
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Chapter 4 
 

Literature Review - Gender still matters 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 

This first section provides the foundations and context for the rest of this chapter by 

focusing on the concept of gender before exploring gender inequality, in generic 

terms across the UK.  The section begins by examining the historical basis of the 

terms sex and gender and how sociologists moved away from biological determinism 

to the development of distinctions between these two terms based around the 

concept of gender as a social construction. In the second subsection, there is an 

exploration of sociological theories of gender and gender roles while exploring the 

themes and assumptions that arise from these theories. It explores a range of 

feminist thinking before providing a real focus on the theories that fit with the 

philosophy and epistemology of this thesis by concentrating on the real experiences 

of exclusionary practice felt by women that result from institutional gender inequality. 

Many of these theories, as with the critical race theories that were explored in the 

previous chapter, focus on the informal, unspoken, and normalised practices that are 

so pervasive. The theories most influential on this thesis consider the complexity and 

intersectionality of inequality and how other equality strands interact with gender. 

The third section of the chapter explores gender inequality in sport and how the 

concept of ‘deep structure’ (Rao, Stuart and Kelleher, 1999) can be applied to this 

sector before looking more specifically at football.  

 
4.2 Sex and Gender 
 
The terms sex and gender are often commonly considered to be coextensive 

(Mikkola, 2017; Norman, 2010; Scraton & Flintoff, 2013) because clear and 

substantial physical and genetic features are considered as biological facts (Warton, 

2005). This widely held viewpoint stems from a concept of biological determinism 

rooted in history whereby social, psychological, and behavioural traits exhibited by 

men and women are caused specifically by their biological differences (Geddes & 

Thompson, 1889). As with race (see Chapter Two) such concepts of biological 
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determinism went largely unchallenged in the 19th and first half of the 20th century 

with men viewed as naturally endowed with certain gender qualities including 

assertiveness, independence, confidence, activeness, aggressiveness, enterprise, 

impersonality and recklessness. On the other hand, women were conceived as 

inherently constituted to reflect the opposite qualities, such as passivity, 

submissiveness, emotion, caring, gentleness, warmth, sensitivity, receptiveness, 

expressiveness (Geddes & Thompson, 1889; Osland, Snyder & Hunter, 1998). Most 

significantly such theories of biological determinism were used to justify withholding 

political rights from women because their biological differences would make such 

reform futile as women were simply not biologically (or psychologically) suited to 

exercise such rights (Mikkola, 2017). Later in this chapter, there will be an 

examination of the influence of the assumptions (often unspoken), that lie at the 

heart of institutionalised gender inequality, on women’s opportunities across a range 

of sporting contexts. 

 

The rise of feminist theories (that will be examined in more detail in the next section), 

in the second half of the 20th century, challenged this intrinsic and inherent link 

between sex and gender. Feminist sociologists argued that many differences 

between women and men were socially produced and, therefore, changeable. Rubin 

(1975, p.165) uses the phrase “sex/gender system” in order to describe, “a set of 

arrangements by which the biological raw material of human sex and procreation is 

shaped by human, social intervention.”  Beauvoir’s (1973, p.301) claim that one, “is 

not born but rather becomes a woman” emphasises the importance of gender 

socialisation in which females become women through a process whereby they 

acquire feminine traits and learn feminine behaviour. These theories of social 

learning identify gender as “the sum total of the parents', the peers', and the culture's 

notions of what is appropriate to each gender by way of temperament, character, 

interests, status, worth, gesture, and expression” (Millett 1972, p.31). This movement 

away from the biological deterministic concept of gender towards a social concept of 

gender provides a space whereby gender inequality can be challenged and in the 

next section, there will a closer examination of gender inequalities in the workplace 

and the foundations for these inequalities. 
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4.3 Gender inequality in the workplace 
 
The liberal feminist critique of organizational power and gender roles has focused on 

increasing women’s power and influence within the current policies and structures, 

and hoping to promote change from within (Oakley, 2000). The approach relies on 

the assumption that the reform of existing structures, practices and policies will lead 

to more equitable gender representation at the top of organisations. This, in reality, 

has largely been the approach that has been adopted in terms of changes made 

within organisations that has focused on, “Sex- segregation in the workforce, 

percentages of women found at different levels of the corporation, tokenism, barriers 

to job entry, and other issues of equal opportunity” (Oakley, 2000, p. 331). The 

frustration with this reform based liberal feminist approach is that these changes 

have not made sufficient change form an outcome perspective with regard to gender 

equality. 

 

Although more than two thirds (71.8%) of women in the UK aged 16-64 are now 

employed, the highest figure ever recorded (Office for National Statistics, 2019), 

progress in terms of women’s representation at the top tier of organisations has been 

very slow. In the Financial Times Stock Exchange (FTSE )100, although the 

percentage of female non-executive directors is at an all-time high of 35.4%, female 

executive has ‘flat-lined’ positions for a fourth consecutive year at 9.7% (Cranfield, 

2018).  There were just 30 women in full-time executive roles at FTSE 250 firms in 

2018, down from 38 in 2017, and this amounted to only 6.4% of the total including 

just six female chief executives (Kollewe, 2018). This is strongly criticised by 

Cranfield (2018) since the FTSE 250 is widely viewed as a recruiting base for the 

larger FTSE 100 companies. Interestingly this situation is even worse in the FTSE 

350 where the number of female CEOs dropped from 15 (4.3%) in 2017 to 12 (3.4%) 

in 2018 (FTSE Women Leaders, 2018). The Hampton-Alexander Review set FTSE 

350 businesses a target of having 33% of all board and senior leadership positions 

held by women by the end of 2020 (FTSE Women Leaders, 2018) and there have 

been some indications that this may be realistic target with the percentage of women 

on boards increasing from 27.7% in October 2017 to 29% in June 2018 (FTSE 

Women Leaders, 2018). 
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Despite some progress in the UK, globally the level of women in senior roles has 

risen by just 3% between 2011 and 2016 to stand at just 24% and a third of 

businesses around the world still have no women in senior management positions 

(Lagerberg, 2016). However, it must be emphasised that this is not somebody else’s 

problem because almost four in ten businesses in G7 countries have no women in 

senior management positions (Medland, 2016). In contrast, 45% of senior roles in 

Russia are held by women and in Eastern Europe, in general, only 16% of 

businesses have no women in senior management (Grant Thornton, 2016). Lack of 

gender parity in leadership does not just blight the private sector because currently 

women hold 208 of 650 seats (32%) in the House of Commons and just 208 of 789 

seats (26.4%) in the House of Lords which means the UK are ranked just 39th when 

compared to other National Parliaments (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2019). This 

mirrors the pattern of other large employers in the public sector for example in the 

civil service in the UK where the higher you rise up the organisational structure then 

the lower percentage of women and women are a significant minority among Senior 

and Higher Executive Officers and within the Senior Civil Service (The Institute for 

Government, 2019). 

 

The difficulties that women face in progressing through their leadership journeys 

relative to men is commonly known as the “glass ceiling” and this metaphor of a 

transparent barricade preventing women ascending to the top corporate leadership 

position was first coined by two Wall Street Journal reporters, Hymowitz and 

Schelhardt (1986). While a powerful metaphor, the “glass ceiling” does rather 

simplify the challenges faced by women seeking to climb the corporate ladder. In 

fact, Auster (1993) suggests that there is not one single barrier but a multitude that 

are varied and symbolise the pervasive and different form of gender bias that can 

take both overt and covert forms. Similarly, Eagly and Carli (2007) replace the single 

glass ceiling with a leadership labyrinth conveying a complex riddle or maze 

stemming from contemporary organisational cultures and structures along with the 

inequitable division of domestic labour.  The inclusion of the latter point is important 

as the burden of a second job of unpaid domestic work, still rests predominately with 

women and is another barrier to women’s progression into the upper echelons of the 

corporate hierarchy (Hochschild & Machung, 1989; Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 

2007). 
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In addition to a ‘glass ceiling’, research suggests that gender stereotypes also 

contribute to the type of leadership positions women gain. Women are more likely to 

be appointed in insecure positions or precarious leadership situations associated 

with greater risk and criticism and this has been captured in the metaphor the “glass 

cliff” (Bruckmüller et al., 2014). Although some have suggested that the poor 

performance of such companies is associated in some way with the fact that women 

were in leadership positions in these companies (Judge, 2003), in fact the research 

uncovers that women do not cause the decline in the companies’ performance or 

their financial predicament but instead are most likely to be placed in leadership 

positions in these companies (Brady et al., 2011; Cook & Glass, 2014; Ryan, 2007). 

While some have suggested that women are specifically selected for leadership 

positions where change rather than stability is required (Brown et al., 2011), in reality 

there is little evidence that women desire such positions in these precarious 

situations (Rink, Ryan & Stoker, 2012). Most importantly, men are given preferential 

access to the more favoured and stable leadership position so while women 

experience the “glass cliff” men enjoy the ‘glass cushion’ (Rink, Ryan & Stoker, 

2016). 

 

Thus, what becomes clear is that just like racism, gender inequality is complex and 

rooted within the institutionalised foundations of organisations. The next section of 

this chapter shall consider in more detail the different theories of gender inequality 

and seek to illuminate those theories that provide the best fit for this thesis and in 

particular the focus on the importance of institutional discrimination. 

 
4.4 Theories of gender inequality 
 
As stated in the first section of this chapter, it was not until the second half of the 

twentieth century that the biological deterministic view of gender was challenged and 

there was some acceptance that the many differences between men and women 

were socially produced. While functionalist sociologists (Bales & Parsons, 2007; 

Murdock, 1949) claim the importance and benefits of these social created gender 

roles, most feminists view such gender norms as problematic in that gendered 

behaviour conveniently fits with and reinforces women's subordination so that 
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women are socialised into subordinate social roles: they learn to be passive, 

ignorant, docile, and offer help for men’s emotional needs (Millett 1972).  

 

Nevertheless, because gender roles are simply learned, many theories of social 

learning suggest you can create more equal societies by “unlearning” social roles 

(Foels & Pappas, 2003) and hence diminishing the influence of socialisation. 

Theories that focus on the capacity to reform and change our existing systems and 

structures are clearly linked to liberalism and the early philosophy of Wollstonecraft 

and Mill (1977) which prioritized equality and liberty. Indeed, the overall goal of 

liberal feminism is “creating a just and compassionate society in which freedom 

flourishes” (Wendell, 1987, p.90).  The central core of ideas based upon the belief 

that women are individuals possessed of reason, that as such they are entitled to 

full human rights, and that they should therefore be free to choose their role in life 

and explore their full potential (Bryson, 2016). 

 

In accordance with these principles, earlier liberal feminists demanded the right to 

education, employment, property and the vote; their goal being full legal and 

political equality with men, and they claimed that this would benefit not only women 

but also men and society as a whole. Liberal feminists do not see women’s’ 

subordination as part of structural or whole societal problem but instead focus on 

securing equal opportunities for women through changing legislation and other 

democratic means (Giddens & Sutton, 2017). While many feminists support the 

efforts of liberal forms of feminism to oppose the ‘condition’ of women’s lives in terms 

of sexism and discrimination, as was examined in the first subsection of the chapter, 

“equal opportunities” has been unsuccessful in tacking the issues of gender 

inequality in terms of leadership is because: “it is incapable of solving the underlying 

causes of the gender and power inequalities in corporations, because it does not 

address the root causes of these inequalities.” (Oakley, 2000, p. 331).  The issue 

with the liberal feminist approach is that it focuses solely on the legal societal 

structure of gender inequality and not on the other structural sources of oppression 

(Watson, 2016). It fails to address women’s ‘position’ in society in terms of the 

structural and institutional gendered inequalities (Connelly et al., 2000). This has led 

some to assume that 
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“To ‘sufficiently’ address gendered inequalities, a postmodern understanding 
of gender is needed to understand how gendered inequalities are normalized 
and legitimized in our constructed reality, and thus look to redress the 
structural relations of power that institutionalise these inequalities. 
(Wooldridge, p. 1, 2015) 

 
However, unlike the other theories, postmodern feminism’s analysis of liberal 

feminism includes a critique of the deterministic categorisation of people into men 

and women as defined by biology because, as Connell (2006, p.838) states, the 

“categorical approach to gender is profoundly inadequate. Gender is a dynamic 

system, not a fixed dichotomy; the categories themselves are not simple or stable 

(contrary to common sense).” These concepts have their basis in the theories of 

Butler (1990) who argued that there is no pre-existing social reality in terms of fixed 

gender categories but instead gender is ‘performative’ with identities created by 

repeated actions and behaviours. Butler is critical of the other feminists’ attempts to 

define what it means to be a woman because this inadvertently creates socially 

constructed accounts of some correct way to be gendered a woman (Butler, 1990). 

This definition of the term ‘woman’ as fixed supposedly then “operates as a policing 

force which generates and legitimizes certain practices, experiences, etc., and 

curtails and delegitimizes others” (Nicholson 2005, p.293). Butler’s theory inspired a 

new movement of gender radicalism that would attempt to challenge unified 

categories of ‘women’ and instead look to subvert such identities and disrupt gender 

norms. Postmodernism does have its merits in emphasising the complexity and 

fluidity of gender inequality and facilitating an examination of variations in gender 

inequality across cultural and national boundaries as well as historical variations 

(Connell & Pearse, 2017). As many Black feminists and feminists from developing 

countries argue, a model that suggests there is a “unified” form of gender oppression 

experienced equally by women across different ethnic groups and social classes is 

invalid and instead feminists should embrace and integrate gender, class and ethnic 

dimensions (Hines & Taylor, 2012). 

Nevertheless, a consideration of the way that different contexts and factors related to 

inequality, interconnect and thus embrace intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2005; 2015) 

is not exclusive to postmodernist feminist theories. Moreover, its willingness to 

consider context and wider factors, that come together to contribute to inequality, 

compounds the problem that postmodernism is a theory that seems to ignore the 
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reality of people’s experiences and the material ways that they experience 

disadvantage and discrimination (Crawley, Foley, & Sheehan, 2008; hooks, 2015).  

Regardless of how gender (or for that matter race, sexuality, and other identities) is 

constructed or ascribed, discrimination and oppression are real experiences. 

Postmodernists’ view that gender is an abstract category thus offers a denial of the 

concrete experiences of powerlessness that women suffer and in this sense is a 

denial of these realities. As MacKinnon (2000, p.688) stated: 

“That these realities were gendered was not assumed, posited, invented, or 
imagined. Gender was not created in our minds after reading philosophy 
books other people wrote; it was not a Truth that we set out to establish to 
end academic debates or to create a field or niche so we could get jobs. It 
was what was found there, by women, in women's lives.” 

So, while postmodernism has its value as a critique of the structural and institutional 

nature of gender inequality, it is does not fit well with the critical realist 

epistemological foundations of this thesis or the focus on real and evident 

inequalities. For the critical realist, women’s real experiences of oppression are 

founded in generative mechanisms which operate so powerfully to produce these 

inequalities at all levels (Clegg, 2006). These structures are not ‘things’ in a material 

sense but are ‘real’ in the sense they possess casual powers: “Their existence lies 

behind and affects manifest phenomena” (Matthews, 2009, p.352). Although 

postmodern feminism is not a good fit with critical realism, it is not the only theory of 

gender that focuses on inequalities at a systemic and whole societal level.  Radical 

feminists focus on an analysis of patriarchy as a systematic exploitation and 

domination of females by males (Dworkin, Fateman & Scholder, 2019; Firestone, 

2003; Mackinnon, 2000) while socialist feminists see the root of the patriarchal 

society as private property and capitalism (Eisenstein, 1979; Engels, 1986; Haraway, 

2017; Hartmann, 2014; Mitchell, 1984). 

In looking at systemic and institutionalised discrimination, the focus in this section 

shall initially focus on an organisational level. Just as whiteness is so normalised that 

it is often invisible, then institutionalised gender inequality is also part of the hidden 

and unspoken practices that nevertheless are so pervasive. Although not addressing 

his research directly to gender or race inequality, as was examined in chapter 2, 

Schein’s (1985) study of organisational culture, provides important findings regarding 
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the need to uncover the hidden aspects of organisational culture in terms of 

artefacts, symbols, assumptions and values that shape meanings and 

understanding. Such cultures are also powerful because they include embedded 

norms and power relations that are gender discriminatory and often reproduced 

within organisations (Acker, 1990; Goetz, 1992).  This was described by Rao, Stuart 

and Kelleher (1999) as the “deep structure” of the organisation in terms of the 

values, history, culture and practices that form the ‘normal’ unquestioned ways of 

working in organisations. The research found that mere tinkering and reform within 

the existing rules and structure will not lead to the significant advance in combatting 

gender inequality and may explain the slow progress that has been detailed in this 

subchapter. As Rao, Stuart and Kelleher (1999, p.3) state: 

“We don’t want to play by the rules; we want to change them fundamentally 
and contribute to the evolution of a new way of thinking about organisations. 
We aim for transformation not just change. Organisations will not become 
gender equitable without such transformation.” 

 

The significance of this conclusion is that without a fundamental change in 

organisational culture even a genuine intention and commitment from an 

organisation’s leaders, staff and external stakeholders will not be enough to ensure 

gender equity. Thus, even those organisations “which proclaim the urgency of 

making progress on women’s rights are themselves sites of entrenched gender 

discrimination and abuse” (Sandler & Rao, 2012). For meaningful change to occur 

within organisations, in terms of gender equality, then theoretical perspectives, and 

resulting actions that arise from these theories, must consider the multi-layered 

“deep structure” of organisational culture and its influence and not just the formal 

approaches that liberal feminists traditionally focus on. 

 

Of course, there are other theoretical frameworks that consider different dimensions 

and domains of gender inequality and some more effectively integrate the other 

aspects of oppression that are considered in this thesis. For example, Connell (2006) 

suggests that the gender order of hegemonic masculinity is reinforced by three main 

aspects: labour, power and cathexis. Labour refers to the sexual division of labour 

which includes both the inequality that women experience in the labour market but 

also in terms of domestic arrangement (Connell, 2006). Connell (2006) references 
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men’s dominance in society’s institutions, the state, military, and domestic life using 

authority, violence and ideology to exercise this power. Finally, Connell’s (2006) 

concept of cathexis refers to the dynamics of the emotional, intimate and personal 

relationships including marriage, sexuality and child-rearing. Crucially, Connell 

(2006) perceives that gender relations are the outcome of an ongoing process and 

therefore are subject to challenge, disruption and change. Interestingly one aspect of 

challenge includes a combined crisis of gender and a crisis of sexuality because the 

growing strength of women’s sexuality and gay sexuality means that both hegemonic 

masculinity and hegemonic heterosexuality are less dominant. Connell’s reference to 

the interplay between gender and sexuality demonstrates the way his theories 

embrace how “the structures of gender are interwoven with other social structures” 

(Connell & Pearse, 2017, p.85).  

 

This concept sits alongside intersectionality and Hill Collins’s (2000) application of 

this term that gender is always interrelated with other cultural forms of oppression. 

Hill Collins’s (2000) concept of intersectionality also crucially deals with a major fault 

of many feminists’ perspectives which largely stem from the experiences of white 

privileged western model of gender relations. Hill Collins (2000) offers a theory of 

oppression that functions at multiple and interlocking layers of society that all 

perpetuate the interests of privileged members whether this is based on race, 

gender, class or other categories. Hill Collins (2000) identified a “matrix of 

domination” that works across four levels: structural, disciplinary, hegemonic and 

interpersonal. The structural domain includes the societal structures that organise 

power relations such as the law, religion and economy; the disciplinary domain 

includes bureaucracy and other organisational structures that control and organise 

human behaviour; the hegemonic domain link with social values and conventions 

that link with gender roles and finally the interpersonal domain addresses the 

personal within which each individual is embedded such as the family, work-based 

relations (Hill Collins, 2000). It is within the disciplinary domain that leadership 

resides, and Hill Collins (2000) argues that organisational policies and practices are 

in place to mask the racism, sexism or other forms of oppression. This is done 

through the prominence of instrumental goals that focus on the importance of 

efficiency and profit rather than ethical considerations about justice or care and well-

being. This is well illustrated by the common practice of justifying inclusion and 
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diversity initiatives on the grounds that it makes good business sense and will boost 

profits (Mimms, 2013; Partridge, 2006) rather that because it is the right and socially 

just action to take. Although it is difficult for individuals to see beyond the 

instrumental values of bureaucracy that hide the oppression within organisations, 

there are transformative learning models which allow men and women to become 

aware of the ways in which deeply buried assumptions constrain them (Mezirow, 

1991). Similarly, Hill Collins (2000) believes that leadership development 

programmes can be successful in resisting the different forms of oppression that are 

deeply embedded within organisations however some take exception to these 

programmes because they identify the underrepresented groups as in need of 

change and development rather than the structure itself (Gill, 2007). In this section, 

there will be a close examination of gender inequality in sport. 

 

4.5 Gender inequality in Sport 
 
Having focused previously on gender inequality in general terms along with generic 

sociological theoretical perspectives on gender, this section will seek to examine the 

sporting context and the application of different gender theories to the sporting 

arena. 

 

Largely, the development of women’s involvement in sport and the sociological 

theories, that explain and analyse this progression, have mirrored the changes in 

society in general terms. For example, historically women’s exclusion from sport had 

its foundations in the widely accepted biological determinism described in the first 

section of this chapter that focuses on the inextricable differences between men and 

women that included stereotypes about the inappropriateness of sport for women 

and its incompatibility with women’s physiology. In terms of the latter point, 

physicians in the mid 19th century believed that sport and physical exercise were 

physically damaging for women and could induce menstruation (Nelson, 1996). 

 

Liberal feminists challenged women’s subordination in sport in the 1960s and 1970s 

providing a very useful rejection of biological explanations and argued that gender is 

socially constructed. Differences in female sports participation are seen to be the 

result of socialisation as carried out by social institutions such as the family, school 
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and the media (Greendorfer, 1993; Oglesby, 1996). This would include social 

influences that result in female non-participation but also girls are socialised to 

participate in more traditional feminine activities such as netball, gymnastics and into 

a female physicality, and boys are socialised into masculine sports such as football, 

rugby, or cricket and into male physicality (Scraton, 1992).  Liberal feminists also 

played a key role in lobbying government to seek justice and equality for women in 

sport through the promotion of equal opportunities and legal changes to ensure such 

equal opportunities. While there has been no direct legislation specific to sport in the 

UK to regulate gender equality, liberal feminism has influenced sports organisations, 

governing bodies, and other institutions involved in providing, delivering and 

developing sport to shift their focus to increasing gender equality. There seems little 

doubt that the introduction of generic legislation, including the Sex Discrimination Act 

(1975) in the UK, and pressure from activists working on women and sports 

initiatives both within government (including the Sports Councils) and external to 

government (e.g., Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation (WSFF)) has opened up 

opportunities for some women in sport. In the 2000 Olympic Games in Sydney, for 

the first time, women competed in the same number of events as men (Shaw, 2001). 

The introduction of The Equality Act (2010) also provided further protection for 

women although it also set a broader basic framework of protection against direct 

and indirect discrimination, harassment and victimisation across nine Protected 

Characteristics; age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, 

pregnancy and maternity, race; religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation. The 

2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games in London have been heralded at the “Year of 

the Woman” as every delegation sent a female athlete to compete in the games and 

nearly 45% of all athletes were women (Fink 2015). In England, the number of 

women taking part in sport and physical activity increased by one million participants 

after London won the Olympic bid in 2005 (DCMS, 2012). Despite these advances in 

terms of participation there are still significant issues in terms of gender inequality in 

sport with women having fewer opportunities to complete, fewer medals available 

and unequal funding (Scraton & Flintoff, 2013). 

 

At an administrative level, that is more relevant to the research in this thesis, the 

picture is less progressive with women still significantly underrepresented in 

leadership and decision-making positions. In reality the slow progress of the 
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representation of females within the governance of sport has been an underlying 

theme in much of the academic research over the last 30 years (Aicher & Sagas, 

2009; Birrell & Theberge, 1994; Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007; DCMS, 2015; Hall, 

Cullen, & Slack, 1989; Leberman & Burton, 2017; Shaw & Slack, 2002). 

 

In the 1980s, ground-breaking research by White and Brackenridge (1985) found 

there was an even greater gender dominance by men in 1980s compared to the 

1960s and 1970s with few female executive of voluntary governing bodies, and 

professional administrators and coaches. This failure to progress was reiterated 

even further by more recent research carried out on between 2009 and 2015 by 

Women in Sport (WIS) (formerly called the WSFF) with the Commission on the 

Future of Women’s Sport. These reports, entitled Trophy Women (WIS, 2009-2015) 

found consistently low levels of female representation across NGBs Boards and 

senior management teams and in 2015, of the 62 NGBs surveyed, 28 NGBs failed to 

meet UK Sport and Sport England’s minimum expectation that their Boards should 

comprise at least 25% women (WIS, 2015). The worst performing NGB in terms of 

the percentage of Board Members who were women, was The Football Association, 

with just 8% women on their Board in 2015 although it needs to be noted that this 

was based on the FA Senior Leadership Team. In 2009, women made up only 21% 

of the Board Members within NGBs and this had only risen to 30% in 2015 (WIS, 

2009; 2015). The WIS (2014) research provides a clear outline of factors that 

influence the underrepresentation of women that include institutionalised structures 

and recruitment processes in which boards that are comprised of male dominated 

volunteers with unlimited tenures and new members are drawn from similarly male 

dominated staff and members. Finally, the WIS (2014) research also outlines an 

inhospitable culture that is based on a machismo discourse that includes 

stereotyping and discrimination and/or an unwillingness to provide facilities to 

accommodate women. 

 

The above WIS research has been influential on Government policy and was 

referenced by the DCMS’s (2015) Sporting Future report that reiterated concerns 

that half of NGBs had not reached the 2017 target of 25% women on their boards. 

DCMS (2015, p.67) also highlighted “the lack of women and minority groups in 

leadership roles further down organisations and throughout regional structures.” 
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These policies are largely funded and implemented by the Sports Councils as 

quangos although Sport England’s (2016a) follow up to the above DCMS report 

made little mention of the 25% target and focused largely on tackling sports 

participation and inactivity (particularly from underrepresented and minority groups). 

Nevertheless, Sport England and UK Sport (2016, p.26) introduced a Code for 

Sports Governance that included a ‘30% gender target set’ for Boards of sports 

organisations and became mandatory for those who sought Government and 

National Lottery funding from April 2017. It is important to mention that this gender 

diversity target was only included in the highest level of mandatory governance 

requirements (Tier 3) that only applies to organisations whose funding exceeds £1 

million and where funding is granted over a period of years (Sport England & UK 

Sport, 2016). Sport England’s (2016b) research on the coaching in sport has shown 

that only 17% of coaches are female and this becomes more pronounced at the 

more senior levels of the coaching workforce. In their analysis of the overall 

workforce in sport, Sport England (2018, p.29) found that in senior management 

roles in sports organisations only 19% are female and in leadership roles overall this 

had “remained static at 30% between 2013-2017.”  

 

The lack of progress and need to focus on tackling the gendered and exclusionary 

organisational cultures in sports organisations meant that the WIS research from 

2017 were entitled ‘Beyond 30%’ (WIS, 2017, 2018). By 2018, the whole shift in 

focus of these WIS reports had moved away from a quantitative analysis of the 

number of women on the boards of sports organisations, and instead involved a 

survey of 1152 men and women working in the sports sector and interviews with 42 

“career minded women and men” in the sector (Women in Sport, 2018). Hence 

rather than looking at outcomes in terms of statistical parity in the leadership of these 

organisations the research began to examine in more detail the underlying reasons 

for underrepresentation of women that include institutionalised and gendered 

structures and recruitment processes (WIS, 2017, 2018). These practices confirmed 

findings from their earlier ‘Trophy Women’ research in which many boards of the 

sports organisations sampled were largely comprised of male dominated volunteers 

with unlimited tenures and new members drawn from similarly male dominated 

networks (WIS 2009-2015). These reports also describe an inhospitable culture that 

is based on a machismo discourse that includes stereotyping and discrimination and 
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/ or an unwilling to provide facilities to accommodate women (WIS, 2017, 2018). The 

reports further exposed the discriminatory practices in sports organisations and 

cultural change needed throughout the whole organisation from grassroots to the 

Board (WIS, 2017, 2018). 

 

These research findings mirror the situation in wider society, that were examined in 

the previous section, and radical feminists would argue that the advances made in 

recent decades with regard to women and sport have largely been superficial 

reforms and have simply masked more complex and structural inequalities (Scraton 

& Flintoff, 2013). Rao, Stuart & Kelleher’s (1999) “deep structure” is all pervasive in 

sports organisations with a need to shift focus to these organisation’s “taken for 

granted assumptions, values, and practices that systematically accord power and 

privilege to certain groups of men at the expense of women and other men” 

(Meyerson & Kolb, 2000, p. 554). These assumptions stretch beyond gender, just as 

in the previous section it was examined how whiteness extends beyond race, 

because there is a conscious or unconscious belief in sports organisations that 

white, heterosexual, able- bodied men are the most capable of being organisational 

leaders (Hall, 1996; McKay, 1997; Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). 

 

However, some values within organisations are highly gendered such as value 

placed in organisations on heroic individualism (Rao, Stuart & Kelleher,1999) 

whereby the individual, who focuses primarily on work and is prepared to work all 

hours to get the job done, is given hero status. These values, also associated with 

traditional masculine qualities, along with instrumentalism, competition and individual 

accomplishment are values that have even higher status in sport where the heroic 

individual is a common conception even in team sports. Also, if the sterling work and 

long hours are being carried out by volunteers, which is often the case in amateur 

sport and certainly in the case in the organisation examined in this thesis, then their 

heroic status will surely be further enhanced and the tenures of their positions harder 

to challenge (that would explain the length tenure of male committee members in 

amateur sport). To compound this issue, Shaw and Hoeber (2003) found that, in a 

volunteer sport organization, the appointment of a paid heroic male chief executive 

officer (CEO) was identified as a positive, successful outcome. The gendered values 

of such a judgement are demonstrated by the language used by the members of the 
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organisation who described the appointment of the CEO as the chance to become 

“business-like” rather than being run by a “bunch of secretaries” (Shaw & Hoeber, 

2003, p. 362). 

 

The strength of these values and assumptions are important as it has already been 

seen how they work against females who take a less competitive approach and must 

be more organised with their work time because of family and domestic 

responsibilities that still fall predominately on their shoulders.  In fact, research 

findings from the sports sector have found that the “deep structure” is engrained and 

embedded and while informal practices may appear on the surface to be gender 

neutral, they are actually extremely exclusionary (Shaw & Frisby, 2006).  For 

example, research showed that the timings of meetings, traditionally scheduled for 

early in the morning or late in the afternoon may restrict women who take 

responsibility for childcare from attending (Meyerson & Fletcher, 2000). Again, this 

may be compounded in the voluntary sports sector, where meetings often take place 

in the evenings or at the weekend. This is a significant issue because if people are 

excluded from attending these meetings due to childcare responsibilities, then they 

are unable to contribute to these meetings and agenda power (Rao, Stuart & 

Kelleher,1999) or the direction of the organisation moving forward. In fact, more 

recent research has shown that this issue is particularly exacerbated for women 

carrying out a voluntary role with a sport NGB (the role held by most of the research 

participants in Study Two and Three). Norman, et al.’s (2017) looked at three 

different types of categories: NGB based volunteering (that they referred to as core 

market); mass market sport such as park runs; and non-sport volunteering. The 

research found that women “value flexible volunteering that can fit around their lives 

and mass market volunteering offers the most flexible experience because it enables 

women to combine their work and family life with the volunteer role (Norman, et al., 

2017). In contrast, volunteers’ roles in NGB based volunteering and sports clubs 

were the least flexible with volunteers feeling more pressure and greater demands 

and expectations on their volunteer role and the lack of flexibility leaves people 

excluded from opportunities within these organisations (Norman, et al., 2017). 

 

In terms of motivation for volunteering, women are found to be more intrinsically 

motivated and not expect reward for their voluntary service as they tend to see it as 
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an extension of their family duties whereas in contrast, men, in similar roles expect 

and receive public reward and recognition, even as volunteers (Chafetz & Kotarba, 

1999). This was confirmed by research in sport (Norman, et al., 2017) that female 

sport volunteers cite intrinsic reasons related to personal or career development, the 

opportunity to develop social networks and to support their children. Again, this study 

found that NGB based volunteering were least equipped to meet these motivations 

for female volunteers with mass market sports events, like park runs, the most 

conducive to meeting these motivations and allowing female volunteers to make and 

reaffirm social connections. 

Other informal practices in the sports sector, that the research has found to be 

gendered and exclusionary, include after work social activities whether this is going 

for drinks or playing sports (Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Again, those with childcare 

responsibilities are often unable to attend and these social activities are shown by 

the research to have powerful influences in terms of information sharing and 

networking (Shaw & Frisby, 2006) which have a clear impact on job opportunities 

and promotions within these organisations. These informal work practices also 

provide links and entries to other men’s networks that seem to be more influential 

than women’s networks (Hultin & Szulkin, 1999). In operation here is the classic old 

boys’ club (Brass, 1985) and these informal networks, operating in the gendered 

deep structure, play a key role in excluding women from senior leadership or 

administrative positions in sports organisations because recruitment to these 

positions are dependent on these informal networks (Cameron, 1996; Hovden, 2000; 

Rao, Stuart & Kelleher,1999). Again, more recent research has confirmed these 

findings with the Norman, et al. (2017) study of women as sports volunteers finding 

that gender discrimination and stereotyping was common across all the 

organisations with women less likely to undertake decision making and leadership 

roles and more likely to undertake support roles or behind the scenes such as 

catering or supporting children. Again, gender discrimination and stereotyping were 

most common in NGB based volunteering and female sport coaches felt their often 

had to “negotiate their right to be in their role and prove their leadership and 

coaching abilities more than men do” (Norman, et al., 2017, p.112).  
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Norman and Rankin-Wright’s (2016) study of the impact on the social well-being of 

women who held roles as head coaches of sports organisations in the UK revealed 

some concerning results. The study included in-depth interviews with a sample of 16 

head sports coaches from a larger group of women coaches who had completed a 

questionnaire on their occupational well-being (Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2016). To 

navigate these positions, and to meet the expectations of their roles as head 

coaches, the women had to side-line their personal lives, relationships, social and 

family commitments (Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2016). This lack of social well-being 

took both an emotional toll on these women but also impacted on their careers and 

desire to stay in the role because as Norman and Rankin-Wright (2016, p.444) state: 

“In a number of cases, energy had to be spent assimilating into a masculine 
dominated culture, in which the coaches felt undermined alienated and 
excluded. Combined with this was a sense of distrust that their organisation, 
and those in decision making positions within the organisation, which support 
them to progress. In this sense the cultural practises embedded within 
coaching are preventing this group of motivated and ambitious women 
coaches from progressing.” 

The importance of intersectionality and the complexities of identity were also 

revealed because the older or less able-bodied women coaches were impacted 

more greatly, in terms of poor social well-being, than able-bodied, younger women 

coaches (Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2016).  

It is important in this chapter that there is further consideration of the experiences of 

women that successfully gain senior management or leadership positions within 

sports organisations because a key research participant of the case study in Study 

Two and Three of this research is the female CEO of a sport’s NGB. The research 

from the wider business world suggests that women in senior management or 

leadership positions must constantly balance work with child-care responsibilities or 

they must focus exclusively on work (Rehman & Frisby, 2000). This creates an 

added unfair pressure for women in these positions who have a constant work family 

dichotomy (Meyerson & Kolb, 2000) that is not such a common problem for men in 

similar positions. Also, women in high profile positions in sports organisations are 

labelled with negative connotations as having an unusual commitment to work over 

traditional feminine roles such as domesticity and childcare (Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). 

Women in these positions are also often labelled as lesbian or feminist in these 
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sports organisations with a derogatory aspect to these labels (Henderson, 1995; 

Lenskyj, 2008; McKay, 1997). This strategy, to maintain existing gender norms by 

marginalizing women who fail to conform, is a common approach that is also used to 

label women who play “masculine” sports as lesbian (Butler, 1990; Caudwell, 1999; 

Gill, 2007; Hargreaves, 1994b). 

Of course the research that was referenced near the beginning of this section, about 

the underrepresentation of women in sports leadership and the barriers to leadership 

for women in sport, are predicated on a notion that more women in leadership roles 

in sport will lead to positive changes in terms of challenging inequality for all women 

(Aicher & Sagas, 2009; Birrell & Theberge, 1994; Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007; 
Hall, Cullen, & Slack, 1989; Hargreaves, 1994a; Leberman & Burton, 2017; Shaw & 

Slack, 2002; Whisenant, Pederson, & Obenour, 2002). This notion does not remain 

unchallenged and in fact there is a body of literature that maintains that, within a 

neo-liberalist structure, women in leadership hamper the drive for gender equality 

within their own organisations (Baker & Kelan, 2019; Gill, Kelan & Sharaff, 2017; 
Nash & Moore, 2019; Rottenberg, 2014) This perspective of women leaders as 

either “agents of change” for organisational equality or at the other extreme, “cogs in 

the machine” (Cohen & Huffman, 2007, p. 682) is a false dichotomy and 

oversimplification of the role of women leaders in a male-dominated sector. It does 

not consider the points raised earlier in this chapter that women are more likely to be 

appointed on a “glass cliff” (Bruckmüller et al., 2014) in insecure or precarious 

leadership positions associated with greater risk and criticism (Brady et al., 2011; 

Cook & Glass, 2014; McKay, 1997; Ryan, 2007). In contrast, while women 

experience the “glass cliff”, men enjoy the “glass cushion” (Ryan et al., 2016) with 

preferential access to more favoured and stable leadership positions. Despite these 

caveats, the research in Study Two and Study Three of this thesis will help to fill an 

important research gap about the experiences and perceptions of female leaders 

and their role in tackling organisational gender inequality in sport. The work of 

Claringbould and Knoppers (2008) and Pfister and Radtke (2009) are exceptions in 

this type of study in sport but the only extensive research in football about women in 

leadership positions, is the work of Bryan (2020) that will be examined in the next 

section. 
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4.6 Gender inequality in football 
 

This section shall explore three aspects of gender inequality in football. Firstly, there 

will an examination of the lack of support for women’s participation in football, that 

has always been separated from the male form of the game and hence, traditionally 

described as women’s football. This is an important aspect to explore, in terms of the 

literature, because girls’ football is an important part of the sporting competition that 

falls under the governance of the organisation that is focused on in the case study 

(Study Two and Three) of this thesis. Secondly, this section shall include a more 

detailed exploration of the gendered nature of the “deep structure” within the sport of 

football, in terms of an organisational culture grounded in stereotyping and sexism 

that undermines the role of women in the sport and has exclusionary consequences. 

Finally, there will be an exploration of the experiences of women in leadership 

positions in football. 

Football in England has a long history of formal, cultural and symbolic exclusion of 

women from playing football (Williams, 2003). The exclusion of female participation 

in football as a competitive sport may seem outrageous in the current environment of 

liberal opposition to overt discrimination but in reality, it was the norm for at least half 

of the 20th Century with a ‘ban’ imposed by the English Football Association (FA) 

from 1921 to 1971. By 1993, when The FA took control of women’s football from the 

English Women’s Football Association (WFA), football was identified as the fastest 

growing sport in the UK. Despite the recognition of the sport by the National NGB, 

increasing media attention and its growing popularity, Williams (2006, p.160) sees 

these as “cosmetic features of more fundamental concepts and values embodied by 

the division of men’s and women’s football.” Williams (2006) identifies the separation 

of the sport into football and women’s football as symbolic of the separation between 

‘them’ and ‘us’ and of wider institutional and organisational discrimination. Williams 

(2006) points out that the binary separation of the sport by the Governing Bodies, 

including women’s football as the poor relations, ignores the significant examples of 

mixed competitive football in Asia. The FA’s rule that women cannot play competitive 

sport with men over the age of 18 (it was 16 until 2015 in the UK), is largely a taken 
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for granted assumption and perceived as common sense due to the risk of injury to 

female player. Williams (2006, p.161) argues that this is not only contrary to personal 

choice but 

“In effect, it infantilises women. The first woman who does sign for a male 
team (whether she first of all has to go to court to invoke her right to do so) 
will be very brave. She will also have had to undergo a great deal of 
professional athletic training and so like many sports persons, will be no more 
be ‘like’ the average non-athlete than her male counterparts.” 

In addition, although in recent decades there has been a huge growth in women’s 

participation in football either as players or spectators (Pope, 2017; UEFA, 2017), 

women have remained on the margins of the sport and unable to participate on 

equal terms to men due to the lack of professionalism and low wages in women’s 

football (Sporting Intelligence, 2018; Williams, 2003). 

In terms of off the field, gender inequalities at the highest levels of football 

governance are still apparent in the extreme (Bradbury, Jacco, & Mignon, 2014; 
WIS, 2017). Prior to 2018 only one woman had ever sat on the board of The Football 

Association (WIS, 2017) and although The FA have made progress to meet the 

target set by Sport England and UK’s Sport’s Code for Sports Governance (2016) for 

30% gender diversity on their national and regional boards, most women appointed 

to these boards have gained non-executive positions that have less power and 

influence (Bryan 2020). Also, the Code for Sport Governance is not applicable to the 

professional game and therefore gender inequality at club level is even starker with 

just 7% of directors’ roles held by women and only 11% of clubs having any female 

representation on their boards (Farrer & Co., 2019). 

The reasons for women’s underrepresentation in football leadership remains largely 

unexplored. This slow progress in governance is grounded in an organisational 

culture in which women’s experiences of exclusion, stereotyping and sexism are a 

normalised part of their involvement in the game (Caudwell, 2011a). Jones and 

Edwards (2013) expose an important stereotype that women have limited 

understanding of the game and it this type of biased and gendered view that sustains 

the exclusion of women from obtaining roles in the leadership of the game including 

coaching and officiating. When women are successful in gaining leadership positions 

in football, the stereotype about their perceived lack of knowledge exposes them to 
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greater scrutiny and criticism (Forbes, Edwards & Fleming, 2015). The Women in 

Football (2016) survey found that 62 percent of women who work in football had 

experienced sexist jokes; 38 percent had experienced derogatory comments about 

their gender; and 15 percent had experienced sexual harassment at work. These 

factors combine to ensure football remains a ‘male-preserve’ (Dunning,1986) with 

“masculine dominance as the norm and prevent women from participating on equal 

terms with men, especially in positions of power where they pose the biggest threat” 

(Bryan 2020, p.5). 

Bryan’s (2020) study of the experiences and perspective of 23 women leaders in 

English football is an important work in influencing the research in this thesis given 

that the female CEO of the sports’ National NGB in Study Two and Three was both 

the gatekeeper and made significant contributions herself. In the absence of 

literature on women leaders in football, Bryan (2020) provides an insightful analysis 

of the complex role and relationships that these women occupy within the 

institutional cultures of football organisations. This will be invaluable when analysing 

the research findings from Study Two and Three. Bryan’s (2020) research is founded 

in a critique of neoliberal feminist ideals of individualism and market competition that 

place the responsibility of gender equality onto individual women themselves rather 

than structural inequalities within organisations. It on this flawed basis that the 

Football Association offer tailored leadership courses for women as if it is, they that 

need fixing rather than organisations themselves and the main measure for gender 

equality is individual female achievement in gaining leadership positions. Despite 

identifying the limitations of neoliberal feminism, Bryan (2020, p.9) is critical of those 

that “seldom credit women leaders with any agency in their navigation of leadership 

and gender inequality in neoliberal world or consider the ways in which women 

leaders challenge neoliberal ideas.” 

In Bryan’s (2020) analysis of the findings from the biographical interviews of women 

leaders in football, she demonstrates that the dichotomy of women leaders as either 

feminist change agents or cogs in a neoliberal machine betrays the real situation 

which is “messy, complex and contradictory” with these women swinging “back and 

forth between making gender invisible and making gender matter” (Bryan, 2020, 

p.28). To provide some examples of these changing roles, Bryan found that the 
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women leaders who were interviewed denied football was a sexist industry, but they 

did not make such denials as handmaidens of neoliberalism (Fraser, 2013; 

Rottenberg, 2014). Instead, they were motivated by a desire to attract more women 

into leadership positions in football by portraying it as an attractive proposition. At the 

same time, the female leaders denied structural barriers in the institutional culture of 

the football organisations where they worked and maintained a neoliberal discourse 

of individualism and meritocracy where their skills and hard work had allowed them 

to succeed. However again these neoliberal narratives of success are complicated 

by the fact that the women leaders were also acutely aware of the structural 

inequalities women face in the football industry when they have children and several 

of the women recognised that their success had been helped by the fact that they 

were childfree. Finally, some of Bryan’s (2020, p.27) findings also “contradict the 

existing literature on women leaders as non-agentic neo-liberal subjects by 

evidencing the small yet significant ways in which women leaders use their positions 

to challenge inequalities”. These small acts by the women leaders in football, 

described by Meyerson (2008) as “quiet resistance”, included ensuring women were 

not carrying out typically feminised tasks like cleaning or making the tea, actively 

pushing for onsite childcare facilities and mentoring other women in the workplace. 

These small incremental steps may not radically change the gendered and 

exclusionary organisational cultures in football but when added together they can 

make a difference and result in significant change over time. 

4.7 Summary 

The literature that has framed this thesis are those that focus on the importance of 

organisational culture or what is described as describe as the gendered “deep 

structure” in terms of the values, history, culture and practices that remain ‘normal’ 

and unquestioned in organisations (Rao, Stuart and Kelleher,1999). The final point in 

this chapter about small incremental change being a powerful tool in challenging 

gender inequality may seem to contradict this conclusion because these small scale 

neo-liberal policies are unlikely to threaten the structural and systematic nature of 

gender inequality. As Sandler & Rao (2012, p. 556) state: 
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“Many progressive policies related to ending gender discrimination, sexual 
harassment and supporting work–life balance are often only tinkering without 
challenging the deepest of deep structures: patriarchy.” 

 

Nevertheless, in Rao, Kelleher and Miller’s (2015, p.90) appropriately titled ‘No 

Shortcuts to Shifting Deep Structures in Organisations’, there is an 

acknowledgement that small scale changes are “victories” and “must still be 

celebrated as contributions to re-imagining organisations.” Thus, approaches that 

implement genuine change (even small scale) rather than just neo-liberalist rhetoric 

can be powerful particularly if they seek to engage staff and volunteers across the 

whole organisation including those that currently have a voice, but this voice is not 

heard. This is an important conclusion from the literature review because without the 

possibility of change and progress, there seems little purpose to the research 

questions that seek to examine the difference that The Standard is making and how 

barriers to progress can be overcome in an organisational case study. Finally, the 

literature that is most influential are those that embrace the complex and 

intersectional nature of inequality and appreciate that it has multiple and interlocking 

layers of cultural oppression (Hill Collins, 2000; Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2016). 
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Chapter 5 
 

Methodology 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter begins by introducing the key philosophical position upon which the 

research is based and outlining the key traditions that have tended to inform social 

research. The overall aim of the research approach is to describe and explore social 

phenomena, with a view to explaining and understanding what this phenomenon is 

and why it is happening. In this chapter, the concept of paradigms shall initially be 

considered and the different philosophical positions that fit within these paradigms 

along with appropriate methodologies available. The different components of what 

constitutes a paradigm shall be defined and explained covering ontology and 

epistemology and then linked to the overarching research strategy in this thesis: 

Critical Realism. There is then a consideration of other important sociological 

theories that explain inequality, cultural reproduction and power and why critical 

realism provides a more effective philosophical foundation for this research. This 

research strategy will then be deliberated, as well as the relationship between this 

chosen research approach and the different research design methods and data 

collection options. The latter half of the chapter focuses in more detail on the 

different research methods and the rationale for the approaches adopted in terms of 

how it helped to address the research questions. 

 

Other important theories that explain inequality, cultural reproduction and power and 

why these were not chosen. 

 
5.2 Paradigms: Ontology, epistemology, and the social sciences: a brief 
overview 

 
A paradigm according to Guba and Lincoln (1994, p.107) is a “set of basic beliefs (or 

metaphysics) … a worldview that defines, for its holder, the nature of the world, the 

individuals place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world and its 

parts.” Paradigms are generated and characterized by how researchers respond to 



 79 

the following questions: What kind of being is the human being? What is the nature 

of reality? (ontological questions); How do you know the world, and what is the 

relationship between the knower (the inquirer) and the known (or knowable)? 

(epistemological questions) (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). To a large extent, what is 

most important is how the response to each question impacts on how you view the 

world. The researcher brings their own views and beliefs, knowledge and expertise 

with them to the research proposition, however, they are influenced by these 

underpinning aspects with regard to how you see and interpret the world around you 

and as a result, the type of research being undertaken. However, it is the 

understanding of these dimensions which helps us to position our research and our 

research approach in the most appropriate way. It also determines the approach to 

data collection and the interpretation of the data.  

 
5.3 Research Paradigms and Philosophies – a tale of a dichotomy 
 
Research paradigms and their philosophies tend to fall into contrasting positions of 

“either or” (Danermark et al, 2002, p.3) although the terms used in describing this 

dichotomy vary between positivism and interpretivism (Bryman, 2016); objectivity 

and relativism, naturalism and hermeneutics (Lazar, 1998); empiricism, subjectivity 

and idealism (May, 2011); scientific versus naturalistic, empiricist versus interpretive 

(Smith, 1989). The terms in this contrasting continuum may vary, they essentially 

provide different answers to the questions of what the nature of the social world 

(ontology) is and how we gain appropriate knowledge of social phenomena 

(epistemology). 

 

In terms of ontology, the debate essentially centres around whether the objective 

social world exists as a reality independent of us as social actors. Positivism or 

objectivism essentially highlights that the social world exists externally from 

individuals as objective social facts that could be treated as objective phenomena in 

the same way that phenomena can be measured in the natural world (Durkheim, 

1938). The positivist ontology attempts to equate reality with those events which can 

be observed and recorded as having taken place (Flick, 2014). Thus, this links with a 

positivist epistemology because through procedures of natural scientific enquiry such 

as collecting data, a deductive approach can be used to prove the facts that exist 

and so identify reality in an objective way (Travers, 2008). Through this scientific 
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approach and objective methodology, using and testing a formalised theory, the 

researcher has the potential to understand what is happening in relation to that 

specific theory. The epistemological position is that those aspects of belief, feelings 

and emotions are not considered as evidence and so are not considered during the 

research (Jankowicz, 2013). Clearly, positivism has its strengths, and these are the 

ability to build applicable theories and then to have the option to use those theories 

for improvement as well as its linear approach to research which is clear and 

understandable. 

 

Relativism or interpretivism emerged as paradigm in the 19th century as a critical 

reaction or contrasting epistemology to positivism (Bryman, 2016). These critics 

argue that there is a fundamental difference between natural sciences, that deal with 

a series of inanimate objects that can be seen existing outside of us (a world of 

external, objectively knowable facts), and the social sciences that focus on the 

products of the human mind with all its subjectivity, interests, emotions and values 

(Smith & Heshusius, 1986).  Sparkes (1992, p.17) clarifies that 

 

 “For all people, lay people and social scientists alike, what actually exists in 
the social world is what people think exists. There is no objective reality as 
such, which is divorced from the people who participate in and interpret that 
reality.” 
 
 

Therefore, this ontological position taken by interpretative social science means that, 

by comparison, it takes an epistemological position that actually “prioritise the 

(subjective) interpretation of the actions and meanings of agents, over measurement, 

explanation and prediction” (Williams, 1999, p.87). Knowledge and truth are human 

constructions and the outcome or consequence of human activity. Knowledge 

therefore cannot be classified as an ultimately truth as with positivism but rather it is 

problematic and ever changing because truth is ultimately a matter of socially and 

historically conditioned agreement (Smith & Heshusius, 1986). For interpretivists, 

objective reality cannot be ascertained in any definitive way and that often you 

cannot reach the ‘truth’, preferring instead to see research as concerned with 

knowing enough to understand what has taken place (Jankowicz, 2013). As Little 

(1991, p.70) describes it: “The goal of interpretation is to make sense of an action or 
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practice – to discern the meaning of the practice in the context of a system of 

meaningful cultural symbols and representations.”  

 

Interpretivism has its roots in the hermeneutics tradition and argues that subjectivism 

is the key aspect rather than objectivism, and that the use of a science-based 

approach (e.g. objectivism and positivism) is not enough as it cannot explore the 

cultural context in which our social world exists (Matthews & Ross, 2010). 

Interpretation is one of the key dominant characteristics of hermeneutics and is the 

philosophy of understanding (Geanellos, 1998) or more specifically understanding 

human beings. In the social world, there are no such things as measurable 

behaviours, stimuli, and associated responses and instead, investigation of the 

social world should focus on encounters, life worlds and meaning (Van Manen, 

1977). Scientific modes of understanding entail a form of knowing that is distant from 

an individual’s personal existence or personal experience and instead focus on 

concepts (McManus Holroyd, 2011).  In contrast, “interpretive hermeneutic 

understanding is rooted in a historical encounter and concerns itself with personal 

experiences of being here in this world” (Palmer, 1969, p. 10). Language is at the 

centre of such an interpretive approach because it shapes all situations and 

experiences, and language and understanding are inseparable structural elements of 

human being in the world (Laverty, 2003). 

 

As a research approach a key strength of interpretivism is its focus on the collection 

of qualitative data that is rich in detail and description. This enables the researcher to 

interpret meaning within a specific subjective context, that focuses on the social 

actors concerned, giving the researcher the opportunity to clearly see the situation 

from the respondents’ perspective (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2019). An example 

of this would be a researcher spending time within an organisation to gain a deeper 

understanding of the organisational culture.  Thus, there is a move from a deductive 

approach used in positivism, whereby a researcher establishes a hypothesis by 

using a theory first and collects data and information to confirm or reject the 

hypothesis (Gill, Johnson & Murray, 2014) to the inductive approach where the 

interpretive researcher first gets out into the field they are researching and draws 

theory and meaning from the research results. 
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Within the paradigm of interpretivism sits the theory of social constructivism and this 

is an important theory to consider in this thesis as social constructivism forms the 

philosophical roots for many of the proponents of the Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

which is very influential throughout this study. In fact, CRT “embraces the concept of 

reality being socially created and specifically advocates that race is a social 

construct rather than a biological one” (Crenshaw, 2005; 2015). While this is not a 

controversial perspective, many CRT theorists extended their viewpoint to one which 

consider that objective truth does not exist at all (Delgado, Stefancic & Harris, 2017) 

and in fact “truths only exist for the person in this predicament at this time in history” 

(Delgado, 1991, p.11). By adopting this form of social constructivism, CRT faces the 

danger of taking a morally relativistic position where right and wrong are merely a 

matter of moral or cultural taste or individual experience and no one has the authority 

to force their views of right and wrong on another culture. These warnings have in 

fact arose from within the CRT movement with Tate (2005, p. 126) stating “CRT and 

other forms of race-based scholarship must examine carefully theoretical tenets that 

position their moral reasoning as part of a relativism project.” A moral relativist 

position where there are no objective norms of justice because these are 

perspectival and culturally situated would leave the CRT in a position where they 

could only say their opinion is different than the white supremacist – neither is better 

than the other. Tate (2005.p.126) stated that “New tools are needed to better 

understand the role of asset driven models of social inequality.” If CRT theorists 

reject social constructivist approaches, which lead to moral relativism, as Tate (2005) 

suggests, and leverage a critical realist approach, they have a greater chance of 

developing objective moral theories of justice and can give account for the way 

institutional racism and sexism exists and operates within society that are not limited 

to their own beliefs or perspectives. A meta theory of critical realism is a way forward 

and in the next subsection of this chapter, a description of this theory is provided 

along with an explanation of why it is an ontological and epistemological fit for the 

philosophical foundations of this thesis. 

 

5.4 Critical realism a break from the dichotomy 
 

Critical realism takes a position that the social world has an ontological reality that 

exists independent of human construct and that social actors can feel, hear, and see 
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that world or at least a part of it. This clearly has similarities with positivism however, 

critical realism also states that there is another dimension that cannot be perceived 

directly but nevertheless influence people’s behaviour. Critical realism ontology 

claims to have three layers and to therefore be stratified (Carter, 2000, Sayer, 2010, 

Danermark, Ekstrom & Karlsson, 2006). Thus, ontology is stratified into three 

categories: (1) the empirical – that which is experienced and perceived, (2) the 

actual events or outcomes that occur (whether perceived or not), and (3) the real 

underlying structures and powers that can cause changes in events or outcomes 

(Bhaskar, 1978). It is important that even though only the empirical domain is 

observable, the other two domains are no less influential (Matthews & Ross, 2010). 

Baert (1996) uses the falling leaf analogy, explaining that although it is known that 

falling leaves are subject to gravity, they are often influenced in that path by other 

mechanisms such as wind or thermal currents. The concept of hidden but important 

domains links very effectively with the research in this thesis that seeks to explore 

institutional inequalities that often sit below the surface of organisational practice. 
 

There is also a complexity to the critical realist’s social world and not just because of 

ontological outlook but because of the nature of causality. Critical realism has a 

generative view of causation that contrasts to a ‘successionist’ or ‘frequentist’ 

approach that deduce causality from the number of times an event precedes another 

(Wainwright & Forbes 2000). Instead, critical realists focus not on the frequency but 

on the number of factors required to cause an outcome and the necessity of these 

factors coming together in a certain combination. To illustrate the generative nature 

of causation, Clark, MacIntyre, & Cruickshank (2007) used the metaphor of a candle 

whereby several factors need to come together in very specific circumstances and 

with particular timings to successfully light the candle e.g., a dry match and wick, 

presence of oxygen and the absence of a high wind. All these factors must come 

together to achieve the outcome of lighting the candle which may not happen due to 

the impact of just one factor, or a different outcome will be observed with even a 

small change in just one factor. This not only illustrates the complexity of causality in 

critical realism, but also the factors that generate outcomes are often unobservable 

as they are in in the real domain although their causative influence can be inferred 

through their effects (Pawson & Tilley 1997).  
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This epistemological model was deemed the most appropriate for the research in 

this thesis that embraces the multifactorial nature of inequality (e.g., race, gender) 

and how these factors not only operate independently but also intersect and work 

together to influence each other (Crenshaw, 2005; 2015). Also like the candle, 

lighting or failing to light, the consequences of inequality are observable, but the 

foundations of these inequalities lie in the less visible, underlying generative 

mechanisms or the ‘deep structure’ (Rao, Stuart & Kelleher,1999) of unspoken 

values and assumptions and normalised practices. Hence, outcomes are viewed as 

the consequences of unobservable powers that are enacted under different 

circumstances (Clark, MacIntyre & Cruickshank 2007). Thus, research based on 

critical realism often seeks to explain events or outcomes in the empirical and actual 

domain through recourse to underlying factors in the real domain that combine to 

influence these outcomes (Pawson and Tilley 1997; Lawson 2003). Again, this 

requires research methods that delve deep and below the surface to find underlying 

influences. 

 

Critical realism also allows for flexibility and change that fits well with the multiple 

forms that discrimination can take and how it should only be considered in each 

socio-economic or historical setting. Those who adopt a critical realist view that the 

knowledge being gained at any specific point is real at that time, but it is fallible 

because it can change, and this experience might shift and change dependent upon 

both structure and agency (Sayer, 2010). The reality is objective in that it 

acknowledges that there is a world that exists independently of people’s perception 

and knowledge, but also acknowledges that there is a subjective aspect to be 

considered. This subjective aspect is what separates critical realism from some other 

philosophical positions, which either focus on the purely the objective or the 

subjective viewpoints (Vincent & O’Mahoney, 2010). This it is not to say that the 

subjective perspective is not important but to deny a reality outside this perception, is 

to also deny the reality of inequality whether that be because of racism, sexism, 

homophobia, transphobia and other forms of discrimination. Also, a critical realist 

approach to research is not determined by theory but is informed by it (Danermark, 

Ekstrom & Karlsson, 2006), the advantage of which is, allowing for theory to be 

formed in order to attempt to explain a situation, whilst realising that the theory may 

change. 
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5.5 Other important theories that explain inequality, cultural reproduction and 
power and why these were not chosen. 
 

It is worth pointing out that there are other sociological theories that are well 

equipped to explain social inequalities, cultural reproduction and the workings of 

power. Prominent amongst these theorists are Michel Foucault (1977; 1980; 1991) 

and Pierre Bourdieu (1986) who are described as “among the most innovative 

attempts in recent social thought to come to terms with the increasingly elusive 

character of power in modern society” (Cronin, 1996, p.58). This section shall 

critique the influential work of both these writers and summarise why their theories 

do not offer the same flexibility and breadth as critical realism in terms of adequately 

embracing the importance of both structure and agency. 

 

One of the unique contributions that Foucault made to the theorisation of power was 

his idea that power is not something that is wielded by people or groups and 

enforced on one another. Instead for Foucault “power is everywhere” and “comes 

from everywhere” (Foucault & Hurley, 1998, p.63) and is dispersed and pervasive 

throughout society and “enacted at every moment of interaction” (Mills, 2003, p. 30). 

In fact, Foucault, in describing the modern form of power as disciplinary power, 

distinguishes this from judicial forms of power that was so typical in previous 

centuries and was characterised by its reliance on prohibiting actions and 

punishments. Instead, disciplinary power works with structures and social bodies 

coercing and inciting behaviours and norms (Foucault, 1977). In this description of 

disciplinary power, Foucault utilises Bentham’s concept of the panopticon which was 

a prison watchtower where a guard could observe prisoners, who knew they could 

be observed, but were unable to tell when they were being observed. Foucault 

(1977) uses the panopticon as a metaphor for societal surveillance and disciplinary 

power and as a symbol of social control that extends into everyday life for all citizens 

not just those in the prison system. In this sense, disciplinary power works externally 

through norms and socialization and internally through self-discipline (Foucault, 

1991, p.139). Since the power in modern society resides in the panoptic machine 

that “automatizes and deindividualizes power” for Foucault (1977, p.73) it is 
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understandable that the reader of this work is left with the feeling that they are 

powerless in the face of such an effective and all-pervasive form of social control. 

 

This lack of agency is an important point particularly given the focus on 

organisational culture and its influence on inequality in this thesis and for Foucault 

(1980, p.173) culture acts as “'a hierarchical organization of values, accessible to 

everybody, but at the same time the occasion of a mechanism of selection and 

exclusion.” Foucault structural deterministic concept of power seems “repressive 

allowing no possibility of resistance” (Nash, 2001, p.83) and individuals have no 

capacity as autonomous beings to generate meanings and values which they could 

use against the effects of power (McNay, 2013). It is this viewpoint which seems to 

set Foucault’s perspective apart from the critical realist philosophy that permeates 

through this thesis. For critical realists, structure and agency are “mutually 

ontologically dependent” (Collier 1994, p.145-16) and agents will both reproduce and 

transform societal structures even if this happens in an unconscious manner. Collier 

provides a useful analogy about how the use of language demonstrates this process. 

When an individual is born, they learn a specific language which is embodied in the 

social structure in which they are part. However, they will use this language to seek 

to fulfil their own needs and wants and they will still reproduce and transform the 

structural condition of language because languages evolve over time. This process 

describes language as a structural condition which exerts influence over agents, yet 

agents also use the structure of language to carry out their own desires and 

inevitably change the language. This latter point about the agential changes in 

language is what Archer (1982) describes as structural elaboration.  

 

The critical realist appraisal of Foucault as too structurally deterministic provides 

some opportunities for Bourdieu as an alternative theory because Bourdieu is also 

critical of the lack of agency in some of Foucault’s work. Bourdieu (2000) criticizes 

Foucault for focusing on processes that have been carried out, thereby ignoring the 

active dimension of symbolic production. Bourdieu and Nice (2001, p. 13-14) 

describe individuals as having a “margin of freedom” and draws heavily on the work 

of Weber to describe “the interaction, negotiation, conflict, interest, motivation and 

competition that produces or reproduces structure” (Jensen, 2014, p.5). 
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Bourdieu’s work centred on social and cultural reproduction and specifically the 

power and structures that perpetuate inequality. Bourdieu’s theories provide a 

detailed explanation of how groups in power, such as the wealthy and influential, 

maintain this power and how “objective societal structures that exist for all inform the 

subjective behaviours exhibited by individuals” (Tichavakunda, 2019, p,654).  

Bourdieu’s theory of practice used three main tools to explain the actions, 

behaviours, and struggles of agents as well as the role of societal structures and 

personal histories to shape those actions (Gonzales, 2014; Lizardo, 2012). These 

three tools were capital, field, and habitus.  

 

Capital for Bourdieu (1986) can manifest itself in three forms: economic, cultural and 

social capital and he is critical of a common reductionist focus on economic capital in 

terms of monetary exchange at the expense of the other two forms of capital. This is 

not to imply that Bourdieu did not see the importance of economic capital because 

he shares the Marxian concept that economic capital is the root of all other forms of 

capital but Joas and Knobl (2009, p.374) state that he develops this theory because 

“Bourdieu deploys the term capital, which originates in “bourgeois” and Marxian 

economics, but he extends its meaning and distinguishes between different forms of 

capital.”  

 

This extension includes social capital for Bourdieu which he sees as a collection of 

resources that equals a network of relationships and mutual recognition or what he 

described as:  

 

“Membership in a group which provides each of its members with the backing 
of the collectively owned capital, a “credential” which entitles them to credit, in 
the various senses of the word.” 
 
(Bourdieu, 1986, p.21) 
 

This concept of social capital aligns itself effectively with the concept of ‘the old boys’ 

club’ in sport because it examines how being a member of an influential group of 

agents or having a strong network of connections can facilitate access to resources 

and other forms of capital such as economic or cultural capital. Bourdieu’s concept of 

cultural capital refers to the collection of symbolic elements such as skills, tastes, 

posture and clothing or and he stated this came in three forms—embodied, 
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objectified, and institutionalized. One’s accent or dialect is an example of embodied 

cultural capital, while a luxury car or record collection are examples of cultural capital 

in its objectified state. In its institutionalized form, cultural capital refers to credentials 

and qualifications such as degrees or titles that symbolize cultural competence and 

authority. Edgerton and Roberts (2014) describe cultural capital as repertoires and 

knowledge of pertinent information for a given field.  

 

This reference to ‘field’ allows us to move onto the second aspect of Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice and Bourdieu (1984) likens fields to social worlds which have their 

own (often implicit) rules. This concept of field fits well with the concept of 

organisational culture (see chapter 2) and the resultant inequalities within this 

context because for Bourdieu the value of one’s social or cultural capital will very 

much depend on the field. As Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, p. 101), note, “capital 

does not exist and function except in relation to a field”. In fact, all three of 

Bourdieu’s concepts are intrinsically linked because in addition to the particular rules 

of the field and field specific capital, a person’s behaviour in a field is ultimately 

determined by the specific habitus. 

 

Habitus refers to a set of embodied dispositions, perceptions and appreciations, 

including tastes, which orient our practices and give them meaning (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992). Habitus are the socialised norms or tendencies that guide 

behaviour and thinking or as Wacquant (2005, p.316) states 

 
“Habitus is the way society becomes deposited in persons in the form of 
lasting dispositions, or trained capacities and structured propensities to think, 
feel and act in determinant ways, which then guide them”. 

 

Despite the opportunities that Bourdieu provides for agency in contrast to Foucault, 

his conceptualisation of habitus has still been critiqued by critical realists for offering 

a very limited conception of agency (North, 2019) and as “overly structurally 

determined and incapable of accounting for reflexive action or social change” 

(Decoteau, 2016, p.304). It seems for Bourdieu, conscious rational decision making 

is reserved only for academics because reflexivity is simply composed of academic 

introspection and analysis (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). For everybody else, 

thoughts and actions are conditioned by unconscious / subconscious dispositions 
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and habits (North, 2019). For many critical realists this is an overly deterministic 

perspective on structure because: 

 

“Bourdieu wishes not to free up creative and interpretive action but to attach it 
to structures in a noninterpretive way… Far from an alternative to social 
structural explanations, habitus merely operationalize it” 

  

(Alexander, 1995, p.135-136) 

 

Archer (1982; 1988: 1995; 2000; 2003) has led the criticism of Bourdieu from a 

critical realist perspective because she suggests that he neglects the role of agential 

reflexivity when for Archer, conscious reflexive deliberation is at the heart of social 

practices. Archer (1988) is critical of theorists like Bourdieu who conflate agency and 

structure and labels her own theory ‘analytic dualism’ in which structure and agency 

are linked but both are also autonomous and not deterministic of each other. As a 

critical realist, Archer does not reject the distinct powers and influence of social and 

cultural structures because our place in society and history has a significant impact 

on us. However, our own reflexivity, identity, actions, and values are not wholly 

determined by social and cultural structures. Instead, people from similar social and 

cultural backgrounds respond in different ways with their own eccentricities and 

strategies for negotiating their sense.  

 

“In Archer, as opposed to Bourdieu, the emphasis is firmly on individuals and 
heterogeneity, but not at the expense of social and cultural dynamics. Indeed, 
key to Archer’s position is the recognition that agents, social and cultural 
structures and entities have their own distinct (ontological) existence, and as 
such influence and affect social outcomes in complex and differentiated 
ways.” 
 
(Critical Realist Network, 2018, p.3) 

 

For Archer (2003, p.25) “conscious reflexive deliberations” lie at the heart of the 

complex interplay between agents and social and cultural structures. These 

deliberations are described as internal conversations with ourselves about ourselves, 

our behaviour, our values, and our aspirations. The inner conversation “is a 

ceaseless discussion about the satisfaction of our ultimate concerns and a 

monitoring of the self and its commitments” (Archer, 2000, p. 195). Crucially for 
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Archer (2003, p.9) these reflexive deliberations have a “casual power” to affect our 

behaviour in the same way that social and cultural structures have a casual power.  

 

To be clear, social and cultural structures, according to Archer, pre-exist social 

agents and offer particular influences and constraints. At the same time Archer 

(1995) offers a dynamic model of history whereby culture and structures are also 

dependent on the intended or unintended actions of social agents who either change 

(morphogenesis) or reproduce them (morphostasis). It is important to emphasis in 

this thesis, in which organisational culture is an important concept, that Archer 

distinguishes between ‘structure’ and ‘culture’ as separate entities although causally 

related (Lindsey & Wiltshire, 2021). Archer defines structures as objective laws, 

policies, organisations, social positions and material resources while culture exists 

more intersubjectively as collective ideas, norms, beliefs and opinions (Case, 2015). 

In this sense because culture relies more heavily on the involvement of agents, there 

is a greater possibility for shift and change even if only within a local or isolated 

context. The further consideration however is whether the distinct aspects of culture 

and structure are in complementary or contradictory relations to each other because 

it is only with “a situational logic of contradiction that morphogenesis is produced” 

(Case, 2015, p,844). This relationship is shown is Figure 5.5.1 that demonstrates 

that during the process of structural and cultural conditions at one point in time (T1) 

are emergent and necessary outcomes from the past actions of agents. These are 

however distinct from agency, and extremely influential and linked to historical 

conditions (social, political, and economic) that provide the context within which 

agency can be interpreted and understood. Between the time periods of T2 and T3 

the socio-cultural interaction and social interaction is characterised by the interplay 

between structure, culture and agency (Raduescu & Vessey, 2008) and this results 

at T4 in either the transformation (elaboration) or reproduction of existing structures 

or cultural conditions. 

 

Figure 5.5.1 Case’s (2013, p.48) adaptation of Archer’s model of 
morphogenetic cycles in structural and cultural domains.  
  



 91 

 
 
It is important to state that this approach offers the potential for change (or 

morphogenesis) is consistent with the emergent model of critical realism whereby 

the new properties emerge from the interplay of existing ones. Thus, Archer rejects 

Bourdieu’s view of human action that deny causal power to individuals and their 

reflexivity. This is not to deny the strength and influence of social and cultural 

structures on individuals and their course of action and 

 

“This is particularly the case when these options seem so obvious as to be 
‘natural’, to have concealed the social conditions of their own production. 
However, while in many cases actors will choose to act in ways consistent 
with the avenues suggested by structural and cultural logics, this is in no way 
predetermined. If they are prepared to pay the opportunity costs then they can 
choose to take alternative courses, opening the possibilities for change.” 
 
(Mutch, 2017, p.8) 

 
In summary while there are aspects of Foucault and Bourdieu’s work, particularly 

regarding their theories on power and social and cultural capital, that are influential in 

this thesis, Archer offers a powerful criticism of the reductionist nature of their work. 

Archer’s form of critical realism offers a credible alternative to these theories that 

identifies the power and influence of social and cultural structures while also 

recognising the potential for the individual to take conscious and reflexive action 

resulting in social change. It is worth emphasising that Archer’s view of the potential 

for individuals to influence and impact change is not an isolated viewpoint amongst 

critical realists who view reality as ‘stratified, emergent and transformed by agents’ 

(Fleetwood, 2019, p.344). 

 

5.6 Critical realist research and methodology 
 



 92 

This section will look at the implications of the ontology and epistemology of critical 

realism for finding the most appropriate methodology and research methods that 

should be adopted. This subsection has already identified that the critical realist’s 

ontology acknowledges the existence of an objective world that is external to the 

researcher and therefore could benefit from quantitative approaches that are like 

those used by positivists or used in natural science. However, Vincent & O’Mahoney, 

(2018, p.2) point out that this “ontological realism” for critical realists is accompanied 

by “epistemological relativism” because they see “knowledge is a subjective, 

discursively bound (i.e. transitive) and constantly changing social construction.” Also, 

the role of context means that, unlike the approach taken by positivists, there are no 

simple or easy answers in the social world (Fleetwood & Hesketh, 2014). For a 

critical realist, the reality is “multiply determined” with no single mechanism 

determining events (Bhaskar, 1978) and the social reality is underpinned and 

influenced by mechanisms and structures that may or may not be visible. In this 

sense a multi-method approach may have to be used in order to support the 

research in critical realism (Easton, 2010). 

According to Vincent & O’Mahoney, (2018, p.1), “for critical realist researchers, 

reality is a stratified, open system of emergent entities.” Entities are those aspects of 

the universe which interact with, and potentially have a causal impact on those 

behaviours which are observable (Mason, Easton & Lenney, 2013). Organisations 

are open systems which are also complex and dynamic, and this complexity is what 

can effectively influence the potential predictability of any results gained through 

research (Ackroyd & Karlsson, 2014). Consequently, mechanisms are only 

contingently related to observable empirical events, and therefore the researcher 

must be able to provide the specific contexts in which these mechanisms operate 

(Danermark et al., 2002). A critical realist approach from a research perspective 

would seek to identify the key structures/entities in an attempt to offer an opportunity 

to change and/or negate those structures, which are viewed to be having a specific 

affect. Clark, McIntyre & Cruickshank (2007) explain that researchers need to go 

beyond the surface of observable factors (the empirical and the actual) to explore 

what is happening underneath (the real). Thus, the main aim of critical realists is to 

identify those hidden mechanisms and the observable effects, specifically those 
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which seem to determine what the social actors do or think (Matthews and Ross, 

2010). As Vincent and O’Mahoney, (2018, p.9) point out critical realism is 

“methodologically ecumenical…since a wide range of methodological 
approaches or ‘extended methods’ is necessary for a richer conceptualisation 
of the mechanisms at work in the social world. For this reason, CR scholars 
embrace a range of qualitative research techniques.” 

This ecumenical approach conducive with critical realist epistemology allows for a 

range of research methods including both quantitative and qualitative methods and 

will “depend on the nature of the object of study and what one wants to learn about 

it” (Sayer, 2010, p.19). The choice of research design for critical realists will be 

dictated by the focus of research and whether it demands intensive or extensive 

research (Ackroyd & Karlsson, 2014; Danermark, Ekstrom & Karlsson, 2006; Sayer, 

2010). Intensive research requires qualitative research methods, such as case 

studies, where the context is known but the mechanism in unknown and therefore in-

depth exploration is required to “abduct casual mechanisms from their empirical 

manifestations” (Vincent & O’Mahoney, 2018, p.11). On the other hand, extensive 

research can be reliant on quantitative methods because it examines the effect of 

different contexts on a known mechanism. For example, a survey with descriptive 

statistics to illustrate the empirical consequences or conditions of mechanisms 

(Cully, O’Reilly & Dix, 1999). Clearly quantitative methods such as surveys, in 

isolation, would have significant limitations because they would struggle to provide 

the explanatory investigations required without being used in conjunction with other 

methods. In this sense, critical realism provides an ontological justification for a 

multiple method approach that goes beyond using ‘multi strategy’ just for pragmatic 

reasons or because it allows for triangulation in which the “the deployment of both 

qualitative and quantitative methods leads to the cross checking of data to increase 

the validity and reliability of results obtained” (Lusted, 2009a, p.155).   

 

In this sense a mixed method approach reinforced with a critical realist ontology may 

have different research design stages including both qualitative and quantitative 

methods depending on whether an intensive or extensive research procedure is 

most suited to collect the data that is required. As Carter (2000, p.156) states “the 

research methods we employ to examine processes is a matter of appropriateness- 

which works best to get at what we want.” The flexible and pragmatic approach that 
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critical realism offers provides a clear epistemological and ontological justification for 

the different types of extensive and intensive research methods that were used 

across the three studies in this thesis. Having considered the ontological foundations 

of methodological approaches of critical realism in this sub-section, the next section  

Figure 5.7.1 provides a summary of the research questions across the three studies 

and the research methods that addressed these questions. The figure demonstrates 

the mixed methods and case study approach and for a more detailed description of 

these research methods and the timeline for the research see Tables 5.7.2.1, 5.9.1 

and 5.13.1 in the sections below. 
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5.7 Research Methods 
Figure 5.7.1- Research methods across the three studies 
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5.7.2 Study One – Research methods 

Table 5.7.2.1– Study One Research Methods – Timelines and milestones 

 
 
Study One focused on the Standard because this allowed the thesis to initially adopt a 

broader research framework by analysing sport inequalities across a multiplicity of equality 

strands and in several sports organisations. While the full results from the broad range of 

equality strands can be evidenced in the published paper in Appendix E (Dwight & Biscomb, 

2018), the scope of this thesis was to focus on the results from the race and ethnicity and 

gender strands and common themes that emerged from these strands. 

 

Having met with the Sports Council Equality Group (SCEG), who own and manage The 

Standard, in January 2014, to discuss the research, it was clear that SCEG did not 

particularly welcome scrutiny regarding the Standard or that they did not want the outcomes 

of this scrutiny to be in the public domain. The research involved a pilot survey of The 

Standard with the intention of setting a benchmark position for sports organisations in terms 

of their equitability and then issuing the survey again in 2007 after the organisations had 

gained the Foundations levels of The Standard. The reassessment did not take place and 

SCEG were therefore unable to accurately evidence that the Standard had made any 

difference in terms of creating more equitable, diverse, and inclusive sport organisations. 

They did however dispute Shaw’s (2007) textual analysis that The Standard was a tick box 
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exercise following an audit culture and pointed out that Foundation level may be more 

challenging for small organisations with staff composed entirely of volunteers. 

 

The research conducted by Hudson & Barlow (2005) provided an ideal baseline data in 

Study One to measure progress, because the formation of the Standard 10 years previously 

and with the introduction of The Equality Act (2010), and to examine specifically the 

following two research questions: 

 

RQ1. What difference is the Equality Standard for Sport making in terms of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion with sports organisations? 
 
RQ2. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress with the Equality Standard for 
Sport and how can these barriers be overcome? 
 
Since Study One sought data across a large number of sports organisations, analysing 

common features in terms of the difference the Standard was making, it is well placed within 

the extensive research category as defined by critical realists (Ackroyd & Karlsson, 2014; 

Danermark, Ekstrom & Karlsson, 2006; Sayer, 2010) that utilises more quantitative research 

methods. In order to address Research Question One and provide a comparative analysis 

with the initial pilot survey (Hudson & Barlow, 2005), a survey was designed to mirror the 

work conducted previously with some amendments. The original survey was updated to 

include other relevant protected characteristics identified in the Equality Act (2010) (Note a 

copy of this survey can be found in Appendix A). It consisted of 38 questions, 34 of which 

utilised a Likert scale, prompting numerical responses ranging from 1–4 with ratings of ‘Not 

at all’ for a score of 1 and ‘Greatly’ for a score of 4. Like the first survey an option to choose 

‘Data not available’ was provided where appropriate. In terms of the questions that 

promoted quantitative responses from the Likert scale: six initial questions (Q1-6) focused 

on the participant’s perceptions of the sports organisation’s current position in terms of its 

equitability, desire and commitment to become more equitable and its resources, skills and 

knowledge base to operate equitably; 17 questions (Q7-23) focussed on to what extent the 

respondents perceived that the organizations represent the population as a whole and also 

represent individuals from various protected characteristics in terms of their membership, 

the National Council/Board and staff; 11 questions (Q24-34)  focused specifically on The 
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Standard and perceived benefits in terms the organisation becoming more equitable, 

improving good practice and equality policies and plans and having active involvement in 

equality at all levels, reaching new audiences, meeting legal obligations, improving the 

knowledge and skills base of staff and attracting funding. One question (Q34) asked the 

participant to state what level of The Standard the organisation could achieve by March 

2016. From a critical realist perspective, these questions will prompt quantitative data that 

give limited meaning with statistical summaries rather than predictive tools (Fleetwood, 

1999; Lawson, 2012; Sayer, 2010). 

 

For a more complete picture for the critical realist, the quantitative questions need to be 

dovetailed with a qualitative investigation to establish some causality for the quantitative 

data (Hurrell, 2014). This was particularly important because Research Question Two 

focused on the impact of organisational culture and therefore it required more of an 

‘extensive’ exploration of the generative mechanisms that often lie within the ‘deep structure’ 

(Rao, Stuart & Kelleher, 1999) of organisations. Therefore, there were three questions (Q35-

37) included within the survey for Study One that allowed respondents to provide 

unstructured and qualitative responses and these questions focussed on the challenges that 

the organizations faced in achieving The Standard, assistance required and the benefits 

they would accrue in obtaining The Standard. 

 

Although support from SCEG was sought, to help with the distribution of the survey and to 

encourage completion by all organisations that had achieved various levels of The 

Standard, such support was not forthcoming (except for Sport Wales). This was consistent 

with the defensive approach that SCEG adopted to the research previously described. 

Instead, the name of the organizations to contact were obtained from the directory of 

achievements section on The Standard website (Sports Council Equality Group, 2014) with 

the initial intention of contacting all of the target population that had obtained various levels 

of The Standard (229 organizations). Sport Wales acted as a gatekeeper to distribution and 

provided a list of key contacts for a number of sports organizations in Wales. For the non-

Welsh organisations, publicly held contact details were used to distribute the survey. As a 

result, from the target population of 229 organizations that had achieved The Standard, 74% 

were contacted (all those where emails had been available) with 170 e-mails distributed with 

an explanation of the context of the research and the web-based survey. A web survey was 



 99 

used, using the Survey Monkey website, because previous research has shown this to be 

an effective means of distribution (Walters, Trenberth, & Tacon, 2010). After being piloted by 

the CEO of a local Active Partnership, the survey was sent out in 2015 through e-mail to the 

Equality Lead or the Chief Executive or Chairpersons of these organizations and they were 

given three months to complete the survey. 

 

The response rate was 25% (n=42) which contrasts with the previous response rate from 

the Hudson and Barlow (2005) survey of 100% (English NGBs) and 35% (UK NGBs) and 

there were some clear reasons for these differences. The 2005 research was endorsed by 

Sport England and the Equality Standard Pilot Project Steering Group who nominated many 

of the organisations who were sampled as part of the Pilot implementation of the Standard. 

The researchers in the 2005 project also secured a high response rate by telephoning the 

organizations in advance to provide a brief on the research and to agree a time and date for 

the survey to be conducted, again via a telephone conversation. A similar approach was not 

possible in this survey because there was not the same level of support and endorsement 

from SCEG and the Sports Councils. Despite the lower response rate, the 42 respondents in 

the 2015 survey included a wide variety of organizations with 29 NGBs, six Active 

Partnerships and seven other organizations from across the home countries and the United 

Kingdom. For the questions that provided qualitative responses, NVIVO software was used 

to breakdown the sources of the respondents in terms of job title and type of organizations 

and the software supported a thematic analysis in terms of responses to questions (see next 

section for more details of this process).  

 

5.8 Qualitative data analysis across the three studies 
 
Each interview and focus group were recorded using a recording device on a laptop and 

mobile phone. The recording was then played back by the researcher and transcribed 

verbatim into a word document. This required that the researcher had to very carefully listen 

to every spoken word which was essential because as Denscombe (2014, p.281) notes, 

“text and talk might be treated at a surface level for the facts and information they contain, 

(but) the words can also be used as a basis for ‘reading between the lines’ to see what lies 

beneath the surface.” In terms of the qualitative survey data, again quotations were 

transcribed in a separate document because to facilitate the analysis of the data, it first 
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needed to be organised into logical and manageable chunks.  This level of analysis, to 

explore the hidden meanings behind the spoken words and text, is essential for a critical 

realist to discover the generative mechanisms or the ‘deep structure’ (Rao, Stuart and 

Kelleher, 1999) of unspoken values and assumptions and normalised practices. However, a 

hybrid form of thematic analysis was used that considered the participants’ constructions 

and interpretations (Denscombe, 2014) but in keeping with CR ontology, data analysis also 

included a search for ‘demi-regularities’ (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) at the empirical level of 

reality. A primarily deductive yet flexible coding process (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) was thus 

used that drew both on the interpretations of the participants’ responses but also on the 

existing theory and literature review particularly as it related to the important theme of 

organisational culture. 

 

The coding steps outlined by Bryman (2016) were used to analyse the qualitative data with 

initially a careful read through of each transcription / summary of responses to colour code 

and highlight any recurring themes including those that linked to research literature. In the 

second phase notes were taken in the margin and the data was transferred into NVIVO with 

manual codes and themes entered into the software. The first phase of data analysis begun 

with a process of coding, which followed the series of steps as outlined by Bryman (2016). 

To begin with, each transcript was read through to careful analyse the text and some notes 

were taken about potentially significant ideas or data that linked to the literature. At this 

stage there was a much larger number of codes and themes, but as common patterns and 

themes emerged this was then reduced in NVIVO into a smaller and more manageable 

number of themes.  
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5.9 Study Two – Research Methods 
 

Table 5.9.1 Study Two Research Methods – Timelines and milestones 
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Although Study One included a small number of open-ended questions that would provide 

qualitative data on the influence of organisational culture on progress with The Standard, 

Research Question Three (see below) required a more in-depth investigation into 

organisational culture and its influence on equality, diversity, and inclusion. 

 

RQ3. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress in terms of Equality, Diversity 
and Inclusion with a sports organisation and how can these barriers be overcome? 
 
An in-depth investigation requires what critical realists call intensive research approaches 

(Ackroyd & Karlsson, 2014; Danermark, Ekstrom & Karlsson, 2006; Sayer, 2010) and this 

could include case study (Kessler & Bach, 2014; Vincent & Wapshott, 2014), ethnography 

(Porter, 2002; Rees & Gatenby, 2014) or action research (Ram, et al., 2014). There will be 

analysis of where action research fits into methodology of the research design of this thesis 

later in this chapter, but initially, there will be a consideration of the appropriateness or 

otherwise of using either a case study or ethnography. 

 

It should be first stated that neither case study or ethnography are a single form of 

methodology, with case study defined as more of a research approach (Simons, 2009) with 

an “interest in the individual case, not by the methods of the inquiry used” (Stake, 2005, 

p.443) and ethnography as just “a family of methods involving direct and sustained social 

contact with agents and of richly writing up the encounter, respecting, recording, 

representing at least partly in its own terms the irreducibility of human experience” (Willis & 

Trondman, 2000, p.5). However, both approaches offered potential for the study of 

organisational culture in this thesis because both case study and ethnography offer the 

opportunity to study in detail through “long term engagement and immersion” (North, 2019, 

p.224). The level of immersion is a critical factor in judging the appropriateness of each 

research approach and although Larsson (2006) does not specifically state the length of 

time that the ethnographer should spend in the research field to build valid claims, 

participant observation is strongly recommended as a very important research method and 

data collection technique. Therefore, although there is a distinction between ethnography as 

a research approach and participant observation as a research method, it is a method that is 

viewed as an indispensable component of the ethnographic research (Murchison, 2013). 
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Participant observation is characterized by Becker (1958), in one his influential texts, as the 

most authentic and reliable ethnographic method, particularly when done unobserved, 

because it provides access to naturally unfolding events and delivers volunteer member 

interpretations. From a pragmatic standpoint, this level of immersion required by 

ethnography provided challenges for the part-time researcher in this thesis and in this sense 

the case study approach offered a more appropriate fit. Even with a case study, there is a 

danger that without firm parameters on the focus of the study that it too can become 

somewhat unwieldy and unsurmountable, and we shall return to address this issue shortly. 

 

The case study approach is ideal for a critical realist study of organisational culture because 

it is particularly well suited to “relatively clearly bounded, but complex phenomena” such as 

organisation’s practices and relationships (Easton, 2010, p.123). In this case study, what is 

added into the mix is the additional complexity of the influence of this culture on efforts to 

make the organisation more diverse and inclusive. Of course, even with a case study, there 

is an appropriate level of immersion required to gain a critical insight into the generative 

mechanisms and complex phenomena of the organisational culture. 

 

After deciding on a case study approach for Study Two, the next issue was gaining access 

to an appropriate sport organisation and this can take some considerable time (Shenton & 

Hayter 2004) and be even more difficult if the research focuses on a sensitive issue 

(Okumus, Altinay & Roper, 2007) as is the case with this research. So, in this situation 

gaining access was not taken as a simple activity and it involved “some combination of 

strategic planning, hard work, and dumb luck” (Van Maanen & Kolb, 1985, p.11). Although a 

rather dated reference, this was an apt description of the journey to gain access to a sports 

organisation for the case study in this thesis. All of the 42 organisations that participated in 

Study One were asked in the survey if they would be willing to engage in further research 

and while there were a limited number of encouraging responses, in the end it was luck that 

prevailed in facilitating access. This luck took the form of an opportunity arising as a result of 

a meeting at the end of 2017, between the sport department at the University, where the 

researcher was studying his PhD, and a Sports National NGB about the setting up of a 

partnership. The partnership would see the Sports NGB provide work experience for 

University students while also providing opportunities for two research projects within their 

organisation. One of the research projects described the NGB as “looking for a suitable 
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student to complete a business case study on Equality and Diversity” and the University 

immediately made introductions between the NGB and the researcher. 

 

The initial meetings to agree the remit for the research were held with the female CEO of the 

NGB who had also been instrumental in the commissioning the research. By some 

definitions the female CEO was the ‘gatekeeper’ for the research because she facilitated 

access for the researcher to the NGB (Okumis, Altinay & Roper, 2007). However, 

‘gatekeepers’ are defined by others, as the individuals that act as intermediaries between 

researchers and participants (De Laine, 2000) and they “are not ‘researched’ in themselves” 

(Clark, 2011, p.486). These latter definitions would not provide an accurate description of 

the role of the female CEO in the research because she was far more than an ‘intermediary’ 

and instead an instrumental participant in the research herself. Regardless of whether the 

female CEO was gatekeeper or not, she was very influential in initiating the ‘research 

project’ and while this allowed the researcher to gain access to the sports organisation, it 

was also important that a clear distinction was made at an early stage between the 

commissioned ‘research project’ and the wider case study in Study Two of the thesis. This is 

what Laurila (1997) would have described as the need for formal access which refers to 

achieving an agreement between the organisation and the researcher on specific terms 

including what, when and how the researcher will collect empirical data from the 

organisation and in return what they will provide.  Such a formal agreement was negotiated 

with the female CEO and is outlined in Appendix F. 

 

This formal agreement was an essential starting point for the research both to separate the 

final thesis from the report that would be presented to the NGB but also to ensure that the 

commission payment, in no way compromised the opportunity for free and independent 

research. This was particularly important given the sensitive nature of the research, with an 

exploration of the diversity and inclusivity of the sports organisation where the “the intrinsic 

need of research for originality, transparency and the verification of prevalent opinions could 

come into conflict with some parties’ desire to prevent topics from being explored” (National 

Committees for Research Ethics in Norway, 2006, p.10). While this was an area to be aware 

of, there was not an indication from the female CEO that the research should steer away or 

avoid certain subject or directions to pursue. 
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The other significant point of the formal access agreement was that there would be an 

interim and final report produced for the NGB that would include written proposals and 

recommendations for change. The apparent requirement for the research to prompt change, 

to create an organisation that was more representative of the communities they served, was 

expressed in no uncertain terms by the CEO and made clear that the continued survival and 

sustainability of the NGB was at stake. This emphasis from the NGB that the research 

project would prompt change, possibly with a cyclical element, including an evaluation of the 

implementation of recommendations and proposals, meant that the project had the potential 

to be a type of action research with “a flexible spiral process which allows action (change, 

improvement) and research (understanding knowledge) to be achieved at the same time” 

(Dick, 2002, p.2). Many definitions of action research do expect that the “practitioners are 

crucial in the research process. Their participation is active, not passive” (Denscombe, 

2014, p.57) and while practitioners in the NGBs were not researchers in the project, they 

were active participants. This was certainly the case with the female CEO who would play a 

foundational role in the framing of the research project remit and in providing invaluable data 

throughout the research. Regardless, Dick (2002) rejects the view anyway that action 

research must be participative as long as it maintains its cyclical / spiral nature and pursues 

both action and research. 

 

Even if the research project, commissioned by the NGB, was a form of action research, it is 

still necessary to place it within the wider context of the overall case study (see Figure 5.9.2 

below). For the Action research project to sit within both the wider case study and within the 

ontological perspective of critical realism, it needs to be compatible with both. Such 

compatibility applies because action research, like both a case study approach and critical 

realism, allows a pragmatic approach to methodology selecting from a wide range of 

research methods that are most appropriate for addressing the research questions 

(including those that provide both quantitative and qualitative data). There will be a focus 

later in the chapter, on each individual research method and the rationale for their selection. 
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Figure 5.9.2 Study Two and Study Three Research Model 

 
 

The other key issue with the cyclical nature of the action research project and its remit was 

that it had a consequential impact on the overall structuring of the wider research. There 

were now two effectively two key studies: Study Two with the initial research that would 

include a final report for the NGB with recommendations and proposals along with the wider 

case study findings and Study Three that would explore the recommendations and the 

NGB’s response. This response, whether it was implementation of the proposals, 

resistance, or a combination of both would provide valuable data for the wider case study on 

organisational culture. 

 

5.10 Study Two - Desk based archival and documental analysis 
 
Desk based archival documental analysis involves the systematic review or evaluation of 

documents, texts and other material artifacts (printed and web based) produced by or about 

organizations (Ventresca & Mohr, 2017; Bowen, 2009). In the context of this case study, the 

CEO immediately provided a range of organisational documents including Minutes from the 

meetings of the National Council and papers prepared for the Council that set the context for 

the research project. A distinct advantage of these documents is that they were 

“‘uncontaminated’ by the preconceptions, personal values and opinions of the researcher at 

the point of their production, because it is produced for purposes other than research” 

(Murray & Sixsmith, 2002, p.14). These documents also provided a real insight into the 

organisational culture of the NGB because they were the: 
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“Embodiments of sedimented, accumulated talk— an especially appealing data 
source. These texts enable researchers to view the ebb and flow of organizational 
life, the interpretations, the assumptions, the actions taken and deferred from a range 
of differing points of view as events unfold across space and time.”  
 
(Ventresca & Mohr, 2017, p.808) 
 

Like other analytical methods in qualitative research, document analysis requires that data 

be examined and interpreted to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical 

knowledge (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Rapley, 2007). 

 

In addition to the organisational documents, desk based archival documental analysis was 

made of both the NGBs website and those of regional and local organisations, that are part 

of the organisation’s wide structure, at the beginning of Study Two. This form of web-based 

content analysis provided an invaluable insight into the wider background and work of the 

NGB particularly regarding its marketing and profile of activities with two unrepresented 

groups e.g., BAME and girls’ football. Web-based content analysis also has the advantage 

of allowing research to take place in an unobtrusive way (Krippendorff, 2019) and this was 

particularly important in the early stages of the research when the researcher was 

attempting to build rapport and trust with key contacts with the NGB. The importance of 

establishing such trust is vital in facilitating mutual responsiveness with others (Churches & 

Terry, 2008) that will allow for open and productive communication. Without understanding 

and trust, people can be sceptical and suspicious (Molden, 2012) and it was particularly 

important to avoid this occurring when this research was focusing on sensitive issues 

related to equality and inclusion and trying to get under the surface to explore the 

organisational culture of the NGB. 

 

The difference between the organisational documents and the data from the website is 

interesting due to the contrast between their ‘public’ and ‘private’ nature of the information. 

Cornwell (1984) emphasises the distinction that with the ‘public’ information, like the NGB’s 

website, individuals are more concerned that what they say is acceptable to other people. In 

contrast, ‘private’ information, like some of the NGB’s documents, that are only intended for 

use within the internal organisation, involve using terms and making assumptions only 

normally shared within private arenas of the organisation. Both types of documents would 
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provide an invaluable insight into the organisational culture of the NGB at different stages 

during the research and could provide indications of progress. 
 
5.11 Study Two - Online Survey questionnaire 
 

The mixed method approach was followed with the initial research instrument that took the 

form of an online questionnaire survey with 19 questions. Seven questions collected 

demographic data with largely closed questions, six questions were open ended and there 

were another six closed questions although three of these questions included the 

opportunity for respondents to provide more detailed reasons to their original fixed response 

(Note a copy of this survey can be found in Appendix C). The target audience for the survey 

questionnaire were volunteers across the whole NGB at the different levels within the 

organisation including the National Council, regional and local bodies. The use of an online 

survey was a cost-efficient method of research given the target audience were 

geographically spread across the UK (Gunter et al., 2002; Evans & Mathur, 2005). The use 

of online surveys is now far less niche than when first used in the 1990s and is an excellent 

way of maximising responses in populations with nearly complete internet access (Dillman, 

2007). The online survey approach is also useful when collecting data from marginalised 

populations (Regmi, et al., 2017; Wright, 2005) and this is an important point in this research 

focusing on the issue of lack of representation of certain minority groups. Since survey 

length is also shown to be an important factor in influencing response rates (Dillman, 2007; 

Sellitto, 2006; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2012), the survey questionnaire was kept 

intentionally short. Again, the online format for the survey helped here as skip logic was 

included in the survey whereby respondents were only directed to a certain page if they 

gave a particular answer, thus ensuring that respondents were not having to respond to 

irrelevant questions. 

 

The target population for the survey questionnaire were individuals (predominately 

volunteers but also some employees) across the whole NGB at the different levels within the 

organisation including the National Council, regional and local bodies. However, the very 

disparate nature of the organisation made access to volunteers across the whole 

organisation difficult and therefore snowball sampling was used (Ghaljaie, Naderifar & Goli 

&, 2017). This is also called the chain method (Polit-O’Hara & Beck, 2006) where the first 
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sample of respondents are selected for pragmatic and convenient reasons and then this 

initial sample are used to find other respondents. The initial sample was selected when the 

research project was promoted at two training events that launched newly created paid 

administrator roles at several regional bodies that were in urgent need of support due to 

issues with lack of volunteers. The events were attended by a combination of voluntary 

Regional Secretaries and newly appointed Administrators, and this led to offers of support 

from eight regional bodies. Consequently, the link to the online survey, using Survey 

Monkey, was sent to these participants with a request for them to complete the survey 

themselves and then distribute the survey widely across their region to other volunteers in 

their areas. Clearly there are disadvantages with this sampling method because unlike in a 

random sample, individuals in the target population did not have the same probability of 

being included in the final sample (Kirchherr & Charles, 2018). Such criticism particularly 

resonates from quantitative researchers who argue that findings from a snowball sample are 

not generalisable (Morgan, 2008). This criticism is valid although it has already been seen 

that quantitative findings within critical realist research are only used for descriptive 

purposes rather than generalisability and the open-ended questions will provide qualitative 

data in which the intent “is not to generalise to a population, but to develop an in-depth (and 

contextualised) exploration of a central phenomenon” (Creswell, 2005, p.203). In terms of 

measuring the response rate however this did provide some challenges because there was 

a complete reliance on the contacts within the regional and local committees to widely 

distribute the online survey and no information was therefore available on the actual number 

of individuals who actually received the survey link. The largest number of responses came 

from regional committees in Northumberland and reasonable response rates originated 

response from Shropshire, Suffolk, and Devon. There were either no responses or just 

individual responses from regional committees in Worcestershire, Leicestershire, and 

Greater Manchester. 

 

The survey initially sought quantitative data in terms of questions that requested detailed 

demographic information broadly related to the appropriate protected characteristics in The 

Equality Act 2010. This section of the questionnaire allowed the survey to meet the 

requirements of the action research project to outline the demographic profile of the NGB 

but also to set some baseline data across the different levels of the organisation (National, 

Regional and local). While the report to the NGB included data and data analysis across all 
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the appropriate protected characteristics, the focus in this thesis, due to the scope, was on 

race and ethnicity, and gender.  

 

Many have contended that demographic questions should be placed at the end of 

questionnaires (Bourque, Fielder & Fink, 2003; Dillman, 2007; Stoutenbourgh, 2011; Kite & 

Whitley, 2018; Jackson 2020) otherwise it detrimentally impacts on the number of responses 

or the quality of the responses to the other questions as respondents may moderate their 

answers due to concern that they may be identified by their demographic responses. In 

contrast, other research has shown higher response rates are recorded on surveys when 

demographic questions are placed at the beginning (Drummond, et al., 2008). Teclaw, Price 

and Ostatuke (2011) confirmed these findings and also those of previous research (Frick, 

Bächtiger & Reips, 1999) that there is a much better response, particularly to the 

demographic questions, if their placement is at the start of the survey. Given the focus of 

this research is diversity and inclusivity, it was of importance that there was a good 

response to the demographic questions of the survey, and they were there placed at the 

beginning to ensure a high response.  

 

The next section of the survey included a mixture of closed and open-ended questions that 

prompted quantitative and qualitative data linked to the respondents’ involvement in the 

sport within the NGB’s remit, their experience in the regional or local committees or other 

experience in football and their length of service. The respondents’ experience in football 

would then provide some context for the next section that included open-ended questions to 

ask participants to share their motivational reasons for their roles and involvement in 

different functions across the NGB. The final page of the survey asked respondents about 

the barriers that they believed prevented the local committees from attracting individuals 

from a wider cross section of the community and the action that could address this issue. 

  

5.12 Study Two - Participant as observer 
 

Observation, as it exists in a research setting with more ‘scientific observation’, can be 

distinguished from everyday observation due to its systematic and purposive nature 

(Bøllingtoft, 2007) that involves systematic recording, description, analysis and interpretation 

of the observed individual’s behaviour (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill,  2019). Observation 
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can be particularly useful in research rooted in a critical realist ontology and epistemology in 

providing in-depth understanding of the phenomena being studied and to use this 

knowledge in the process of identifying underlying mechanisms or structures (Bøllingtoft, 

2007). As was seen earlier in this chapter, critical realist research deals with ‘open systems’ 

that are complex and dynamic (Ackroyd & Karlsson, 2014) and because they are 

contingently related to observable empirical events, the specific environment and context in 

which the mechanisms operate, must be detailed (Danermark et al., 2002). Thus, 

observation can be an invaluable tool in providing data about a phenomenon in its broad 

natural context, at different times and from a multitude of perspectives (Babbie 1994; Glaser 

1996). In terms of a definition of participant observation, the ground-breaking text by Becker 

and Geer (1957, p.28) states: 

 

“By participation observation we mean that method in which the observer participates 
in the daily life of the people under study, either openly in the role of researcher or 
covertly in some disguised role, observing things that happen, listening to what is 
said, and questioning people, over some length of time.” 
 

By a measure of this definition, the observation was not participant observation because the 

role in which the researcher participated was not part of the normal daily life of those 

working for the NGB and was limited in terms of the period of the participation. Instead, the 

researcher was asked to contribute as a member of a Diversity Advisory Group (DAG) that 

was set up by the National Council of the NGB to link in with the aims of the action research 

project that had been commissioned by the organisation. The terms of reference for the 

Group included as primary responsibility: “To advise Council on strategies to improve the 

diversity of the group” (Redacted Paper, 2017 c.)  and then specific responsibilities were 

listed in terms of exploring “barriers to volunteering” with the NGB that were experienced by 

minority groups focusing initially on “minority ethnic groups, women and the disabled” 

(Redacted Paper 2017 c.). The membership of this Group comprised three Council 

Members (the Chief Executive, an Independent Member and an elected Council Member); 

two external representatives (one with a Governance background and the other a Senior 

Manager at a local Further Education College); a graduate intern and the researcher. The 

meetings for the group were conducted via teleconference calls and three meetings were 

staged over four-month period between June and September 2017. 

 



 112 

In this sense, the researcher’s role was more a participant as observer (Gold, 2001) as he 

did fully participate in the group, made clear that he was undertaking research and in fact his 

role in group was founded on this basis. This role undoubtably had some potential to 

influence change as part of the commissioned action research project but there were also 

some significant limitations. For the Diversity Advisory Group to realise its potential to 

implement change it was vital that the three Council Members of the NGB were active 

participants because they would be instrumental in representing the findings and 

recommendations of the Group on the Council: the most senior decision-making body in the 

organisation. Neither of the elected Council Members attended any of the three meetings of 

the group including the nominated Chairperson. Hence except for the CEO, who reluctantly 

chaired all the meetings, and the graduate intern, all the other members of the Diversity 

Advisory Group were external to the NGB. Thus, the actual participation element of the 

observation role of the researcher would not even fall under the most marginal category as 

defined by Adler and Adler (1994) in describing a peripheral member as having daily or 

near-daily contact and interactions with members of the organisation. These limitations 

would clearly reflect in the quality of data that was collected as will be examined later in the 

thesis. 

 

5.13 Study Two - Focus group 
 
In order for a deeper exploration of the themes that emerged from the survey questionnaire 

and for a more in-depth analysis of the organisational culture, the next step in the research 

process was a focus group that was planned and scheduled for early in 2018. Focus groups 

are particularly useful when the researcher wants to explore people’s experiences, opinions, 

and feelings (McLaughlin, 2012) and for exploratory research, so important for critical 

realists, that addresses broad questions about ‘why’, ‘how’, ‘when’, ‘where’, and ‘what kind’ 

(Stewart, Shamdasani & Rook, 2009). Focus groups are sometimes referred to as focused 

group interviews with the researcher deciding on the participants for the group who can 

provide unique insight into the pre- selected topic or research questions. In fact, focus 

groups are distinct to group interviews in the sense that “group interactions are treated 

explicitly as ‘research data’” (Ivanoff & Hultberg, 2006, p.125). This interest in group 

interactions as specific data is particularly relevant for this research because from a critical 

realist position: 
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“Group dynamics constitute a normal part of the social construction of reality.  The 
discourse of a group, particularly of peers, incorporates the struggles and power 
relationships of their lived reality – this is the context in which they interact with 
scientific knowledge.  These relationships constitute important social structures of 
interest in a critical realist study and are thus an important part of the data/social 
reality being constructed during the event.” (Christensen & Dwyer, 2004, p.12) 
 

Christensen & Dwyer (2004) use critical realist ontological foundations to criticise much of 

the existing literature on focus groups as a research method that provide prescriptive rules 

on the implementation of this research method that often guided by a positivistic 

epistemology. Amongst these rules is a particular focus on selecting a “skilful moderator” 

(Krueger & Casey, 2015, p.15) with a whole host of characteristics that this moderator “must 

have”. This emphasis on the importance of the moderator should be challenged when a 

focus group is actually distinct from a group interview in the sense that in a focus group the 

researcher is just a facilitator or moderator who will merely stimulate discussion (Thomas, 

2011) and the researcher should therefore be wary of not being too intrusive in the 

extraction of views and perspectives (Bryman, 2016). An alternative approach, conducive 

with critical realism, involves the researcher as a moderator taking a non-directive approach 

with minimum intervention that allows, in the focus group, social structures/causal 

tendencies other than that involving the researcher to emerge (Christensen & Dwyer, 2004). 

It was this model of moderation that would be adopted in the focus group in Study Two, with 

the intention of allowing the focus group participants to explore the themes that emerged 

from the survey questionnaire for “clarifying ideas, developing questions and understanding 

group reactions to particular problems, processes and patterns” (Skop, 2006 p.114). In 

executing the role of focus group moderator, the researcher provided each of the 

participants with a pack of prompts, just prior to the focus group event, with key research 

questions and a selection of key responses from the survey. This included the question 

about whether the local committee needs to attract volunteers from a wider cross section of 

the community, the barriers present that could prevent this along with the actions that could 

be taken to attract more diverse volunteers. 

 

The next issue in terms of planning was deciding the participants for the focus group and for 

this research method a combination of purposive sampling and convenience sampling was 

used. The purposive sampling technique is where the participant is deliberately chosen 

because of their role or because of the knowledge or experience they possess (Bernard, 
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2018). The type of purposive sampling (Robinson, 2014) needed for the focus group in 

Study Two is also called Maximum Variation Sampling or Heterogeneous Sampling (Etikan, 

Musa & Alkassim. 2016, p.3) because the targeted participants for the focus group needed 

to come from a wide range of both employees and volunteers across the whole structure of 

the NGB. This included participants from the National Council; representatives from the 

Regional and local committees, volunteers running teams competing in the NGB’s 

competitions (but not on the committees); and individuals from underrepresented groups 

even if this meant the involvement of external participants working outside the remit of the 

organisation. Convenience sampling also needed to be used because from a pragmatic 

perspective attracting such wide-ranging participants would also depend on the practicality 

of whether prospective participants are available and willing to be included in the focus 

group (Dörnyei, 2007). 

 

Initially invitations were sent to all the respondents from the survey who had provided 

contact details as an indication of willingness to engage in further research. The researcher 

was also supported in the activity by the CEO and paid employees at the NGB who assisted 

in ensuring that members of the National Council were in attendance along with several 

external stakeholders and those from underrepresented groups in the organisation (with a 

particular focus on race and ethnicity and gender). See full list of participants in Table 5.13.1 

below: 

 

Table 5.13.1 Focus Group Participants 
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This did mean that there were 17 participants in the focus group and with some academics 

recommending a maximum of eight participants for a focus group (Barbour, 2007) and how 

group size may curtail contributions (Bryman, 2016), consideration was given to splitting the 

participants into two focus groups on the day of the event. On the other hand, Ivanhoff 

(2002) described the outcome of the discussions in focus groups were more dependent on 

the involvement of the participants in each group rather on the actual number of participants. 

In fact, as was seen earlier in this chapter, group interactions and power dynamics in focus 

groups provide rich and important data from a critical realist perspective (Christensen & 

Dwyer, 2004), and a larger group potentially provides the opportunity for both an increased 

number of interactions and more complex group dynamics. Of course, this would be a 

source of controversy for the substantial school of focus group research that are very 

content-driven and who see interactions as simply an instrumental means to eliciting more 

in-depth content from participants (Greenbaum, 1998; Morrison-Beedy, Côté-Arsenault & 

Fischbeck Feinstein 2001; Wilkinson, 2011; Carey & Asbury, 2012). Some mainstream 

literature on focus groups describes power differentials between participants as a “plague” 

and that might result in “problem behaviour” amongst participants (Krueger, 1999, p.57; 

Krueger & Casey, 2015). Aryton (2019) is critical of this rejection of the importance of group 

dynamics and the interactions between participants in focus groups and, although not 

writing from a critical realist perspective, her analysis provides invaluable insight for the use 

of focus groups from this ontological perspective: 

 

“Participants lay claim to power, surrender it, confer it on others, negotiate its bases, 
harness its dynamics to strengthen a rhetorical purpose, and reinforce or question its 
corporate experience. The way that these processes playout is not only important for 
understanding the kind of data that focus groups produce: it provides valuable 
insights into the relational significance of the substantive topic that is the focus of 
discussions.”  
 
(Aryton, 2019, p.336) 

 
The presence of the CEO in the focus group was clearly an influential power dynamic to 

consider although it must be emphasised that effectively the CEO works for the National 

Council rather than vice versa and there were only two other employees of the NGB in the 

group. Since all the other participants were external stakeholder or worked at a regional or 

local level within the NGB, the presence of the CEO did not curtail discussions in any way 
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and also revealed interesting interactions between the CEO and the other participants. The 

decision to invite three external stakeholders to the focus group was based on exposing the 

participants from the NGB to alternative perspectives and new ideas that may not emerge 

otherwise. 

 

The next issue in terms of planning for the focus group was deciding the venue and given 

the number of participants and the fact that they were travelling from all over the country, it 

was agreed that a central location in the Midlands would maximise convenience for 

participants. The venue chosen was a National Sports Centre considered to include the best 

training facilities for footballers in the UK and the was main facility for accommodating the 

English National football teams in preparation for international fixtures. Such a venue was 

selected to encourage potential participants to attend and in terms of maximising 

attendance, the NGB also found ways of incentivising attendees to attend, providing, on the 

day of the focus group, a full itinerary of activities including a tour of the facility and an 

equality and diversity training session / qualification and a resource pack for participants. 

The focus group session was audio recorded with the intention of later transcribing the audio 

recording because without this facility the production of accurate notes and therefore reliable 

data in terms of contributions made would have been very difficult (Bryman, 2016). The 

researcher planned to transcribe the data from the focus group himself in order for an initial 

detailed examination of the data because transcribing on a word-perfect basis involves very 

careful scrutiny of the words used, the way the words were expressed and their meaning, 

and the interaction between participants. The transcription produced 14,500 words and rich 

data that were scrutinised using thematic analysis described previously. 

 

5.14 Study Two – Semi-structured interviews 
 
In this section of the chapter, there will be a clear rationale provided for the use of semi-

structured interviews as part of a critical realist ontology and why the interviews were 

scheduled after the other research methods had been conducted. 
 

As was seen previously, critical realism is structured around a layered ontology of social 

reality, with empirical (sensory experience), actual (action in events) and real (causal 

powers separate but not always evident in the empirical and actual). Although interviews 

may not reveal the ‘Real’ causes of action and therefore only provide a ‘partial picture’ 
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(Smith & Elger, 2014), they do nevertheless provide an invaluable insight into the actual and 

empirical strata of reality through the individual experiences of the interviewee. 

Nevertheless, a realist interview will involve active roles for both the interviewer and 

interviewee because the interviewee will provide a unique perspective on their experience 

and knowledge of events and processes while the interviewer will critically scrutinise these 

accounts and where it sits with the mechanism and contexts (Atkinson, 2007). The two 

active roles of the interviewee and interviewer (researcher) within critical realism are 

described eloquently by Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p.162-163): 

 

“People are always knowledgeable about the reasons for their conduct but in a way 
which can never carry total awareness of the entire set of structural conditions which 
prompt an action, nor the full set of consequences of that action ... In attempting to 
construct explanations for the patterning of social activity, the researcher is thus 
trying to develop an understanding which includes hypotheses about their subjects’ 
reasons within a wider model of their causes and consequences.” 
 

Thus, for Pawson and Tilley the interview should be “theory driven” with the interviewer the 

expert about the issues being investigated and the interviewee “is there to conform or falsify, 

and above all, refine that theory” (Pawson, 1996, p.299). While the interviews were not 

structured to actually refine theory in Study Two, the scheduling of the interviews after the 

initial phases of the research in terms of informal interviews with the CEO of the NGB, 

archival and documental analysis, participant observation, the survey questionnaire and 

then the focus group, was a quite deliberate decision because it allowed the researcher to 

go into the interviews with an expertise around the contextual background to the individual’s 

perspectives and experiences. As Manzano (2016, p.349) states, “The realist researcher- 

whenever feasible- should arrive at the interviews knowledgeable of what happens in the 

natural setting.” Critical realist interviewing is also seen as most valuable when it is 

conducted and analysed as part of a wider research design with mixed methods (Ackroyd, 

2009) and where triangulation can take place with interview data subject to critical scrutiny 

on its own terms but also in relation to the data from the other research methods (Smith & 

Elgar, 201, p.131). In this sense, by leaving the interviews until the last stage of Study Two, 

the researcher already had a detailed knowledge of the empirical and actual events from the 

data from the other research methods and therefore was able to probe more deeply into the 

participants’ responses. Since five of the six interviewees had previously participated in the 

focus group this provided an ideal opportunity to follow up on the broad themes that were 
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generated by the individuals in the group setting and to narrow down and delve more deeply 

in the one-on-one interviews. 

 

Once more therefore, the sampling of interviewees took place using a combination of both 

purposive sampling and convenience sampling. The purposive sampling element involved 

an intentional selection of participants based on their ability to elucidate a specific theme, 

concept, or phenomenon (Robinson, 2014) bearing in mind that the six participants provided 

a different perspective with two employees of the NGB, one a co-opted member of the 

National Council, one a volunteer working at a local and regional level in girls football and 

two external stakeholders, both working with underrepresented groups.  The focus at this 

stage on just six interviews is consistent with a critical realist ontology which emphasises the 

need for relevance and rigour (Pawson, 2013) rather than the “allure of the number n” of 

interviews (Emmel, Seaman & Kenney, 2013, p.146) The convenience sampling element 

was applicable in the sense that five of the six interviewees had attended the focus group 

and therefore from a pragmatic perspective, contact had already been made with these 

individuals and they had been asked if they were willing to be interviewed.  

 

Since five of the six individuals had already participated in the focus group, it was clear that 

they had valuable and different contributions to make in the interviews bearing in mind that 

“one of the purposes of interviews is also to build knowledge of variations in what happens 

in natural settings and this knowledge contributes to building, testing and refining theories” 

(Manzano, 2016, p.349). Thus, there is a need for a different kind of respondent in the 

interviews (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) although they sort to provide an outlet to focus on the 

voice from those currently underrepresented within the NGB and this included two females: 

the CEO of the NGB and a female coach running successful local and regional girls’ teams. 

Of the four male participants, two were from a BAME background including the only BAME 

member of the National Council and an external stakeholder who worked at a Muslim 

Association and worked closely with the NGB in organising football competitions for his 

members. The other participants were white and male, but both worked actively with 

underrepresented groups: one an employee of the NGB who worked as a Football 

Development Manager and the other working as an Inclusion, Disability & Health 

Safeguarding Officer at a professional football club. 
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In terms of the way the interviews were conducted, much of the traditional advice on 

qualitative interviews was unhelpful because it recommends that the interviewer should play 

a passive or neutral role (Fielding & Thomas, 2001) as a “amiable incompetent…who has to 

be told things” (Abbott & Sapsford, 2002, p.112). The critical realist must play a far more 

active role as a researcher with less open-ended questions and more semi-structured 

interviews with specific questions to test hypothesis, themes and theories that have 

emerged from the other research methods (in this case particularly from the participants’ 

contributions in the focus group). This did mean that while there was similarity between the 

theme of the questions asked of each participant, each was also asked different questions 

because for the critical realist “nothing works conditionally in all circumstances” (Tilley, 2000, 

p.12). 

 
The questions and prompts were prepared beforehand and in the case of one of the 

participants, an external stakeholder, a request was made to send out this information in 

advance to allow this individual to put some thought into possible responses. However, 

there is also the notion of emergence in critical realism (Pawson, 2013), in which the 

interviewed should be prepared for emerging themes and for exploration of the unexpected 

with further questions to follow up on these topics. To maximise the number of interviews 

and for the convenience of participants to be able to carry out the interviews at the location 

of their choice without the cost and time of travelling, the researcher used video calling, 

Facetime or Google Hangouts, for five of the six interviews. As well as allowing the 

researcher to be able to see the facial reactions and body language of the interviewees, this 

method also allowed the researcher to be able to record the video footage from the 

interviews and then transcribe the verbal responses from the video footage. Again, as 

previously mentioned, the activity of carefully scrutinising the video footage from the 

interviews while transcribing the specific words provided was an extremely useful tool in the 

thematic analysis used. Manzano (2016, p.350) stated “Regardless of the final number of 

interviews, realists’ inquiries should aim to collect large amounts of data” and this was very 

relevant with 37,000 words transcribed from the six interviews conducted. 
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5.15 Study Three – Research methods 
 
Table 5.15.1 Study Three Research Methods – Timelines and milestones 
 

 

 
 

As discussed previously in this chapter, the commissioned element of the research formed a 

type of action research because it was seemingly motivated by the NGB’s statements of a 

strong desire for change so that they became an organisation that was more inclusive and 

representative of the communities they served. Hence, there was a requirement in the 
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commissioning agreement that an interim and final report would be produced for the NGB 

that would include written proposals and recommendations for change. In terms of the wider 

case study of the institutional culture of the sports organisation, in addressing research 

question four (see below), Study Three also provided an invaluable insight to addressing the 

research question three, because the NGB’s actual response to the recommendations 

would be very revealing about their genuine commitment to change its composition and 

become a more diverse and inclusive organisation. Also, in exploring the reasons for any 

opposition to the recommended changes in Study Three, this would also allow for 

consideration of how barriers to progress and change could be overcome. 

 
RQ4. Is the sports organisation willing to implement the recommendations of this 
research or other actions to ensure that they become more inclusive and diverse? 

 

Once again, Study Three adopted a multi method approach centred around a case study of 

a regional committee with particular emphasis on collecting data from interviews with 

individuals from under-represented groups within the organisation. 

 
5.16 Study Three- Participant observation 
 
In Study Two, there was an exploration of the power of participant observation as an 

extensive research method for critical realists in providing real insight into the causal 

mechanisms (Ackroyd, 2004) so influential in organisational culture. It was also pointed out 

that logistically this was a difficult method for a part-time researcher to pursue given the 

level of immersion required. In Study Three, the same limitations applied but this study 

began, in June 2018, with a form of participant observation as the researcher was invited to 

the National Council meeting to deliver a presentation on the findings and recommendations 

that emerged from the Interim report. Unlike in Study Two, the researcher’s level of 

involvement could be described as moderate participation rather than active participation 

(Frey, 2018) in the sense that the involvement in the meeting was limited, as an invited 

external guest, to present to the meeting and the researcher did not participate or observe 

any other agenda items at the meeting. Although the participant observation involved 

moderate participation within a very limited time period, unlike Study Two, it was conducted 

at the heart of the senior internal structures of the NGB therefore providing the opportunity 

for invaluable insight. 
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5.17 Study Three- Semi-structured interviews 
 
As with the interview in Study Two, purposive sampling was used to initially approach 

individuals involved in a Regional Committee of the NGB and who would be able to provide 

invaluable feedback on the themes that emerged from Study Two and the proposed 

recommendations. However, again an element of convenience sampling had to be adopted 

due to a lack of response from individuals within the selected Regional Committee and 

specifically the small numbers of individuals from under-represented groups within that 

committee. The focus of the case study was therefore widened to one of the four 

geographical areas that are each represented by four National Council Members in the NGB 

structure. The widening of the scope of the case study also allowed the researcher to fulfil 

the research aim of listening to the voice of individuals from under-represented groups 

(females and / or BAME respondents) including several participants working at grassroots. 

 
In Study Three, the interviews, while still semi-structured, included less open-ended 

questions and were tailored with specific questions and wording to different interviewees in 

order to shed light on the different aspects of contexts, mechanisms or outcomes linked to 

themes and recommendations that emerged from Study Two. As White & Philips (2012, 

p.28) state “interviews should be carefully planned, semi-structured and targeted to explore 

key parts of the causal chain.” This did not extend however into “theory driven interviews” 

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997) used by some critical realists or Manzano’s (2016) three step 

approach of theory gleaning, theory refinement and theory consolidation, because each 

demand that the researcher is explicit about their theory with interviewees that provides the 

following issues: 

 

“1. May wrongly assume evaluator and interviewee have comparable power; 
2. Could impose the evaluator’s conceptual system on the interviewee; 
3. May make the interview process more extractive; 
4. Likely increases risks of courtesy and confirmation bias, and; 
5. Likely increases risks of cherry-picking to suit an evaluator’s preferred 
explanation.” 

 
(Aston, 2020, para.14) 
 

While this rejection of theory driven interviews might appear a movement away from a 

critical realist model of interviewing, Smith & Elger (2014, p.131) emphasise that critical 
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realists’ approach to this research method does not adopt a “narrow orthodoxy” but instead 

“a degree of pluralism” with “different emphases in conducting theory led interviewing.” The 

focus on the interviews in Study Three was on seeking the views of the interviewees and in 

thus, refining and consolidating the themes that emerged from Study Two, and the 

recommendations and proposals that were presented to the National Council. The 

interviews were conducted face-face, video calling or with phone conversations according to 

the convenience for the participants and researcher and access to the technology required 

for video calling. In total seven semi-structured interviews were conducted in a three-month 

period (October – December 2018) prior to the submission of the final written report and 

recommendations to the CEO and National Council of the NGB. A final interview was then 

conducted in April 2019 with the female CEO of the NGB to explore the final response from 

the organisation and to evaluate whether the changes and recommendations from the report 

had been implemented. Again, all interviews were recorded and then transcribed to facilitate 

thematic analysis with 44,000 words transcribed from the eight interviews conducted. 

 
5.18 Study Three- Desk based archival and documental analysis 
 
The researcher also conducted archival research and documentary analysis in Study Three 

and this certainly provided a means of triangulation to use different research methods to 

examine the NGB’s response to the commissioned research and recommendations made. It 

must be pointed out however that for a critical realist the use of triangulation and different 

sources of evidence are not merely about seeking “convergence and corroboration” (Bowen, 

2009, p.28) to provide validation for research findings derived from different data sources 

(Erzberger & Kelle, 2003) but instead provide the potential to explore the stratified emergent 

reality. Modell’s (2009) critical realist interpretation of triangulation is important here in 

emphasising that different research methods might provide distinct findings, accounts and 

interpretations for phenomena. 

 

These differences are important even within the types of archival and documental analysis 

that were used in Study Three because again a distinction can be made between the ‘public’ 

and ‘private’ nature of the information analysed (Cornwell,1984). Just prior to the submission 

of the final commissioned report for the NGB in December 2018, the researcher received an 

email from the CEO that included records from the National Council Meeting in June 2018 

when the Interim report and recommendations had been presented to the Council. These 
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records included a small section from the official Minutes of the Council Meeting that makes 

reference to the presentation of the report but more importantly to the CEOs more extensive 

and unofficial notes from the discussions that took place about the recommendations and 

the Council’s response. Although neither of these records are in the public domain, because 

only the minutes of the NGB’s Annual General Meeting are published on their website, the 

Minutes of all the National Council meetings would be available, presumably, to affiliated 

members of the organisation. However, the CEO’s notes of the discussions from the 

meeting are distinct from what appeared in the official minutes and are therefore entirely 

private records of what took place in the meeting. In this sense, the private notes potentially 

reveal aspects of reality, that are below the surface and perhaps most revealing about the 

organisational culture of the NGB. The contrast between these private records and the 

official minutes, including the minutes from the November 2018 Annual General Meeting of 

the National Council, will also provide insightful data. 

 

In March 2019, research was also conducted again into the NGB’s website and regional and 

local websites within the specific geographical areas focused on in Study Three. Once more 

this content analysis would provide an invaluable insight into the organisational culture of 

the NGB and their response to the research and recommendations made particularly in 

regard to its marketing and profile of activities with unrepresented groups e.g., BAME and 

girls’ football. At the start of Study Two, the accessibility and unobtrusive nature of web-

based content analysis (Krippendorff, 2019) was noted in terms of its advantages in allowing 

the researcher to collect data about the NGB without jeopardising the relationship with the 

organisation at a stage when gaining access was critical. This advantage is potentially even 

more relevant at the end of Study Three, but for different reasons, because the presentation 

by the researcher of possible critical findings and recommendations to the CEO and 

National Council of the NGB did have the potential to jeopardise the relationship with the 

organisation making access to alternative forms of data from other research methods more 

challenging. Regardless of this, access to the NGB’s website and regional and local 

websites remain in the public domain and therefore would remain available and continue to 

provide invaluable data about the organisation. 
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5.19 Ethical Considerations 
 

Ethical considerations could be classified into two categories. Firstly, the procedural aspects 

that are requirements of the University or institution sanctioning the research that ethical 

approval is granted prior to the collection of the data. A detailed ethics approval report was 

submitted to the University of Wolverhampton’s Ethics Committee and approved before the 

research was conducted (See Appendix G) Secondly, there are the ethical principles 

themselves that underpin the research to ensure that there is no wilful exploitation, harm or 

coercion of research participants (Miller, et al., 2012). The two categories are very much 

interlinked although the extent to which research ethics committees are best placed to 

“ensure that research is conducted ethically is highly contested” (Richardson & McMullan, 

2007, p.1116). This section will thus explain how these ethical principles were observed, 

beyond the initial submission to the University Ethics Committee and throughout the 

duration of the research across the three studies. 

 

All participants took part in the research on a voluntary basis providing informed consent to 

ensure coercion had not been exerted on their participation (Wiles et al., 2005). The 

informed consent form that was issued to participants (See Appendix D) included full details 

of the remit of the research and what was involved in terms of their research participation. 

The participants were given the opportunity to ask any further questions before they 

completed and signed the consent form. This consent form included that participants were 

“free to withdraw from the study at any time until the transcripts are anonymised.” 

McNamee, Olivier and Wainwright (2007) stress that anonymity is key in strengthening the 

relationship between researcher and participant in the qualitative research process.  This 

relationship was particularly crucial for two reasons. Firstly, the subject matter of this 

research sought to delve below the surface into the deep structure (Rao, Stuart & Kelleher, 

1999) of organisational culture and a relationship of trust with the research participants 

could facilitate the disclosure of taken for granted assumptions and informal practices that 

are so pervasive. Secondly a number of participants engaged in a number of different forms 

of research e.g., online survey, focus group and semi-structured interviews and a good 

relationship with the researcher would help to support the quality of data being provided. 
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All interviews were transcribed verbatim within forty-eight hours of the interview with 

pseudonyms used in any answers that may have disclosed information.  All interviews were 

stored on a password-protected computer, with the original recordings being deleted when 

they had been transferred and safely stored. A copy of all recordings, for safekeeping, was 

transferred onto an external storage drive that was password protected and locked away. 

 
5.20 Summary 
 
This chapter has outlined how the ecumenical research design, with a wide range of mixed 

research methods, was selected based on both the critical realist ontology and 

epistemological perspective. The varied extensive and intensive research methods also 

provided key data across the three studies to address the research questions in relation to 

the difference made by the Standard and the influence of organisational culture both in 

terms of progress with the Standard and more generally in terms of organisations becoming 

more diverse and inclusive. The separation of the wider case study of the sport’s NGB into 

Study Two and Study Three, allows for a clear differentiation between the action research 

project, that was commissioned by the organisation, and the recommendations that 

emerged and their response to these recommendations. This would provide rich data about 

the organisational culture of the sports organisation and their genuine commitment to 

meaningful change. 
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Chapter 6 
Study One: The Equality Standard for Sport – is it making a difference? 

 
6. 1 Introduction 
 
The focus on the Standard in Study One allowed this thesis to adopt a broader research 

framework by analysing sport inequalities across a multiplicity of equality strands and in a 

number of sports organisations. While the full breath of results from the broad range of 

equality strands is available in the published paper (Dwight & Biscomb, 2018) in Appendix 

E, the scope of this thesis was to focus on the results from the race and ethnicity and 

gender strands and analyse common themes that emerged from these results in reference 

to the research questions. 

 

Although the Standard predates The Equality Act 2010 by some six years, it was brought 

into existence by the same New Labour administration that initiated and implemented this 

equality legislation and is therefore embedded with the same neo-liberal philosophical 

foundations. The election of this first centre left Labour Government for 18 years included a 

policy commitment that sport would be linked to a social inclusion agenda. A caveat should 

be emphasised that although this New Labour Government were strong on rhetoric in terms 

of their commitment to diversity, in reality, they further reinforced the priority of elite 

performance in the structures and cultures of British sport (Green, 2004). This contrast 

between the rhetoric on equality and real change was borne out by research on the Racial 

Equality Standard for Sport, that was the prelude to the Standard, and found that it 

encouraged little more than an increased commitment by sports organisations to racial 

equality but did not lead to any significant structural changes that made them more diverse 

and equitable (Long, Robinson & Welch, 2003; Long, Robinson & Spracklen, 2005; 

Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006). 

 
6.2 Background to Study One 
 

The Standard replaced the Racial Equality Standard in 2004 and had a broader focus that 

took into account gender and disability as well as race and ethnicity. The Standard was then 

relaunched in 2012 to embrace the full range of characteristics now protected by The 
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Equality Act 2010 and to some extent Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act (1998), hence 

why political opinion was included under the remit of the Standard. The Standard has four 

levels: Foundation, Preliminary, Intermediate and Advanced level and the first three initial 

levels mirrored the Racial Equality Standard in only measuring achievement against 

management-focused objectives (Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006) largely based on the 

production and review of action plans. It is only at the Advanced level that there is any type 

of focus on real change in terms of equality of outcomes with the following two criteria 

needed for achievement: 

 

“Outcome 1 – Your organisation has made significant progress towards diversity 
within board, staff (paid and unpaid), coaches, officials, members and participants. 

Outcome 2 – Equality is mainstreamed through the organisation’s functions, policies 
and procedures.” (Sports Council Equality Group, 2014, p.10) 

Unfortunately, at the point when the research was carried out, only three sports 

organisations out of the 240 organisations that sought to gain the Standard, had achieved 

the Advanced level. Two years later this number has only increased to seven sports 

organisations. It is therefore easy to see why Shaw (2007) concluded that the Standard 

failed to tackle the root causes of inequalities in terms of the organisational cultures and 

structural issues of sports organisations by focusing on audit-based outcomes rather than 

process- oriented research. However, because Shaw’s (2007) findings were based on just a 

textual analysis of the Standard itself, there was a significant need for her conclusions to be 

tested with a more intensive study of the impact of the Standard on the sports organisations 

that had gained accreditation. Thus, Study One sought to explore two main research 

questions as follows: 

 

RQ1. What difference is the Equality Standard for Sport making in terms of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion with sports organisations? 
 
RQ2. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress with the Equality Standard for 
Sport and how can these barriers be overcome? 

This chapter is thus broken down into two sections. The first section shall address the first 

research question and mainly utilise the quantitative data to address what difference the 

Standard is making in terms of the commitment of the sports organisations to equality and 
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their perceptions of the feasibility of these organisations becoming more equitable. This 

section will also look at the difference the Standard is making in terms of the perceptions of 

the respondents about whether these organisations are representative of the communities 

they serve. The next section will address the second research question utilising the 

qualitative data from the more open-ended survey questions to explore the influence of 

organisational culture on progress with the Standard and for organisations to become more 

diverse and equitable. 

As was examined in chapter four, in addressing these questions, Study One utilised an 

approach consistent with a critical realist ontology and epistemology with both extensive and 

intensive research. (Ackroyd & Karlsson, 2014; Danermark, Ekstrom & Karlsson, 2006; 

Sayer, 2010). The extensive research took the form of closed or fixed response survey 

questions that provided quantitative data from a large number of sports organisations and 

the intensive research were the open-ended survey questions that provided qualitative data 

with more detailed explanations. The survey in Study One sought to offer some comparative 

analysis with the results from a piece of work in 2005, when Sport England and the Equality 

Standard Pilot Steering Group commissioned research to establish some baseline data from 

a survey issued to the Sport’s National Governing Bodies who were involved in the pilot 

stage of the Standard (Hudson & Barlow, 2005). At the time the intention was to issue the 

survey again in 2007 after the first NGBs had gained the Foundation levels of the Standard 

but this re-assessment did not take place. Therefore, over 10 years after the introduction of 

the Standard and with the introduction of The Equality Act (2010) this research aims to 

examine ‘what difference the Standard is making, in terms of Equality, Diversity and 

Inclusion within sports organizations? It will also compare progress since the 2005 Survey 

was issued, with regard to race and ethnicity and gender, to examine whether organizational 

culture is a barrier for progress and explores solutions to overcome such barriers. This 

research is also significant because it addresses an empirical research gap by evaluating a 

major sport policy, the Standard, which has been embedded within Britain for the last 10 

years. Furthermore, in light of the development of equality legislation in the UK it is time to 

review this policy against the current levels and extent of the law
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6.3 Overview of survey questionnaire 
 
The design of the survey questionnaire was covered in the methodology chapter but just to 

reiterate was designed to mirror the work previously conducted with some amendments 

(Hudson & Barlow, 2005) such as including other relevant protected characteristics that 

were not in the original survey but are now identified in the Equality Act (2010). Despite a 

lower response rate of 25% (n=42) which contrasted with the 100% response rate to the 

2005 research, (the reasons for this are explained in the methodology chapter), the 42 

respondents still included a wide variety of organizations with 29 NGBs, six Active 

Partnerships and seven other organizations from across the home countries and the United 

Kingdom. 

 
6.4 Quantitative results. 
 
This section focuses on the quantitative responses to the Study One survey (shown in the 

tables as ‘2015 Survey’) and offers a comparative analysis with the results from the original 

2005 survey (Hudson and Barlow, 2005) that formed two separate reports; one shown in the 

tables as ‘2005 English NGBs’ and the other shown as ‘2005 UK NGBs’. Initially there will 

be an analysis of the data from some of the first questions in the survey that focused on the 

participants’ perceptions of the sports organisations’ current position in relation to their 

equitability and includes in Table 6.4.1, the percentage of participants that stated ‘Greatly’ to 

each question. 

Table 6.4.1 Responses to initial questions 
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The respondents to the 2015 survey provided a high level of desire to operate equitably and 

a commitment to equality that largely mirrored the results from the 2005 surveys. While this 

remains a positive response, it is rhetoric that has very little meaning without specificity 

because as McGee (1980, p.10) stated in his influential text “no one has ever seen an 

‘equality’ strutting up the driveway, so, if ‘equality’ exists at all, it has meaning through its 

specific applications.” This is of particular importance when you consider the neo-liberal 

concepts of equality, that were examined in the literature review chapters, that focus less on 

structural inequalities and more on individualised equal opportunities and the myth of 

meritocracy. Commitment to equality is sometimes a deception that contributes to 

institutionalised discrimination such as ‘genderwashing’ that Fox-Kirk, et al., (2020, p.588) 

describe as a process: 

“whereby organizational rhetoric about equality differs from the lived experiences of 
marginalized workers creating the myth of gender equality while individuals in the 
organization continue to experience persistent gender discrimination due to 
organizational structure and cultural practices such as policies, procedures and 
norms.” 

 

It is therefore necessary to scrutinise the other responses, and the other important finding 

from the quantitative data in Table 6.4.1, is the significant gap between the respondents’ 

desire and commitment to equality and the perception that they have the knowledge (31% - 

Greatly) and human resources (26%- Greatly) to operate equitably. While this gap has 

somewhat narrowed from the responses in the 2005 findings, it is nevertheless, clear that 

the organisations do not feel fully equipped to operate equitably, reinforced further by the 

findings that only 26% of respondents felt they that ‘greatly’ understood the issues faced by 

underrepresented groups. This was again an improvement from the findings of the 2005 

surveys, as was the response to the question about ‘How equitable is your organisation?’ 

although it was still the case that under a third of respondents gave a ‘greatly’ response. 

This will be scrutinised later in this section when there is an analysis of the respondents’ 

perceptions of how representative their organisations are in terms of demographic 

composition. 

 

While there is a gap between the desire and commitment for more equitable organisations 

and the ability to deliver on these intentions, it was also interesting to examine the 

respondents’ expectations in terms of their anticipated progress through the four levels of 

the Standard. This is particularly important when addressing research question one that is 
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looking at the difference made by the Standard and when, as already pointed out in this 

chapter, it is only at the Advanced level that there is any type of focus on real change in 

terms of equality of outcomes. Just over two thirds of the respondents (67%) felt they could 

progress to the next level of the Standard by March 2016 and it was then possible to 

measure progress with achievements in the public domain on the Standard website (Sports 

Council Equality Group, 2014). Just three (8%) organisations made progress to the next 

level of The Standard by March 2016, and by 2021, 27% organisations had made progress. 

Just one of the three organisations that targeted the Advanced level of the Standard by 

March 2016 fulfilled this target and neither of the other two organisations have progressed 

beyond the Intermediate level since being surveyed.  All the organisations that did make 

progress were outside of England as Welsh, Scottish or UK based, and these results are 

wholly representative of the wider picture of the achievements of all organisations that have 

achieved the Standard. For example, there were 142 achievements of various levels of the 

Standard in England prior to October 2015 but there were just 8 achievements after this 

date. The results were slightly more encouraging in Scotland and Wales where there have 

been 56 achievements of various levels of The Standard after October 2015. The other key 

finding is that 68% of the sports organisations that have achieved the Standard in England 

have not progressed beyond the Foundation level. Most of these organisations (86%) are 

not National Governing Bodies but operate at a regional level and are comprised of 43 

Active Partnerships and 18 County Football Associations. While there could be a valid 

explanation about more limited resources for regional organisations compared to national 

organisations affecting progression through the levels of the Standard, it is worth providing 

some brief consideration about the role and function of Active Partnerships that makes their 

lack of progress with the Standard more than surprising. 

 

Active Partnerships’ primary goal is to implement Sport England’s centrally devised 

programmes at a local level with the headline goals of driving up participation in sport, 

making young people more active and reducing the number of inactive adults (Bolan, 2014). 

The focus on the latter point, about moving ‘Towards an Active Nation’ (Sport England, 

2016a) is now more of a focus for these organisations than just sport and is symbolised in 

the change in name in recent years from County Sport Partnerships (CSP) to Active 

Partnerships (AP). It is significant that this merely reflects a national policy change (Sport 

England, 2016a) and APs remain dependent on funding from Sport England and are more 
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“influenced by the whims of national policy makers than by evidence of demand and need” 

(Mackintosh, 2011, p.39). In implementing Sport England’s policies at a local level, APs 

need to also understand the importance around issues related to equality and diversity 

because inactivity is not evenly distributed and as the Chief Executive of AP’s (the network 

set up to represent the 43 AP’s) stated the organisations must have: 

 

“a greater focus on those with the most to gain from being active, including the least 
active and under-represented groups such as women and girls, people from lower 
socio-economic groups, disabled and young people.” (Mason, 2019, para. 13) 
 
 

Since there is a focus on implementing Sport England’s agenda to tackle inequalities in 

terms of inactivity and given that the APs are reliant on funding from Sport England (one of 

the owners of the Standard), it is therefore surprising that only two APs have progressed 

beyond the Foundation level of the Standard. As a final point, and in a similar vein, Sport 

England themselves, having obtained the Intermediate level of The Standard in January 

2013, have not progressed beyond this level of The Standard. This is a very important point 

when it is considered again that it is only at the Advanced level that there is any type of 

focus on real change in terms of equality of outcomes and it would not seem an 

unreasonable expectation that the owners of The Standard, and the organisations 

implementing their policy at a local level, should be modelling best practice and achieving 

this highest level. Instead, the lack of progress to the higher levels of the Standard is 

particularly stark for these organisations that are at the forefront of the implementation of 

national policy in England to widen participation in sport and physical activity and to target 

underrepresented groups. The other consideration here is that Houlihan and White’s (2002, 

p.109) description below of Sport England’s influence appears to remain valid: 

 
“additional complexity in terms of the plethora of programmes, schemes and 
strategies produced by Sport England, the increase in the number of funding sources 
and also, and perhaps most importantly, in terms of the range (and possibly 
conflicting) policy objectives” 

 

The validity of this statement would seem to be borne out by the fact that in Sport England’s 

own report ‘Towards an Active Nation’ (Sport England, 2016a), that details their strategy 

from 2016 to 2021, there is reference to many of their programmes and schemes but not a 

single mention of the Standard. The evidence, both in terms of the lack of progress and 



 134 

commitment in their strategy, seems to suggest therefore that the Standard is no longer a 

priority for Sport England. In the next section of this chapter, there will be an examination 

about whether this lack of progress is also reflected in the responses to the survey about 

how representative the sports organisations are of the communities they serve. This will 

allow for further analysis in terms of addressing research question one about the difference 

the Standard is making in terms of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion with sports 

organisations. 

 
The next two sections (6.4.2 and 6.4.4) will focus on the responses from the survey in terms 

of how organisations represent individuals from various protected characteristics in terms of 

their membership, National Council / Board and staff. The tables include the data from the 

survey questions that asked: ‘To what extent are people from specific protected 

characteristics’ represented in their membership, National Council / Board and staff and 

shows the two extremes in terms of the percentage of respondents that stated, ‘Not at all’ 

and those that stated ‘Greatly.’ 

 
6.4.2 Quantitative results - Gender inequality 
 
When comparing both past and current results, gender is still the protected characteristic 

that is most effectively represented within the NGBs and sports organisations.  However, the 

survey results, detailed below, seem to indicate that significant progress has not been made 

in the last 10 years in terms of the representation of females within NGBs and sports 

organisations.  The survey asked participants to respond in terms of their perception of 

representation by gender for membership, board level and staff and Table 5.4.3 outlines all 

these areas.  Results indicate that there has been a slight drop in female members when 

compared to English NGBs but a slight increase when compared to all the UK NGBs.  This 

differential in pattern is repeated for board level representation and staffing but previous 

results in this area demonstrate that female representation was much lower in the English 

NGBs than that for the UK NGBs.
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Table 6.4.3 Representation by Females 

 

 
 

These results reflect the wider research that show that while there has been a growth in 

participation by women in sport, there has been much slower progress in terms 

representation of females within the governance of sport over the last thirty years (Hall, 

Cullen & Slack, 1989; Cohen, 1993; Hargreaves, 1994a; Birrell, 2000; Shaw & Slack, 2002; 

Ferris, 2000). The research conducted by the WIS organisation between 2009-2015 called 

‘Trophy Women’ confirmed these findings with nearly half of the sports organisations 

included in the 2015 research failing to meet the UK Sport and Sport England expectation at 

the time of 25% women on their Boards of governance (WIS, 2015). The WIS (2015) 

research included all the National Governing Bodies (NGBs) funded by Sport England and a 

group of NGBs funded by UK Sport. By 2016, the government had provided a commitment 

that all publicly funded NGBs must have a minimum of 30% of women on their boards 

(Women in Sport, 2017) and this was reiterated in the ‘30% gender target set’ in Sport 

England and UK Sport’s (2016) new Code for Sports Governance. It should be noted 
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however that the gender diversity target was only included in the highest level of mandatory 

governance requirements and Tier 3 of the Code of Governance only applies to 

organisations whose funding exceeds £1 million, where funding is granted over a period of 

years and consummate scale of the organisation with the size (Sport England & UK Sport, 

2016). 

 

The WIS report (2017, 2018) entitled ‘Beyond 30%’ shifted focusing from just achieving 

statistical parity in the leadership of these organisations and more towards tackling some of 

the underlying reasons for underrepresentation of women that include institutionalised and 

gendered structures and recruitment processes. The report further exposed the 

discriminatory practices in sports organisations and cultural change throughout the whole 

organisation from grassroots to the Board. This confirms the findings of previous studies that 

found a gender imbalance in leadership and managerial roles creates organisational 

cultures that are hostile or resistant to women (Acker, 1990; Kanter,1977; Norman & 

Rankin-Wright, 2016; Norman, Rankin-Wright & Allison 2018; Shaw & Hoeber, 2003).  

 

In 2006, there was an attempt to update White and Brackenridge’s (1985) original research 

and the findings were more encouraging with female involvement in governance growing 

(White & Kay, 2006) although interestingly, they established a clear link between the 

numbers of women in power and age of the organisation, Where the organization is under 

10 years old, there is a greater likelihood of equal representation of men and women in 

positions of leadership and influence. By way of illustration, Sports Coach UK, UK Athletics 

and UK Sport, as they are now, have all been established within the last 10 years and have 

a minimum of 50 percent of their staff, Councils and committees made up of women (White 

& Kay, 2006, p.470). 

 

This serves to re-emphasise the importance of an established organisational culture and the 

barriers that it can create with efforts for sports organisations to become more inclusive and 

representative. This is not to say that older more established organisations cannot seek to 

change their culture and recognise the input of females and other groups, because White 

and Kay (2006) note that the Central Council for Physical Representation (CCPR), that was 

founded in 1935, has a staff population who are 80% female and 55% of its Board members 

are women. They attributed this to the fact that the CCPR ‘reinvented’ itself in 1995 after a 
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restructure of staffing due to financial irregularities. 

Throughout this section, there has been the recurring theme of the influence and importance 

of organisational culture and must be emphasised that this is not just a key factor for women 

in leadership and managerial roles. Previous studies have shown that influential institutional 

and structural factors can also have a detrimental impact for female sports coaches in their 

professional experiences and development. These include fewer opportunities to practice or 

learn, unequal gender relations, unequal ideas of coaching competency, lower self-

confidence due to their marginal status, poorer working conditions, and homophobia (Burton 

& LaVoi, 2016; Norman, 2008; Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2016; ; Norman, Rankin-Wright & 

Allison, 2018; Robertson, 2016; Schlesinger & Weigelt-Schlesinger, 2012). Until these 

organisational cultures and discourses in Sports NGBs are further explored and analysed 

then it is unlikely that strategies to increase the proportion of women on Boards and in other 

prominent roles in sports organisations will be successful. As a final point, it is crucial to also 

use an intersectional perspective when analysing how organisational culture impacts on 

individuals. While woman are often marginalised in sports organisations, there are other 

strands of difference that interplay with gender such as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 

(Carter-Francique & Olushola, 2016; Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2016; Rankin-Wright, Hylton 

& Norman, 2017).  

 
6.4.4 Quantitative results – race inequality 
 

Although there has been some limited progression in terms of representation of females 

within the sports organisations unfortunately such progression is not matched in terms of 

race and ethnicity that has shown little improvement compared to the survey results from 

2005 (See Table 6.4.5). In 2005, the survey identified low level of membership 

representation amongst BAME groups and there has been no significant change in patterns 

here with only 9% of the respondents stating that BAME individuals were greatly 

represented within their memberships.  Similarly, there has been no positive change in the 

recent survey, with board level representation and in terms of staffing, there seems to have 

been a worsening position.
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Table 6.4.5 Representation by BAME Group 

 

 
 

These results simply mirror research that show disappointing progress in relation to 

the representation of people from a BAME background with a report by Sporting 

Equals (2014) revealing that only 3% of senior roles in Sports NGBs were held by 

those from a BAME background and of the 45 NGBs surveyed, 30 NGBs or two 

thirds of the total had had no senior BAME representation (Sporting Equals 2014). In 

many respects the lack of progress with representation by people from a BAME 

background is linked to the failures of Sport Equity policies in general in the UK 

because they fail to challenge embedded and normalised white hegemony outlined 

by critical race theorists (Hylton, 2005). Again, there is reference here to the taken 

for granted organisational culture that is so normalised that it is virtually invisible 

(Long & Hylton, 2002) to those within these structures of governance and the 

qualitative results demonstrate that it is clear that a number of respondents were 
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aware of the importance of challenging their existing organisational culture and 

attitudes and perceptions within their organisations. 

 
 
6.5 Qualitative results – overview 
 
RQ2 Is organisational culture a barrier for progress with the Equality Standard 
for Sport and how can these barriers be overcome? 
 
The data analysis process, including a hybrid form of thematic analysis consistent 

with the critical realist ontology, is described in section 5.8. The themes that 

emerged from this thematic analysis of the open-ended survey questions, in relation 

to challenges to gaining the Standard, mirror those identified by Shaw (2007). These 

include encouraging organisational involvement, taken for granted assumptions and 

deep structure and these will now be explored in turn. All these themes are strongly 

linked to organisational culture and further emphasise its importance and role in 

inhibiting progress for sports organisations to become more equitable. 

 

6.5.1 Qualitative results – Theme 1: Encouraging Organisational Involvement 
 

In analysing the qualitative data from the open-ended survey questions, it is 

important to note that there is some variance in responses according to the position 

held within the sports organisation by the respondent. For example, in the responses 

to the question about major challenges that the organisations face in working 

towards the Standard, when the Head of the organisation (Chief Executive or 

Chairperson) completed the survey, the responses were generally brief, 

straightforward and were most commonly linked to a shortage of time and / or other 

resources. In contrast, when the survey was completed by another Senior Manager 

or particularly staff with responsibility for Equality and Diversity within the sports 

organisations, the responses were more detailed, self-critical of the role of the 

organisation itself and far more likely to identify complex factors linked to attitudes, 

traditions and organisational cultures within the organisation. 

 

Locating equality and diversity on the periphery of the organisation, and therefore not 

encouraging holistic organisational involvement, was noted in a number of ways.  
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This included a recognition that the strategy existed and a belief that not adopting an 

embedded approach was least likely to result in success.  Responses that were 

more self- critical of the organisations, commonly received from staff who are not 

Chief Executive Officers (CEO) or Heads of the organisation, refer to the need for 

equality to be embedded throughout the organisation with clear strong leadership to 

facilitate this such as “Commitment from the Board to take action to address issues. 

Ensuring that equality permeates all our work and that the impact and implications 

for all groups are considered and addressed.” (Senior Manager, Sports 

Organisation).  This contrasts with Shaw’s (2007) view that the danger of this 

approach is that is creates a hierarchical approach to policy development and 

potentially limits the opportunities for individuals to contribute. 

 

As previously mentioned, some respondents to the question about major challenges 

that the organisations face in working towards the Standard and to the question, that 

asks organisations what assistance they need in order to address these challenges, 

make clear reference to limited time and resources as a barrier particularly with 

competing priorities and budget restrictions. This is reflective of these views in 

stating about challenges, “Time and staff resource - balancing the demands of all 

other priorities with a depreciating budget position” (CEO, NGB). This itself may be 

indicative of the normalised attitudes so typical of the organisational cultures of 

sports organisations reliant on the work of voluntary staff because in reality, 

providing opportunities to increase diversity and promote equality may come with no 

additional costs. 
 
This perspective within organisations that classifies equality and diversity activities 

as an extra ‘burden’ or ‘cost’ commonly placed the responsibility for these activities 

with certain ‘other’ individuals within organisations rather than at the centre of the 

strategic decision-making process. This approach is limiting because: “As long as 

diversity remains ‘the other’ it was doomed. The decision-making powers and 

associated resources would never be focused on it. So, diversity had to be “brought 

back into the realm of the current and present” (Frost, 2014 p. 105).  Diversity as ‘the 

other’ was a common theme in the responses from the Heads of the Sport 

organisations and it too some extent based on a false premise that the Equality and 

Diversity activities needed to gain the Standard form a separate agenda or area of 
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work that is: “a burdensome initiative to bear, rather than something that could add 

value” (Frost, 2014 p. 41). While this perspective takes a positive viewpoint on 

equality and diversity, there is a problem with this neo-liberal concept of ‘adding 

value’ in the sense that it diminishes the unconditional moral principles of these 

terms. This issue shall now be examined and explained in more detail. 

Frost (2014) writes from the perspective as the first ever Head of Diversity and 

Inclusion for an Olympic Games working for The London Organising Committee of 

the Olympic and Paralympic Games (LOCOG) in the run up to the 2012 event. 

LOCOG became the only organisation to gain the Advanced level of the Standard 

and gained this achievement within 2 years, bearing in mind that, as was seen in the 

first section of this chapter, very few sports organisations have achieved the 

Advanced level and the majority of Sports organisations in England have only 

achieved the Foundation level of The Standard. LOCOG were so successful 

because equality was embedded throughout their work, rather than seen as a 

separate agenda and Frost (2014) reveals that as a private sector organisation this 

approach was based on a real business case for inclusion work that would include 

customer relevance, employee attraction, removing barriers to growth, better 

decision making and ethics. This approach is the antithesis of a zero-sum approach 

in which organisational effectiveness is thought to be adversely affected by the 

implementation of equity policies and practices and instead these policies should be 

seen as essential for the effective functioning of the organisation (Shaw & Frisby, 

2006; Frisby 2005). There is a danger however with this win-win justification of 

equality, that measures its effectiveness on the basis of economic performance, in 

that it provides a typical neo-liberal attempt to commoditise equality (Fraser, 2009). 

Neo-liberalism avoids an examination of the structural nature of inequality when: 

 

“The relevant question is not the effectiveness of equality, but the fair 
redistribution of resources and wealth. The issue is not whether the fight 
against discrimination can grow the cake. Rather it is the distribution of the 
cake, regardless of its size.”  
 
(Périvier & Sénac, 2020, para. 5) 

 

The neo-liberal concept of equality must demonstrate its economic effectiveness and 

likewise the profitability of diversity and the fight against discrimination (Périvier & 
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Sénac, 2017). If equality and diversity is to be judged on its performance and just 

economic added value then it denis the moralistic and unconditional nature of 

equality, diversity and inclusivity. It also a reductionist and superficial approach to 

equality that is a neo-liberal distraction from the structural and institutional nature of 

inequality that is a recurring theme throughout this thesis.  

 
6.5.2 Qualitative results – Theme 2: Taken for Granted Assumptions 
 
In response to the question about challenges that the organisations faced in 

achieving the Standard, a number of respondents made direct reference to the taken 

for granted assumptions within the organisational culture and traditions that existed 

within their organisations. One respondent stated that “Culture and tradition are two 

things that currently stand in the way” (Equality Officer, NGB) while several other 

responses focused on the importance of raising awareness for all staff across the 

organisation: 

“Staff having understanding of the various strands that the organisation 
requires to demonstrate to achieve the standard. There needs to be a cultural 
shift and this is the major challenge that all NGBs would face.” 
(Equality Officer, NGB) 
 

Some respondents made clear reference to internal barriers within their own 

organisation including a response from a large sports organisation that stated that 

the Standard was “challenging to existing policies and procedure” (Senior Manager, 

Sports organisation) and one could anticipate that a reluctance to simply adapt these 

policies and procedures is again linked to deep seated negative attitudes and 

organisational culture. 

This referral to the importance of cultural and structural changes within 

organisations, if real progression is going to be made is reflective of previous 

research on the Standard that expressed doubts that the Standard will facilitate such 

development (Shaw, 2007; Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006). Some respondents 

recognised that changing perceptions and awareness may be insufficient for cultural 

change and that more active engagement of staff was required with one respondent 

stating: 
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“Ensuring that all staff/members are engaged in the process. We currently 
hold the intermediate standard and will be working towards the advanced 
standard in the near future but need to ensure that awareness of equality 
challenges is embedded across the organisation.” (Equality Officer, NGB) 
 

This confirms previous research that taken for granted assumptions and stereotypes 

are integral in moulding organisational cultures (Shaw, 2007) but are also extremely 

influential in shaping gender inequalities in jobs, wages, authority and family 

responsibilities and in normalising white hegemony (Hylton, 2005). In fact, taken for 

granted and informal assumptions are so normalised that they are virtually invisible 

(Long & Hylton, 2002) but in this sense even more pervasive as they are reified as 

organisational truths (Ely and Meyerson, 2000). In sports organisations, such 

assumptions are rife (Shaw, 2007) with some administrators questioning the ability of 

athletes from various ethnicities to participate in certain events (Jones & McCarthy, 

2010) or suggesting that women are not suited to elite coaching positions because 

they lack competitive instinct (Shaw & Hoeber, 2003).  Most importantly such narrow 

and skewed views of diversity may be influential in the development of equality 

policies as well as the response to these policies and because they are embedded 

within the organisational cultures and structures, they are can be difficult to 

challenge. Shaw (2007) criticises the Standard’s approach because it does not 

provide a mechanism by which individuals might review barriers facing minority 

groups and that challenging taken for granted assumptions is undertaken through 

structural analysis rather than individual reflection. 

The self-perpetuating make up of sports organisations, or what Kanter (1977) 

described as homologous reproduction in which middle class, white, heterosexual 

men maintain their influence by only allowing those who have similar characteristics 

to gain access to positions of power and influence within the organisation, seems to 

be linked to cultural and institutional barriers that the Standard itself may struggle to 

overcome. This is not to imply that organisations are governed by leaders who 

deliberately obstruct change and progression but simply that much of the effort to 

promote equality is hampered by a lack of understanding in sport of the dominance 

of the prominent organisational cultures such as Whiteness (Long & Hylton, 2002),  

and gendered discourses (Alvesson & Billing, 1997; McKay, Messner, & Sabo, 2000; 

McNay, 2000; Woodhouse & Williams, 1999)  that help to reinforce the current 

demographic composition. 
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Other respondents recognised that the Standard has initiated a response that 

encouraged their organisations to adopt a more critical approach when reflecting on 

their own governance, processes and practices. For example, one organisation 

referred to how the Standard provided a framework and structure for “Ensuring 

systems, training and processes are in place to be equitable in planning, approach 

and performance” (CEO, County Sports Partnership). While this is facilitating action 

rather than change, it is nevertheless encouraging that organisations are looking 

inward at their own organisations and processes that are barriers to equity. This 

critical approach will be essential to change although Thompson & Thompson (2008) 

emphasise the importance of what they call “critical depth” and “critical breadth.” 

Critical depth links effectively to the previous points made about the importance of 

organisational culture because it emphasises the need for organisations to look 

beyond the surface at taken for granted assumptions and discourses that exist. 

Without critical depth, there is a danger that reflective practice will be shallow and be 

unlikely to consider the complexity of the factors that exclude and prevent progress 

(Thompson & Thompson 2008). 

While reflective practice within the organisation can be the most powerful tool in 

implementing change, external support and the Standard itself may have a role to 

play in encouraging organisations to move towards this approach. To some extent 

this may be linked to the methodology for assessment for the Standard and one 

organisation made specific reference to the assessment methods being adopted by 

Sports Wales that are both rigorous and also supportive: “In Wales we do a 

presentation to a panel which is incredibly useful, and it allows us to pose questions 

to the panel who can then take that back and make suggestions accordingly” 

(Manager, Sports organisation). The researcher’s own observations of this form of 

assessment, by the Sports Wales Equality Standard Assessment Panel, in the 

summer of 2014, can confirm the rigour of the process although the focus was very 

much on the programmes and initiatives being implemented by Sports NGBs and 

their work with their participants and membership rather than the sports 

organisations’ own internal structures, processes and organisational culture. 
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6.5.3 Qualitative results – Theme 3: Deep Structure 
 
The concept of empowerment and engagement could be a powerful tool in 

embedding equality while at the same time having a more significant impact on the 

“deep structure:” (Rao, Stuart and Kelleher, 1999) of organisational cultures by 

challenging formal and informal existing policies and practices. The key question 

however is whether the Standard is the appropriate tool to facilitate such 

engagement and challenges to organisational practices and cultures when the lower 

levels of the Standard focus predominately on process orientated objectives linked to 

policies and plans rather than actual practices (Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006). 

Nevertheless, there is a clear link in many of the responses between knowledge and 

engagement although the forms that this engagement should take do vary in kind, 

including staff being encouraged to report discriminatory practice. For example, the 

following response, is fairly typical: “Understanding the perceived barriers presented 

to underrepresented groups. Instilling confidence in all to report any acts of 

inequality.” (Equality Officer, NGB). This does raise the questions however about 

what happens once acts of inequality are reported and whether issues are dealt with 

appropriately? 

 

These responses acknowledge the view that leadership within sports organisations 

have a significant role in the creation and reinforcement of organisational culture 

within these organisations although at times this can be as powerful in maintaining 

the status quo as influencing change. Previous research has found that leaders of 

sports organisations will contribute to the communication of taken for granted 

assumptions (Dyer, 2017) and norms that imply that sports and sports governance is 

naturally a meritocracy and thus: “people responsible for running sport cling to the 

belief that sport is culture blind” (Long, Robinson & Spracklen, 2005, p.52). On the 

other hand, the power of leadership can have a positive impact on change for the 

organisational culture because as stated by Amaechi (2014, para 16) “it just needs 

10-15% of an organisation to lead well and the rest will follow.” 

 

The success of LOCOG was reliant on adopting an approach previously identified by 

Ely and Thomas (2001) in which drawing on a more diverse audience of staff and 

customers is not about just gaining access to a niche market but rather, their 
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attitudes, ideas, and creativity should be valued equally throughout the organization 

to broaden perspectives, to develop new strategies and networks, and to foster 

innovation. NGBs and Sports organisations can learn the lessons from LOCOG in 

appreciating that institutional culture has an impact on embedding inclusion and 

diversity as long as the deep structure is analysed (Shaw, 2007).  As such there 

needs to be a clear strategy that emphasises empowerment, personal responsibility 

and leadership within organisations. 

 

Some responses indicated a desire to use external expertise to advise the 

organisation on their policy and progress.  This seems a different approach to the 

empowering culture at LOCOG and links to previous research on the Standard that 

found that by itself the Standard is insufficient and should be part of a wider equality 

and diversity management framework that changes attitudes and ways of working 

and works bottom-up as well as top down (Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006). So the 

weaknesses of this imposed compliant style seems to be as relevant to the 

philosophy that underpins the Standard as to a management style that believes that 

inclusivity can be forced about (upon) members of an organisation. This approach is 

also reflected in other responses to the question about the benefits of gaining the 

Standard with one stating: “It is pretty much for us an exercise for funding. It can be 

used as a kite mark; this is not the view we get from other partners” (CEO NGB). 

Another focus of Shaw’s (2007) analysis was the danger that audit approaches 

results in focusing on outcomes at the expense of equality processes. This is 

mirrored in these findings particularly the recognition that there is little progress 

towards the higher levels of the Standard. Shaw’s further criticisms of the Standard 

suggest that using this methodology leads to a difficulty in organisational 

involvement, does not fully engage with addressing taken for granted assumptions 

and does not encourage organizations to have an understanding of their own 

institutional “deep structure” are still prevalent in these findings. Although Shaw’s 

initial research was a textual analysis of the Standard itself, the empirical data 

gathered from these organisations support Shaw’s theoretical framework from an 

experiential perspective. Clearly a commitment from the Chief Executive and/or 

Equality Lead should be expected, however, in order for equality policies to be 

successful, organizational involvement is required from all members (Bagilhole, 

2006) otherwise policies can quickly become tokenistic or piecemeal. Despite this 
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desire and commitment, the survey identified that barriers still exist for these 

organisations fulfilling these aspirations including understanding of the relevant 

issues and the right level of knowledge to ensure their organization operates 

equitable. 

 

Nevertheless, the findings from the research in Study One does reflect the fact that 

there is some good work being carried out by Sports NGBs, APs and other sports 

organisations, to widen the appeal of their sports with previously underrepresented 

groups. It is not clear from this research about how much of this work is a direct 

result of the Standard, but many respondents did concur that the Standard has had a 

positive impact in encouraging some of this work even if this largely takes the form of 

sports development initiatives to widen participation. Despite the fact that nearly half 

of the respondents, to this research, expressed aspirations to progress past the 

Preliminary Level of The Standard by March 2016, the fact that so few organizations 

have reached the Intermediate Level does suggest that little has changed from when 

research was carried out on the Racial Equality Standard for Sport (Long, Robinson 

& Spracklen, 2005) and concluded that: 

 

“Evidence to date suggests that many sports organizations are content to do 
what is required of them to reach the preliminary level (make a public 
commitment, adopt a policy, and undertake monitoring) but show little 
enthusiasm for doing more than they are obliged to do.” 
(Long, Robinson & Spracklen, 2005, p.53) 
 

Although there was evidence in this research that The Standard encouraged some 

organizations to take a more critical look at themselves, it is interesting that this was 

not a common view in the feedback received from CEOs who responded to the 

research. Instead, these respondents often sought solutions and support from 

sources that were external to their organizations rather than taking ownership of the 

issues and demonstrating leadership. To some extent this is reinforced by the 

consultancy approach (Newman, 2002) adopted in the implementation of the 

Standard particularly if this work is not disseminated across the whole organization. 

 
6.6 Summary 
 
The criticisms of the Standard in academic literature remains valid because the 

Standard is still outcome-based rather than encouraging a more critically reflexive 
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approach that focuses on processes within organizations (Shaw, 2007) and 

ultimately accredits evidence of action rather than change (Spracklen, Hylton & 

Long, 2006). This issue is exacerbated by the fact that very few sport organisations 

have progressed to the higher levels of the Standard and in fact this seems particular 

the case in England with APs despite the fact that they play an vital role in 

implementing Sport England’s policies that seek to widen sports participation and 

physical activity with underrepresented groups. The Standard is therefore not making 

a significant difference in terms of equality, diversity and inclusion with sports 

organisations. This research reinforces the need for change because the evidence 

collected suggests that progress is still slow in terms of wider representation of 

underrepresented groups in the staff, membership and particularly the National 

Councils and Boards. Study One also emphasized the important influence of 

organisational culture in slowing progress and the need for structural and cultural 

changes within organisations and for a Standard that will encourage the leaders of 

these organisations to be more critically reflexive and to empower and engage with 

their own staff and members to implement change. The themes that emerged from 

both the quantitative and qualitative data, in terms of the responses to the survey in 

Study One, suggest that to properly understand the inequalities in sport, there needs 

to be a more in-depth exploration of a sports organisation and in particularly its 

institutional culture. Such a study, that would include a more intensive analysis of 

informal processes, taken for granted assumptions and deep structure meant that 

Study Two involved a shift in methodology to an action research case study 

approach. 
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Chapter 7 
 

Study Two: A Case study of organisational culture: is it a barrier for 
progress in terms of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion? 

 
7.1 Introduction 
 
Critical realism (CR), that has been demonstrated in the earlier chapters as being the 

epistemological and ontological foundations of this thesis, allows for a mixed method 

approach of research with methods chosen according to the type of project and aims 

of the study. Critical realism is quite unique as a paradigm in this regard because its 

stratified ontology legitimises both the use of quantitative methods for more 

extensive research and qualitative methods for intensive research (Sayer, 2010). 

Study One focused predominately on the Standard with a survey that provided 

feedback from respondents across a range of sports, NGBs and other sporting 

organisations. While there were questions in the survey that prompted a combination 

of both quantitative and qualitative responses, Study One would be identified under 

CR as predominately extensive research (Danermark et al., 2006) in the sense that it 

focused on a large number of different sports organisations and therefore sought to 

identify regularities and patterns from the data from these organisations. It is 

important to point out that critical realists have tended to emphasise the merits of 

intensive over extensive methods (Layder, 1990) and this is mainly because 

qualitative methods, such as case studies, interviews, ethnography, and historical 

narratives, largely concentrate on the interactions of the various complex 

mechanisms that cause the events you observe (Zachariadis, Scott & Barrett, 2012). 

 

A detailed in-depth investigation into organisational culture and its influence on 

progress with equality, diversity and inclusion certainly involves analysis of complex 

mechanisms that are often so embedded and normalised that they are invisible but 

yet assumed as reified organisational truths (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). Thus, Study 

Two, that seeks to address research question three, required more intensive 

research with a deeper focus on a single case and more emphasis on process and 

structure. 
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7.2 Study Two- Background 
 
Research questions Three for Study Two 
 
RQ3. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress in terms of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion with a sports organisation and how can these barriers 
be overcome? 
 
In addressing research question three, Study Two sought the opportunity to carry out 

intensive research with a detailed case study of an NGB or other sports organisation 

with a mixed method approach that would include surveys, interviews, participant 

observation, focus groups and other ethnographic forms of data collection. 

 

As was explained at the start of the thesis, Lusted’s (2009a) research into the 

implementation of The English Football Association’s (The FA) equality policy, 

entitled ‘The Ethics and Sports Equity Strategy’ (E&SES) was very influential in 

terms of the direction that the Study Two took in terms of which sport and 

organisation to focus on. Lusted’s use of both mixed methods and a case study 

approach, within a CR ontology and epistemology, matched the researcher’s own 

research philosophy, view of reality and methodological preferences. The 

researcher’s own knowledge and experience of inequalities in grassroots football 

also meant that Lusted’s focus on the implementation of equality policies in grassroot 

football was very appealing particularly with the emphasis on structural inequalities 

within the administration and governance of the game. 

 

It was hence very timely when an opportunity arose to work with a large NGB in 

football, with a long history, an established regional and local structure and a wide 

scope of governance for thousands of participating teams in England as well as 

representative teams at a national level. There was an agreement (see Appendix F) 

that the organisation would not be named and its identify protected. It should be 

emphasised that the NGB itself sought to commission a research project linked to 

their concerns about the unrepresentative nature of their National Council and wider 

organisation. In this sense, the NGB, that provided the focus for the research, did 
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already have some self-awareness that there was an issue in terms of their lack of 

diversity. However, it is not clear, to what degree this viewpoint was embraced by all 

the elected and voluntary officials on the National Council but it was clearly a 

motivation for the paid Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the NGB who outlined in a 

discussion paper, entitled ‘Council Diversity’ in March 2017 that: 

“It is recognised by the NGB that its Council is not a diverse body, and whilst 
the demographic on Council could be considered to be broadly representative 
of membership, it certainly isn’t representative of our customers. The fact that 
we think the demographic on Council might be in line with membership may 
also be indicative of an equality challenge in the administration of the game 
outside of the national Council.” 

This reflects the acknowledgement of the issue or problem by the CEO of the NGB, 

although the rationale for these concerns, that will be examined later in this chapter, 

seem to be based on ‘business imperatives’ rather than any ethical reasons. As was 

discussed in Study One, this neo-liberal concept of the profitability of diversity 

(Périvier & Sénac, 2017) is superficial and reductionist and denies the moralistic 

nature of equality, diversity and inclusivity as well as distracted from the structural 

and institutional nature of inequality. Nevertheless, the business imperative was 

portrayed as significant and a priority because it concerned the very survival of the 

NGB as a sustainable organisation. As the CEO stated in an interview in May 2018: 

 

“My concerns are about fading away really. Realistically whatever anybody 
says, there will be expectations of us from third parties and third-party 
investors about diversity. There will be and I think our ability to be seen as a 
credible charity are diminished by the fact that we are not representative of 
the communities we serve.” 

 

Given the gravity of the motivation for change, it is unsurprising that the CEO of the 

organisation initiated the commissioning of the research and in this sense, it would 

be accurate to describe the research as a type of action research project in which 

“The research arises not out of a question from an external individual, but as a 

shared process of reflection between the researcher and the participants; the latter 

help gather data in relation to their own questions” (Emerald Publishing, 2020, para. 

7). This was certainly an accurate representation of the initial setup and emphasis of 

the research that, following negotiation and consultation between the researcher and 

CEO, focused on three main areas to consider: 
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1. The demographic profile of those volunteering within the remit of the NGB. 

2. Through case studies carry out a deeper study into participation, and barriers 

to participation, in volunteering by different communities. 

3. The barriers, perceived or otherwise, to seeking service as a member of the 

National Council and for involvement in regional and local organisations of the 

NGB. 

 

As was examined in more detail in the methodology chapter, the remit of the 

research was also conducive with the characteristics of action research” (Lewin, 

1946; Gunz, 1996) in the sense that there appeared to be an initial focus on a 

change agenda in the motivations of the NGB for commissioning the research. Thus, 

there was a clear expectation that the researcher would make recommendations for 

change and these recommendations are detailed in Study Three along with the 

response of the NGB.  

 

The researcher did establish and make clear to the NGB that these three narrow 

research areas would only form a part of the broader focus of this thesis, that would 

address research question three and adopt a case study approach to explore the 

organisational culture of the NGB and its impact on equality, diversity and inclusion 

within the organisation. This is included in the initial agreement with the NGB (see 

Appendix F) that stated that beyond the above three research areas, the researcher 

would include “subsequent exploration of research questions drawn from quantitative 

and qualitative data.” While this would indicate that the research extended beyond 

action research, it is not uncommon for action research, like any good research, to 

seek a broader influence.  

 

The research extended beyond action research in several ways in addition to the fact 

that the researcher’s focus went beyond the narrower remit commissioned by the 

NGB. This chapter is structured around the exploration of the three main research 

areas and the five themes that emerged and became the focus of the commissioned 

report to the NGB. However, there will be a constant reference back to research 

question three with an analysis of what this data reveals about the NGB’s 

organisational culture, its relation to the findings from the research literature and its 

impact on the inclusivity of the organisation. 
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The chapter shall initially focus on the first area for research that looked at the 

demographic profile of the NGB with quantitative data collected using a survey of a 

range of respondents from across the organisational structure. In looking at the 

second and third areas of focus for the research, there will then be an analysis of the 

results in terms of the qualitative data from the survey, focus group, participant 

observation, semi-structured interviews, documental analysis along with analysis of 

the NGB’s websites and social media profile. From the analysis of this qualitative 

data, five themes emerged, and these will be detailed later in this chapter. 

 

7.3 Demographic profile of the NGB  
 
The relevance of this first part of Study Two, was that while the NGB were aware 

that their National Council was unrepresentative of the communities they served, 

they had very little baseline data to measure this precisely and they were also keen 

to compare the demographics of the Council to the broader membership. This 

baseline data was also important for the thesis in terms of measuring the specific 

position of the NGB in relation to the Sports Council’s Code of Sports Governance 

that set targets of 30% for gender diversity on Boards and “greater diversity 

generally on its Board, including, but not limited to, Black, Asian, minority ethnic 

(BAME) diversity, and disability” (Sport England & UK Sport, 2017, p.42). In order to 

collect these data on the demographic profile of volunteers who work within the 

NGB’s national structure, a research survey was designed and approximately 95% of 

respondents answered all the questions in this section. Since data were collected 

from a combination of elected members of the National Council, members of regional 

and local bodies; and local volunteers working in different roles in the organisations 

affiliated to the NGB’s competitions, the survey represented a reasonable sample of 

volunteers across the wider organisation. In addition to the survey, the research was 

able to capture demographic data on gender and ethnicity for both the National 

Council and one specific County Committee, as these are the most influential 

decision-making bodies within the NGB. This enabled a comparison between the 

overall data collected from the survey, listed in the table as Nationwide research 

survey 2017 with the demographic data collected on the National Council and the 

County Committee.  
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To be an elected member of the National Council, or those who sit on the other 

representative committees within the national structure of the NGB, it is a 

prerequisite to be professionally qualified in the sector in which the football activities 

take place. A comparative analysis has thus been provided between the data 

collected in this survey, the data from the National Council and County Committee 

and the information currently available regarding the workforce of this occupation 

bearing in mind that this also largely constitutes the background of the membership 

of the organisation. In addition, or where the data were not available for the 

occupational workforce, the NGB data was compared with the more general 

demographic profile of the population using Census data from 2011. 
 

In terms of the information shown in Table 7.3.1, the data collected from the 

research survey shows a gender breakdown from respondents that is largely 

representative of the County Committee sampled, with women making up just under 

14% of the respondents. Interestingly the gender imbalance is the very opposite of 

the gender composition in the overall occupation with nearly three quarters of the 

workforce female (Government Department, 2016). Despite this, it is worth noting 

that an analysis of Management positions within the occupation shows that only a 

third of managers in 2015 were female although improvements have been made in 

this area with only just a quarter of women holding these leadership positions in 

2001 (Kershaw, 2017). Nevertheless, the composition of the occupational workforce 

makes the male dominated National Council even more imbalanced and 

unrepresentative of the workforce from a gender perspective and that is without even 

taking into consideration that all elected officers are male, and the only female 

member of the Council is the Chief Executive, who is an employee of the 

organisation although admittedly appointed by the Council. 
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Table 7.3.1 Gender composition in NGB 

 
 

Thus, although the situation with this NGB reflects the wider picture in sport in terms 

of the lack of representation of women within the governance of sport (Birrell, 2000; 

Cohen, 1993; Hall, Cullen, & Slack, 1989; Ferris, 2000; Hargreaves, 1994a; Shaw & 

Slack, 2002), the situation with their National Council (94% Male) is pronounced. 

This is particularly true given that there has been some progress made with the 

Women in Sport (2015) report finding that on average 30% of board positions in 

sports organisations are filled by women. In Study One it was noted that 

institutionalized and gendered informal recruitment processes were a key factor in 

establishing boards of governance in sports organisations dominated by male 

volunteers. It was also found that these male volunteers often had unlimited tenures 

of office on these Boards and new members drawn were from similarly male 

dominated staff and members. While the National Council of the NGB in this case 

study are taking some action to address the issues of tenure and terms of office, the 

recruitment process is currently restricted to nominees from county and local 

Committees, that as the demographic data shown above demonstrates, are clearly 

dominated by men. Finally, the inhospitable culture revealed in the Women in Sport 

research (2015) is influential in the underrepresentation of women in the boardroom 

along with a machismo discourse that includes stereotyping and discrimination 

and/or an unwillingness to provide facilities to accommodate women. As shall be 

explored later in this chapter, these findings are to some extent consistent with 
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evidence that will be analysed later in the study in relation to qualitative data from the 

interviews with female participants working within the remit of the NGB. 

 

Table 7.3.2 below, shows the ethnic breakdown in terms of the data collected, with 

respondents to the survey largely White British and in fact because one of the 

respondents was an external stakeholder who identified as Asian (other), the more 

accurate figure for White British respondents would be 95.8%. This shows a 

marginally higher representation of BAME individuals than at the County School 

Association sampled and while precise data is not available for all ethnicities at the 

National Council, the fact that the Council is limited to one BAME Independent 

Member, illustrates the lack of representation across the organisation. This is more 

pronounced given that only 78.5% of the population identified as White British in the 

last Census in 2011 (Office for National Statistics, 2011) and in terms of the 

occupational workforce the percentage recorded as White British decreased 

marginally from 87% in 2015 to 86.5% in 2016 (Government Department, 2016). 

 

Table 7.3.2 Race and Ethnicity in NGB  

 

As was examined in Study One, these results reflect a lack of progress with BAME 

representation across Sports’ National Governing Bodies in the UK in general, with a 

report by Sporting Equals (2014) revealing that only 3% of senior roles in Sports 

NGBs were held by those from a BAME background and of the 45 NGBs surveyed in 
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Study One, two-thirds of these NGBs had no senior BAME representation. In a more 

recent report, 5% of board members identified as BAME in sporting organisations 

funded by UK Sport or Sporting England although this compares unfavourably to the 

FTSE 100 firms where there is 8% BAME board membership (Inclusive Boards, 

2019). In many respects the lack of progress with representation by people from a 

BAME background is linked to the failures of Sport Equity policies in general in the 

UK because they failed to challenge embedded and normalised white hegemony 

outlined by critical race theorists (Hylton, 2005). Thus, again reference is made to 

the all-pervasive organisational culture that is so normalized that it is virtually 

invisible (Long & Hylton, 2002) to those within these structures of governance. This 

organisational culture will be explored in further depth across the whole NGB 

structure later in the chapter. 

To summarise this section, that explores the demographic profile of the volunteers 

who execute the functions of the NGB, it confirms that these decision makers in the 

organisation are not representative of the communities and customers they serve. 

The data emphasises that the demographic homogeneity become starkest at the 

most senior level of the NGB, the National Council, that is dominated by white men. 

The research shows that this is not uncommon in sport (Bradbury 2013, Cashmore & 

Cleland 2014) but is a more pronounced issue for this NGB given that there are large 

number of female and BAME participants in the sport they govern. In this next 

section, there will be a closer examination of the reasons for the unrepresentative 

nature of the NGB with research question three, that looks at the influence of the 

culture of the organisation, a recurring focus. 

 

7.4 Themes that from qualitative data 
 

In examining these research areas, reference will be made to the qualitative data 

from the survey, from the focus group and from the semi-structured interviews 

conducted, in addition to the documental analysis, an analysis of the NGB’s websites 

and social media profile and participant observations from the Diversity Advisory 

Group. The hybrid form of thematic analysis process that was a primarily deductive 

but flexible coding process is described in section 4.5.3.   
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There were five themes that emerged from this thematic analysis of the data as 

follows:  

 
Theme One: Denial of the need to widen diversity 
Theme Two - Closed shop and marginalisation of underrepresented groups 
Theme Three: Workload and lack of time for volunteers and the associated 
issues for women 
Theme Four: Need to work more collaboratively 
Theme Five: Lack of awareness of NGB work and particularly or girls’ football 
 
The analysis of the findings and the discussion of the results will seek to address 

research question three with an exploration of the culture of the NGB and its 

influence on equality, diversity, and inclusion within the organisation. 

 
7.4.1 Theme One: Denial of the need to widen diversity 
 
As referenced earlier in this chapter, the discussion paper entitled ‘Council Diversity’ 

from March 2017, was prepared by the CEO, in the context of provoking 

consideration and discussion for the November, Annual General Meeting (AGM). 

The ‘discussion document’ then listed a number of business imperatives for 

improving the diversity of National Council as follows: 
 

“Firstly, and most importantly, we do not draw on the experience of a wide 
enough range of backgrounds when formulating our plans and making our 
decisions and therefore run the risk of the matter becoming self-perpetuating; 
secondly, different people with different experiences bring different ideas and 
as we are not routinely increasing participation in football, it is possible that 
we are missing out on ideas which might expand our reach; and thirdly there 
is the matter of our image (and thus reputation) – our lack of diversity is public 
and creates a stereotypical image of our NGB which is not reflective of our 
achievements or ambitions. Finally, the new “Code of Sports Governance”, 
published this month by Sport England, identifies the need for funded 
organisations to have in place plans to address diversity and to achieve 
“targets...not quotas” for Board diversity of “30% of each gender”. 

According to the document, it had been prepared in the context that ‘Council had 

asked for this to be the substantive agenda item’ in the AGM in November, 2017, but 

it is important to note that the Minutes for this AGM, that are in the public domain, 

make no specific reference to Council diversity or membership diversity and there is 
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no indication from the minutes that any discussion took place with regard to the 

content of the discussion document. Likewise, the 17-page NGB Annual Report for 

2016/17, makes no reference to any consideration for the organisation to consider 

the diversity of its National Council or wider membership. In fact, there is no mention 

in the Annual Report of any of the content of the discussion paper. This is an 

important point that does not indicate a strong commitment from the NGB with 

regard to improving diversity particularly when the March 2017 date for the ‘Council 

diversity: discussion paper’ coincides with the commissioning of the author to begin 

the research and thus by the time of the AGM in November 2017, the research 

project was very much in progress. 

 
The first theme that emerged from the research is consistent with the concerns about 

lack of real commitment from the NGB and the individuals representing these 

organisations to real change in terms of diversifying its National Council and 

membership. This theme of a denial of a need to widen diversity emerged 

particularly in the survey and in the focus group, with many respondents prioritising 

recruiting new volunteers rather than focusing on what sections of the community 

these volunteers emerged from. In the survey, in response to a question that asked 

whether the local NGB needed to attract volunteers from a wider section of the 

community, 63% of respondents answered in the affirmative but of these 

respondents who then provided comments, nearly half of respondents gave reasons 

that were more related to prioritising the recruitment of more volunteers in general 

rather than focusing on attracting these volunteers from a wider cross section. “We 

need more volunteers from ANY section of the community” stated a Committee 

Member of a County organisation. While a local committee Secretary stated: 

 

“I'm not sure about a wider cross section of the community, although I 
appreciate that a wider cross section helps provide a stronger representation 
of people for all aspects of a community, however I think just more volunteers 
at this stage would be helpful” 

 

Clearly those who did not believe that the organisation needed to attract volunteers 

from a wider section of the community expressed this view even more emphatically 

in the survey with an anonymous White British male aged 50-59 stating: “There’s no 

barrier to volunteering.” Another respondent in the survey, who had been involved in 



 

 160 

football under the remit of the NGB for 7-8 years stared: “We already have some 

great volunteers.” Finally, a respondent in the survey, who had been on the local 

Committee for 40 years, stated, “Could work as long as volunteers put the children 

and their development first.” This question of whether attracting more diverse 

members of the community might mean attracting individuals without the right skills 

and experience was a recurring theme. In fact, a Head Coach from a County Team 

extended this point of view even further to imply that more diverse volunteers may 

not have the right values when he stated: 

 

“No, just more volunteers full stop. I do not believe there is any barrier to entry 
from any part of the community and we are very inclusive. This is not an 
issue. The issue is we just need more volunteers with the right encouraging 
values irrespective of their background.” 

 

It is not clear what these so called ‘encouraging values’ are but the perspective 

about no barrier to entry does not fit with the findings from the research about 

recruitment practices for voluntary roles within the NGB that are largely restricted to 

closed networks with positions on local, regional, national committees appointed via 

nominations within the existing structure. The structures that prevent the involvement 

of ‘outsiders’ are further reinforced by attitudes that embody the culture of the NGB 

as represented in a response from a white, male Manager of a team, that competes 

within a competition that falls within the local organisational structure, who stated in 

response to the question that asked whether the local NGB needed to attract 

volunteers from a wider section of the community: 

 

“I think paramount is football. The biggest issue is attracting people with 
genuine concern and support for football and not politics. It is extremely 
difficult in attracting players these days as they have lots of choice, the 
community, unless they are 100% football minded and supportive of pathways 
and achievements, are only going to complicate the situation further.” 
 

It is difficult to understand why a volunteer in football from an underrepresented 

background, whether that be a woman, someone from a BAME group or with a 

disability, would have a greater interest in politics than football but this potentially 

reflects a viewpoint that associates inclusivity and equity policies as unnecessary 

political correctness. The views expressed here, mirror the findings of previous 

academic research particularly work by Lusted (2009b) that looked at the resistance 
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by predominately volunteers in County Football Associations to equality initiatives 

from the National Football Association largely due to an organisational culture and 

discourses that denied inequality in the sport and labelled equality initiatives as 

unnecessary interference from external agencies and political correctness. Long 

(2000) also found that denial that inequalities exist seems common in British sport 

and the view that sport is naturally fair and unbiased fits with the philosophy of 

amateurism and meritocracy because “Given that administrators and officials of 

English County FA’s see themselves as part of an inherently anti-discriminatory, 

unbiased operation, ‘new’ equity principles are often viewed as being simply 

unnecessary” (Lusted, 2009b, p.731). 

 

It must be stated that there were also several other respondents to the survey that 

were very positive about the prospect of attracting individuals from a wider cross 

section of the community and many gave feedback that focused on the benefits of 

using volunteers with more diverse experiences, values and ideas. For example, a 

white, female respondent who is involved in a local team but not the local committee 

stated, “Through having volunteers from a wider section of the community will 

provide more opportunities for players, different knowledge and skills.” Another 

respondent made reference to the demanding nature of the occupation and how this 

could impact on the number of volunteers and therefor attracting volunteers from 

wider parts of the community can help because: “Staff have larger workloads than 

before and volunteers from a wider section can provide different skills, views and 

ideas.” Other respondents saw the benefits of having a more representative 

volunteer workforce and that there are associated benefits in terms of the 

participants in football with one respondent stating that “To provide people with 

confidence that they are being represented” while another respondent pointed out 

that “In order to increase diversity among players they must see role models from 

above.” 

Despite these more positive responses, one BAME male coach made reference to 

the requirement to overcome institutional racism before attracting volunteers from a 

wider selection of the community when he stated: “The data continues to show that if 

you are from a BAME background and aspire to be a manager or a coach, you are at 

a disadvantage.” The rarity of just a response thus validates previous analysis about 
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how a denial of racism extends to an approach that actually permeates and 

reproduces racialised exclusion and in this sense is a form of colour-blind racism 

(Bonilla-Silva 2003). Another recurring theme in the results and findings is that any 

action taken to readdress the balance in terms of equity is seen as a form of social 

engineering which was unnecessary and unfair because they gave preferential 

treatment to certain groups of people which contrasted with these organisations’ 

principles of meritocracy (Long, Robinson & Welch, 2003). 

This is not to suggest that all respondents in this research shared these views and 

are insular and resistant to support and involvement by external agencies, however it 

is important to acknowledge that such attitudes and discourses do exist within the 

wider organisation and could lead to some resistance to attempts to involve more 

diverse people. The other issue is that such attitudes and discourses reinforce a 

perception that the NGB was parochial and inward-looking, and this links well with 

the next two themes that emerged from the research. 

 

7.4.2 Theme Two - Closed shop and marginalisation of underrepresented 
groups 

This concept of an ‘old boys’ network was a theme that emerged in the research in 

this thesis through the data in the survey, interviews and focus group. The evidence 

shows that the processes of the old boys’ network flourished and marginalised 

women and those from a BAME background in three main ways:  

a) Inability to progress/ gain exposure to positions of power. 

b) Inability to affect strategy and bring about change. 

c) Lack of acknowledgement of skills and experience. 

Before exploring these three factors, it is important to point out that some of the 

research participants focus on the marginalisation of those from outside the 

profession that is largely a prerequisite for involvement within NGB’s activities. For 

example, a Secretary of a local Committee stated that the overall organisation “Can 

be seen as an old boys club, only allowing (named occupation) and ex-(named 

occupation) to be part of football.” In fact, the perception of a closed shop is 



 

 163 

mentioned by other respondents such as this response from a Chairperson of a 

County organisation and a former National Council Member: 

 
“There may also be a barrier in that community members may perceive that 
named occupation 'don't want them' (i.e. a perception that named occupation 
are defensive about their position and status and don't want 'outsiders' to get 
involved.)” 

 

However, this rather limited concept of an ‘old boys club’ has greater meaning in 

terms of exclusionary power because the data in the research showed that it was 

possible to extend the meaning of ‘outsiders’ beyond those external to the NGB to 

those within the organisation who are largely underrepresented and who’s voice is 

unheard including women and BAME volunteers at varying levels within the 

organisation. It was within thus context that the three factors associated with the 

marginalisation of women and those from a BAME background will now be 

examined. 

 

7.4.2.1 Inability to progress / gain exposure to positions of power 
 
These data emerged most powerfully from the survey, focus groups and interviews 

when the respondents from the marginalised and underrepresented groups within 

the organisation were given the opportunity to have their voice heard. At the focus 

group, the one white, female respondent who was a Head of department within the 

organisation where she worked and had entered girls’ teams within the NGB’s 

competitions for several years, expressed a complete lack of knowledge of the staff 

and structure of the regional and local committees of the NGB. Perhaps more 

revealing the white, male Chairperson of the County Committee, for which the 

female’s team was a member, introduced himself at the focus group by expressing 

the significance of the fact that: “I don’t know her, but I do know the blokes at her 

organisation. I know them quite well...That’s my first passing thought.” This mutual 

lack of awareness of two people both working within the remit of the NGB’s 

organisational structure is critical when clearly, even in the words of the Chairperson 

of the County Committee, gender lies at the root of this issue. 
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The inability to progress and gain exposure to positions of power seems to have no 

relation to levels of skills, experience or knowledge but instead stereotypical ideas of 

the role of women in the NGB. One female respondent who had 26 years coaching 

football and had taken her girls’ team to numerous National Finals explained her 

experiences: 

 

“When we go to Cup Finals there’s always a woman there doing the ‘girly 
jobs’. There’s never a woman in charge of anything. From Bob’s top staff, 
every time you need to contact Organisation A, it’s Bob or Tony. If either of 
them are not there, there’s a third man who’s email you use. I’ve only ever 
seen a woman if she’s setting up a banner or putting out the medals on a 
table.” 
 

This response confirms the finding from previous research that gender discrimination 

and stereotyping are common in sports governing bodies with women less likely to 

undertake decision making and leadership roles and more likely to undertake 

‘support’ roles or ‘behind the scenes’ such as catering or supporting children 

(Norman, et al., 2017). It is important to note that the respondent’s reference to ‘Cup 

finals’ is describing competitions not for boys’ football but for girls’ football and adds 

“What makes me laugh is when we get to Girls’ Football Finals and I’m the only 

female member of staff.” This is also the case for National finals and when the 

interviewee was asked whether she had met the female CEO, she responded: 

 

“I’ve never actually met a woman that’s worked for the NGB and that includes 
travelling with the England girls two years in a row because four of our girls 
were in the squad. I didn’t travel with the actual team but went to every single 
fixture on the side lines and still didn’t meet anybody!” 

 

The inability to progress and get exposure to power goes beyond the allocation of 

roles based on gender stereotypes and also includes access to informal networks. 

There was evidence to suggest that this factor also applies even when those from 

marginalised groups gain access to more senior positions within the organisation. 

This was certainly the case for a BAME male respondent, interviewed in the study, 

that had been involved in the local boys’ representative team and local committee for 

over 10 years. The informal network or ‘old boys club’ was instrumental in the 

involvement of the respondent in coaching the local representative team because the 

opportunity arose from an informal conversation with a senior member of the local 
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committee who invited him to the end of year presentation evening and then the 

following season, to organise trials and a squad for a local tournament. The 

participant recognised the informal nature of his recruitment commenting, “My foot’s 

in the door and I’ve opened the door for more representation for lads from my 

school.” The opening of doors metaphor is a powerful one, and the interviewee took 

advantage of the opportunity with open arms and became very successful as the 

coach of the local representative side reaching the Regional Cup Final. As a result of 

this success, the participant was again informally invited, by the same local contact, 

to become involved in the County team and subsequently in the County Committee. 

This example provides some evidence that progress can be made despite the ‘old 

boy’s network’ although the respondent understood he was an exception rather than 

the norm, both in terms of his age and ethnicity, in describing his experiences here: 

 

“In regard to end of season Committee meetings, the AGM. It always strikes 
me that I’m one of the youngest there. I’m forty in March and I’m one of the 
youngest there. Now to me that’s a problem. I’m normally the only black 
person there and while it’s not a problem as I get along with a lot of those 
guys, to me it could do with a bit more ethnicity.” 

 
In fact, the respondent was aware of his ‘privileged’ position and in response to a 

question about the whiteness of the National Council, he responded “That doesn’t 

surprise me. You always get the players; you just don’t get the coaches or the Board 

Members.” Once again it seems the respondent is aware of the roles allocated and 

their symmetry with stereotypical roles. He was keen to emphasise that his role in 

the County structure was very much on the operational side of football “rather than 

the decision making and being involved in the executive decisions of what goes on.” 

This is a very important point because an elected position on the National Council is 

currently reliant on nomination from the County structure and it is a reasonable 

conclusion that this is unlikely to happen for somebody like the participant who is not 

yet holding an executive position on the County committee. He did however see the 

urgent need for more diverse representation within the more senior structures of the 

NGB and particularly the National Council commenting: 

 

“I think that it’s key that you include people of Black, Asian ethnic minorities. 
Underrepresented area and it’s plain to see and I think that anyone who is 
active in schools’ football should be considered and once you get to a certain 



 

 166 

age you should step down. Instead of being on until you’re blinking 90 like 
some of them probably.” 

 

However, it was interesting that he knew there was a BAME representative on the 

National Council as this once more demonstrates the power of role models to inspire 

and promote change as captured in his words: “I think the fact that he’s there is 

helping to change things. He came to one of our meetings and I know he’s looking to 

implement change, but he realises that it’s going to be something that’s gradual.”  

 

In the focus group meeting, the single BAME representative on the National Council 

spoke eloquently about how the NGB’s eligibility criteria was very limiting on who can 

get involved in the organisation and only attracted the current demographic. The 

respondent related this to his own situation stating “Without the Independent Council 

Member being available, I wouldn’t be allowed to be part of the organisation” 

because he did not have the formal qualification associated with the professional 

status required to be a National Council Member. Although this led to some 

uncomfortable looks and nervous shifting in the seats of the other members of the 

focus group, including the Secretary of a County Committee who announced in a 

joking way, “We’d still have you on our committee, it wouldn’t stop you. As an ex-

player, you can come and join us!” and then followed it up with “You could still be a 

Team Manager!” The laughter in the focus group meeting, from the current and 

former members of Council, was probably related to a nervous tension in the room 

and awkwardness. Nevertheless, the responses are revealing because the Council 

Member is confirming that despite his inability to represent the NGB at the highest 

level, the BAME representative on the National Council would have been more than 

welcome to volunteer in an operational capacity in the grassroots.  

 

 
7.4.2.2 Inability to affect strategy and bring about change 
 
The ability to influence strategy and implement change is obviously related to the 

first factor in terms of the underrepresentation of women and BAME individuals on 

the National Council and other senior positions within the NGB. However, in this 

study, this was also a frustration even for individuals from marginalised groups who 
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had gained access to more senior position such as the only BAME member of the 

National Council. In the interview with this individual, he revealed that he was 

appointed as an Independent Council member following a formal recruitment 

process having worked previously at a County FA for nine months. In comparing the 

County FA to his experience at the National Council and the NGB, he described the 

latter as “a dysfunctional organisation with lot of time-wasting, slow-pace discussions 

about micro-decisions.” This individual described very eloquently the three tiers of 

the organisations in terms of the day-to-day work of the paid employees, the National 

Council and the Trustee Board. He felt that the power rested with the Trustee Board 

and therefore by the time agenda items reached the National Council, decisions 

have already been made and Council just rubber-stamped these decisions. The 

participant stated that the culture of superficial challenge or no challenge at all of the 

decisions by the Trustee Board was custom and practice for the elected Council 

Members many of whom had been on Council for decades and were comfortable 

with this practice or they were ‘kept in the dark anyway’ with not enough information 

to challenge the decisions of the Trustee Board. In this sense because the 

participant was not a member of the Trustee Board, he felt he had little impact on the 

decision and strategies of the NGB. The BAME respondent who works at a regional 

and a local level, and was aware that there was that a BAME representative on the 

National Council, seemed to have some awareness about his inability to influence 

decision and stated “So why co-opt him if you’re not going to listen to him? Some of 

them need a dose of reality and a dose of truth.”   

 

In terms of gender, the lack of female presence on the National Council of the NGB 

would potentially be less of an issue if female respondents felt that they had a voice 

in terms of decisions and that girls’ football was valued. This was certainly the case 

at a county level, prior to a restructure, where a female respondent felt that she had 

a Chairperson and Committee that were very supportive of girls football stating that 

they “always been 100% brilliant and supportive and every time I’ve said can we try 

this, they’ve always said, “Yes of course we can!” However, the respondent did not 

feel that the same support for girls’ football existed at a national level within the NGB 

and had a number of grievances about the way the organisation undervalued girls 

football including the fact that “At the first two finals we were at, a male Premier 

League player was there at the Girls’ Finals to present the trophies. I’m pretty sure 
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we’ve got a Super League.” Also at the Girls’ finals, that the respondent team’s won 

on two occasions, the team was not given a trophy and again the participant spoke 

about the lack of female voice saying about her own willingness to get involved: 

 
“I would love to get on their committee. I didn’t kick off, but I had lots of things 
to say after our girls did so well in the competitions because there were lots of 
things that were brilliant for the boys and ridiculous for the girls and I had 
nobody to tell it to. Prime example, you win the National Cup but then you 
have to give it back. You get nothing in return, literally nothing. So, we’ve won 
it twice, but weren’t given anything that says we’ve won that. Nothing! I 
contacted the NGB and they wouldn’t take me seriously. Whereas if there was 
a woman on the Committee, I could have contacted maybe they would have 
listened a bit more…” 

 

Again, the participant had no complaints with the County Chairperson who also tried 

to speak to Head Office on her behalf but also found that he could not change the 

decision. This left the participant to conclude: “I don’t think that it’s just that I haven’t 

got a female voice to speak to, I don’t think they take girls’ football seriously.” 

The participant has therefore identified an important point that this theme is not just 

about the marginalisation of underrepresented groups in terms of excluding women 

from participation in the decision-making process or in not having prominent and 

influential roles within the organisational structure of the organisation, this is also 

about the devaluing of women’s football in general. As described by the two female 

respondents, this may be illustrated by an unequal distribution of resources for the 

women’s game (trophies allocated, or no strips provided) or symbolic decisions such 

as having a male Premier League player at the Girls’ National Finals. Although these 

may seem like small or trivial matters, they are influential and revealing about the 

organisational culture within the NGBs because as Schein (1985) stated to 

understand this culture, there is a need to uncover the artefacts, symbols, 

assumptions and values that shape meanings and understanding. In fact, the two 

female respondents are providing very revealing insights into the gender 

discriminatory ‘deep structures’ of the NGB in terms of the values, culture and 

practices that form the ‘normal’ unquestioned ways of working in organisations (Rao, 

Kelleher and Stuart,1999). 
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7.4.2.3 Lack of acknowledgement of skills and experience 
 

The final factor in the marginalisation of outsiders within their own organisation was 

linked to the underutilisation and appreciation of the skills, knowledge and 

experience of women and BAME individuals in the NGB. In the interview with the 

only BAME member of the National Council, he revealed that he arrived at the NGB 

with a wealth of experience as somebody that was a player at every level of the 

game within the organisation before progressing into professional football and 

management. The respondent gave examples of his skills and connections that 

could assist with marketing, communication and technology and yet nobody from the 

NGB had ever utilised this expertise and doubted whether anybody had read his CV. 

He questioned why he was not on the Trustee Board where he could have an 

impact. Since his skills are not being utilised, this reinforces his perception that his 

place on the board is just ticking a box and is tokenism even though he feels that his 

skills make him the most suitable person for the position. This is quite an ironic point 

because later in this chapter, there is an analysis of the CEO’s opposition to positive 

action and particularly tokenism and her preference to focus on the skills and abilities 

that individuals can offer. 

 

His reference to the conservative nature of the NGB also referenced the lack of 

modern digital communication with participants and that the organisation was in the 

dark ages with this area of technology with no proper Marketing or PR department to 

promote some of the excellent work like the International Programme. Again, he 

talked about the missed opportunity in terms of his own skills and connections 

because he had experience of working in these areas, at a Governance level, with 

both the Football Association (FA) and Professional Footballers Association (PFA). 

In response to a question about the NGB seeking support to widen the diversity of its 

Council and membership by consulting with specialist equality advocacy groups, the 

interviewee felt that using advocacy groups would be a good way forward as 

currently the NGB lacked knowledge about these areas and “why wouldn’t you use 

specialists?” He mentioned how this kind of consultation would be normal custom 

and practice at a County Sports Partnership but is wholly absent within the NGB. He 

mentioned about the lack of proper policies within the organisation related to 

equality, diversity and inclusion and transparency with the existing policies in terms 
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of a clear reporting systems and accountability for these important responsibilities. 

He mentioned how diversity could be used a brand asset and adopted as a clear 

strategy and emphasised that the NGB, with their conservative practices, are 

missing out on using the network and connections that he has in the professional 

game and that this approach seemed to be rooted in a ‘cultural’ allegiance to 

‘amateurism’. 

 

This lack of acknowledgement of skills and experience and their utilisation were also 

a common factor with the women interviewed in the research. A clear example of this 

was shown in an interview with a female coach that had made a significant 

impression on the development of girls’ football within the NGB’s structure having 

reached nine National Finals across a range of different age groups over the last five 

years. The commitment to girls’ football shown by this individual is nothing short of 

remarkable as she runs six girls’ teams at her organisation, training a different team 

each night of the week and also involved in girls’ football at a community level within 

her local area. Despite this contribution, the interview in describing the woman’s first 

encounter with her local County Committee was quite revealing about the 

organisational culture and attitudes within the organisation. The female teacher had 

emailed the County Committee about the setting up of a girls’ county team but had 

received no response so decided to attend a County Committee Meeting where she 

encountered an environment of: “white middle age old blokes, they knew best and so 

it was a waste of my time to be honest. So, I didn’t go back.” This was a scene 

described by the individual with a smile on her face at all times and clear resilience, 

because she explained that she had grown up in football with several family 

members involved in professional clubs and hence: 

 

“I was used to going into that environment where it was just older blokes so I 
reckon for a lot of people it might have been intimidating; for me it wasn’t but 
actual sitting there; it was more frustrating than anything because it was as if 
there was a little girl and they weren’t interested in what the little girl had to 
say. That kind of viewpoint on it although I’m a little bit of a fighter as well. I 
argued and I argued but one person with an opinion on girls’ football was not 
going to change anything.” 

 

Nevertheless, the woman left the meeting with ‘permission’ to set up a County Team 

although no support was offered from the County Committee in terms of funding or 



 

 171 

resources and the woman was forced to seek funding from the budget of the 

organisation where she worked. The impression given here was that this woman was 

not taken seriously despite her skills, knowledge and experience as a football coach 

and that this treatment was rooted in the participant’s gender. This experience was 

not an isolated incident and again even when describing encounters in terms of 

competitions at a local level, there is an assumption from male colleagues running 

other teams,  that she will not have the skills required: “So it’s little things like you 

rock up to a match, even a local’ match and they’ll say, “Are you okay to ref or do 

you want me run the line?” “Yes I’m fine!” (laughing).” 

 

In effect, the organisational culture is reinforcing a process of homologous 

reproduction within the NGB in which those in power, older white men maintain their 

influence by only allowing those who have similar characteristics to gain access to 

positions of power and influence within the organisation (Kanter, 1977). Homologous 

reproduction is not just about women been excluded on the basis of informal hiring 

processes in sport because the example above illustrates that there are other forms 

of denial of access as a result of the 'old boys' network (Aicher & Sagas, 2009; 

Hoffman, 2011; Lovett & Lowry, 1994; Regan & Cunningham, 2012; Stangl & Kane, 

1991; Whisenant, 2008; Whisenant, Miller, & Pedersen, 2005; ,Whisenant & 

Mullane, 2007). Homologous reproduction is also linked to the principles and values 

that dominant in the organisation whether this is gendered notions of what counts as 

a ‘team player’ or ‘leadership qualities’ (White, et al., 2019) such as heroic 

individualism (Rao, Stuart & Kelleher,1999) where the individual, who focuses 

primarily on work and is prepared to work all hours to get the job done, is given hero 

status. The above example also demonstrates the exclusion in terms of the lack of 

value and importance that is placed on girls’ football and how this influenced the 

social interaction and decision about resource allocation. This is not to say that the 

social reproduction of the dominating class of people is always based on intentional 

bias or antagonism to others, instead, homologous reproduction occurs because 

people maintain an implicit and unconscious bias toward their own kind (Joseph & 

Anderson, 2016: White, et al., 2019). 

 

This section of the chapter has demonstrated that those individuals from 

underrepresented groups, even within the inner sanctum of the NGB, at all levels, 
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are marginalised and feel frustrated and powerless to implement meaningful change. 

They have provided powerful and eloquent descriptions of the barriers posed by the 

organisational culture of the ultimate ‘old boys’ club. 

 

7.4.3 Theme Three: Workload and lack of time for volunteers and the 
associated issues for women 
 
The other key theme that emerged from the research in terms of barriers to prevent 

volunteers from wider sections of the community contributing to the work of the NGB 

include the issue of increasing workload for the volunteers in their day jobs and the 

associated lack of time that they experienced. One of the respondents in the survey, 

who has held an honorary position on a County committee for the last 23 years and 

has been involved in the County organisation for the last 33 years, actually provides 

a valuable insight into the golden age in the past that included a culture of 

volunteering where the organisation of the local team was very much part of the job: 

“Having the time, as a young member of staff, to think that volunteering to take part 

in activities outside normal work hours was a natural extension of the job and that 

Saturday mornings were for running football or cricket teams” (White male). 

This certainly provides a stark juxtaposition with many of the other respondents who 

give extensive description about the current issues for volunteers of increasing 

workload, resultant stress and time pressures that make volunteering from the 

teaching workforce far less likely. While this was a common theme in relation to the 

question about barriers preventing the organisation from attracting more volunteers 

from the wider community, this issue was also mentioned by some female 

respondents as a reason why they could not become more involved in their local 

committee with one female teacher actively involved in organising girls’ football at 

her organisation commented: “Unfortunately due to work and family commitments I 

do not have the time.” 

 

This is a gender issue that is borne out by research by Norman, et al. (2017) that 

looked at three different types of categories: NGB based volunteering (that they 

referred to as core market); mass market sport such as park runs; and non-sport 

volunteering. The research found that women “value flexible volunteering” that can fit 

around their lives and mass market volunteering offers the most flexible experience 
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because it enables women to combine their work and family life with the volunteer 

role (Norman, et al., 2017). In contrast, volunteers’ roles in NGB based volunteering 

and sports clubs were the least flexible with volunteers feeling more pressure and 

greater demands and expectations on their volunteer role and the lack of flexibility 

leaves people excluded from opportunities within these organisations (Norman, et 

al., 2017). 

 

This was also an issue raised in an interview with a white male, NGB employee who 

was not speaking specifically about gender issues but did allude to the pressure and 

time commitments of being a National Council Member: 

 

“If I’m a current member of staff, am I really going to give up 6 weekends a 
year for the organisation. To come and sit in location A (location for National 
Council) around a table and deliver around how football should be run. I’m not 
because I haven’t got time anymore and the guys and girls that I talk to, not 
everybody, but a lot of them are already involved in football in another 
capacity.” 

 

Reference will be made to this key point in the recommendations later in the chapter, 

because there are some potential lessons to be learnt about how these research 

findings can be utilised to increase female volunteering within the NGB structure. 

 

Norman, et al. (2017) also found that gender discrimination and stereotyping was 

common across all organisations with women less likely to undertake decision 

making and leadership roles and more likely to undertake ‘support’ roles or ‘behind 

the scenes’ such as catering or supporting children. Interestingly gender 

discrimination and stereotyping were most common in NGB based volunteering and 

female sport coaches felt they often had to ‘negotiate their right to be in their role and 

prove their leadership and coaching abilities more than men do.’ This clearly links 

back to the narrative provided earlier in the chapter in the interview with the 

successful female coaches and their frustrations with treatment by male colleagues 

within schools’ football. Finally, Norman et al.’s (2017) research found that women 

are intrinsically motivated to volunteer citing reasons related to personal or career 

development, the opportunity to develop social networks and to support their 

children. Again, mass market events were found to be the most conducive to 

meeting these motivations and particularly making and reaffirming social connections 
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for female volunteers. This research provided invaluable lessons to be considered 

for the NGB and the findings were utilised in the recommendations made to the CEO 

and the organisations that will be considered later in the chapter. 

 

7.4.4 Theme Four: Need to work more collaboratively 
 

Another theme that emerged from the research was linked to the issue of the 

increasing workload for volunteers in their day jobs and hence their limited time 

meant the requirement to involve external staff (from outside the occupation) 
provided valuable opportunities to engage in collaborative work with community 

organisations. As stated by a white male Secretary at a local committee: “Staff have 

larger workloads than before and volunteers from a wider section can provide 

different skills, views and ideas.” 

 

This concept of collaboration with external bodies and organisations was a theme 

that was discussed extensively at the focus group and one white male respondent, 

who worked as the Inclusion, Disability & Health Safeguarding Officer at a 

professional football club even challenged the idea that the organisation should just 

look within to those involved in football stating: 

 

“We have to recruit non-Football people because they will be the people who 
will change the organisation, will change the delivery and ultimately bring the 
skills, the knowledge and the expertise that exists outside of football.” 

 

While it is easy to understand the point about a different skill set, this research has 

clearly shown that even within the organisation itself, there are individuals from 

underrepresented groups whose skills and experience are not being utilised. 

However, this point is still valid from the participant because where expertise does 

not exist in the organisation, the NGB may need to look further afield. The 

respondent gave examples at the focus group of working with Muslim and Sikh 

representatives and a range of disability groups and although some within the NGB 

have expressed concerns regarding tokenism and / or individuals who focus on 

single issues, in the follow up interview with the respondent from the Premier League 

football club, he stated: 
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“Individuals who are not on there to hark on about their thing, they can 
actually affect change and it’s my role to utilise their knowledge and 
experience to inform the direction of travel that we should be taking so we can 
be more effective.” 

 

This approach of widening the scope in terms in terms of advice and support is an 

extremely rational approach in terms of building capacity for change when you 

consider that the NGB currently draws predominately from a limited pool of men of 

retirement age and above. A white male Administrator at a County committee, who 

works within an external organisation that delivers a whole portfolio of different 

school sports, including football, and therefore has to consult and liaise with different 

National Governing Bodies for these sports stated: 

 

“I still think opening it up generally could be more productive…because you 
might get somebody with a different attitude; a different skill set. It could be 
interesting to have people a bit less involved in the first place because 
otherwise you’re picking from a pool of the similar minds and nobody’s ever 
going to revolutionise anything. You could get somebody with a ground-
breaking idea but not if you’re always picking from the same sort of arena.” 

 

Evidence of opposition, within the NGB, to such an approach of attracting different 

types of individuals, possibly from other sports and community organisations, has 

already been referenced from those who stated that ‘football’ should be the key 

priority.  Of course, such opposition may be rooted in homologous reproduction 

where older, white men will “carefully guard power and privilege” (Kanter, 197, p.38) 

by systematically reproducing themselves in their own image. It is rational 

assumption to assume that this will also include reluctance to work with different 

types of individuals from different sports or different parts of the community even if 

this would improve the quality of the service that the organisation offers. The above 

Administrator speaks with some experience, working with an organisation that has 

an Executive Board with 35% female members, and summarises the crux of problem 

by stating: “I’d agree if you’re trying to shake it up a bit demographically but you’re 

keeping the same pool that you can pull people from, you might replace personnel, 

but the demographics are not going to change.” 

 

At the focus group an Asian male respondent, who carried out a role representing 

organisations in football from the Muslim community, stated that many of the 
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organisations that he represented “don’t feel they can access the mainstream 

sector.” in describing the work of the NGB. When the researcher explored this 

statement in a later semi-structured interview, the respondent explained: 

 
“I know some organisations do have access to the mainstream sector but it 
requires somebody with knowledge; somebody that’s been through it, maybe 
in a past role, and they’ve got some contacts and links and yeah for them it’s 
not too difficult to get there. Maybe the information’s not out there to see how 
simple it is or how easy it is for organisations to get involved.” 

 

It must be emphasised that this participant, who holds a senior role in an external 

organisation providing football competitions for organisations in the Muslim 

community, is not somebody that is unknown to the NGB. In fact, his invitation to the 

focus group was facilitated by an employee of the NGB. However, it appears that this 

is an individual who, despite having specialist expertise in football, does not have a 

voice in the NGB or his viewpoint does not have weight to influence the approach 

being adopted by the decision makers at the NGB. In many ways this illustrates how 

the different themes that emerged from research are interlinked, largely around an 

exclusionary organisational culture, as the respondent was alluding to the 

importance of informal networks, whereby people from his community do not 

currently have access, and the importance of having individuals working at senior 

positions that understand the communities that currently being excluded. This 

respondent seemed more resistant to the suggestion made by the Inclusion, 

Disability & Health Safeguarding Officer at a professional football club of using 

‘positive recruitment’ to attract people from specific advocacy groups such as Muslim 

and Sikh representatives and people from Disability groups but he did state that 

fresh blood was needed as “If these people have a track record in bringing these 

people; it’s the whole engagement process, I guess. If they can facilitate that, maybe 

bring new ideas because they’ve got local intelligence of their own communities.” 

This viewpoint was reinforced by the following response in the survey, from a white 

male who has the role as a secretary on a local committee who stated “Open up all 

areas including Council to the wider community, advertise the good work going on 

and use student volunteers. Create a stronger link with community football.”  
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7.4.5 Theme Five: Lack of awareness of NGB work particularly girls’ football 
 
The final theme was linked to the marketing of the work of the NGB and specifically 

the lack of profile for girls’ football. These themes were raised by several participants 

in the survey in response to the open-ended question about what action needs to be 

taken to attract volunteers from a wider cross section of the community. Many 

participants felt that opportunities were being missed in terms of promoting the work 

of the NGB using digital technology, social media and effective websites all of which 

may enable to communicate with a different audience that they need to attract. One 

white male respondent stated, “Promoting what we do in the community” while 

another stated ‘Increase awareness with local football press and social media 

platforms.” Another respondent, the black male with a senior position within the 

NGB, when interviewed spoke very eloquently about the lack of a “proper” strategy 

at a national level for improved and modernised digital communication with both 

membership and participants. He detailed the missed opportunities in terms of 

effectively promoting some of the excellent work carried out by the NGB in terms of 

the International Programme and the need for a sales, media and marketing service 

that is packaged like a modern organisation. Interestingly, this was the Independent 

Council member who felt that his skills lay in supporting the NGB with this area for 

development but that these skills were currently being underutilised. 

 

In carrying out desk-based analysis of the websites of the National, County and local 

bodies within the NGB, there is very variable quality in terms of the websites for the 

different tiers of the organisations. As raised at the focus group, there are clearly 

some safeguarding restrictions on what can be reported on these websites in terms 

of the activities by the children involved in the football competitions. Nevertheless, 

some of the County committee’s websites do not need even include standard 

information about the names, positions, and contact details of those who hold 

positions in these bodies. More significantly, there is no information on some of 

these websites about how interested parties would go about get more involved in 

these committees and there is often no real information about the activities that are 

occurring in these areas. 
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Seven of the County Committees have their own website although all these websites 

are largely text based and without the functional features of a modern website 

including links to photographs and galleries to effectively promote the activities of the 

organisation. Two of the County Committees promote their activities through their 

associated County Football Association and as result less emphasis is placed on 

football activities under the remit of the NGB. One of the County Committees has no 

website to promote its activities along with no social media presence. Although none 

of the websites have the modern appearance and functionality of the National NGB 

website, seven of these websites do provide largely textual information about boys’ 

and girls’ football. 

 

The use of social media seems more developed across the geographical area with 

nine of the County Committees having Twitter profiles although only five of these 

Committees have active accounts, with regular and recent tweets, and only three 

Committees tweet regularly about both girls’ and boys’ football. However, in all cases 

there were tweets that included photos of activities being carried out by the County 

Committee and therefore this contrasted with the text-based material displayed on 

the websites that sometimes contained out of date information from years before. 

 

In one county, an external organisation linked to the local Council and AP, the 

County Committee’s football provision is part of their wider sports provision for all 

organisations in this County and although it has the most active presence in terms of 

Twitter, the tweets cover the full range of sports provision. Nevertheless, amongst 

the hundreds of tweets about other sports and other local authority activities, there 

was only a small number of tweets about football. One of the respondents the white 

female teacher who runs successful teams in the above County and is formerly a 

girls County Rep team, referred to the digital promotion of girls’ football in her 

interview: 

 

“At the County Football finals, they will keep tweeting what the scores are on 
the pitches and they’ll put photos of the winners and losers at the end. But 
through the season, there’s no updates on who’s doing what on the website. 
You’ve literally got to dig for it and you’ve got to know where to look.” 

 



 

 179 

When interviewing the Administrator for this County Committee (who also works 

directly, through the AP the external organisation previously mentioned), he outlined 

that the website’s primary function is not to promote schools’ football but instead was 

an advanced information monitoring and evaluation exercise in which each school 

has a unique log in and they: 

 

“Upload their teams using SIMS, which is the Student Information 
Systems,…so by the end of the year, we should have realistically have a 97% 
accurate list of all the schools, how many kids they’ve got in football, broken 
down into BME, male and female, disability, SEND, pupil premium, gifted and 
talented… the rest of it. A complete wealth of information that’s quite 
advanced for school sport.” 

 
This different approach reflects the fact that the provision is being delivered by an 

external organisation with paid employees and the infrastructure, skills and expertise 

of an AP and associated partner local authorities. 

 

In terms of the lack of profile for girls’ football, at the beginning of the research the 

website for the National NGB were wholly absent of any images relating to girls’ 

football. However, during the period of research conducted for this thesis, the NGB 

updated and modernised their website and there was clear evidence of increased 

profile for girls’ football. In fact, the main banner heading from the NGB website now 

includes an action photograph from a girls’ football match. Progress has also been 

made with the use of social media campaigns with extensive coverage of both boys’ 

and girls’ football particularly on the Twitter platform. 

 

7.5 Summary 
 
The evidence that emerged from the case study of the sport’s National NGB is 

conflicting in the sense that on the one hand there is a denial that wider inclusion 

and diversity is required while on the other, all the research data points to 

organisation that has a culture that is exclusionary in terms of gender and race. Such 

denial was shown in the research literature, particularly in chapter two, to be a 

consistent approach that reinforces the existing status quo. It also emphasises the 

importance of the next chapter that will examine the recommendations that were 

presented to the National Council of the sport’s NGB and their response to these 
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recommendations. While the NGB commissioned the action research part of this 

thesis and demanded recommendations, the influence of the denial theme within its 

organisational culture may be significant. 
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Chapter 8 

Study Three: Recommendations to the NGB 
 
8.1 Introduction 
 
The 16-month period of case study research about the NGB had provided a clear 

insight into the organisational culture of the NGB and had certainly confirmed the 

premiss of the research question that this culture was a significant barrier for 

progress in terms of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion. The second half of research 

question three (see below) required that the thesis considered whether these 

barriers could be overcome but also the NGB itself had commissioned the research 

as part of the action research project with the expectation that recommendations 

would be made based on the research findings.  

 

RQ3. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress in terms of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion with a sports organisation and how can these barriers 
be overcome? 
 
In devising the recommendations, the researcher had gained a good understanding 

of the organisation, had developed a reasonable working relationship with the CEO 

and therefore had some clear ideas about the organisation’s appetite for change with 

regard to the themes that had been revealed by the research. Thus in June 2018, 

when the researcher presented an interim report to the NGB, based on the results 

and findings from the commissioned research, the researcher outlined all of the 

themes that have been covered in this chapter. However, the five recommendations 

that were presented, considered the conservative nature and organisational culture 

of the NGB, with the hope that these recommendations, if implemented, would 

provide the first steps in making changes to ensure a more representative National 

Council and a more inclusive organisation in general. In this chapter, explanation 

and analysis shall first be provided about the five recommendations and then the 

response from the National NGB shall be outlined in chapter Nine. Table 7.1.1 below 

outlines the recommendations made and the following sections provides further 

details. 
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Table 8.1.1 Recommendations to NGB 

 
 

8.2 Recommendation One. Annual demographic survey 

 

• To accurately and objectively measure the demographic profile of the 

organisation in order to measure progress in terms of attracting 

underrepresented groups. 

• Council to review the possibility of this being a requirement of the service 

agreement for County Committees. 

 

At the start of the research, the NGB had expressed a wish to be able to accurately 

measure the demographic profile of their organisation. This would allow them to 

establish the scale of their task in terms of ensuring that the people that were sitting 

on the committee structures at the different levels were representative of their 

membership  and the communities they served. While the findings of this research 

call into question the commitment of the organisation to become more 

representative, an annual demographic survey would allow progress towards this 

aim to be accurately measured each year. 

 

This is not to deny that the collection of demographic data and data on the different 

protected characteristics is contentious and in fact Shaw (2007) was critical of the 

Standard for adopting such an approach in auditing all employees and volunteers 
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describing it as lacking sensitivity and thoughtfulness particularly when dealing with 

conservative sports organisations. Shaw (2007) emphasised that this was a 

particular problem if extending the collection of demographic data beyond that of 

straightforward information like age and gender when even this was considered 

intrusive by many individuals (Spittal, 2002). Nevertheless, it will be difficult to judge 

the progress being made in sports organisations without the collection of key data 

that measures the diversity of sports organisations, their staff, volunteers and 

sporting participants. Also, both Shaw and Spittal’s conclusions were in the first 

decade of the 21st Century and now in the third decade of this century, if the returns 

from data collection are representative samples and provide high quality data, the 

statistics collected can be a powerful tool in identifying and challenging inequalities. 

Aspinall and Mitton (2008, p.69) sum this up perfectly in outlining this balance when 

stating: 

 

“When such information is of quality, it is amenable to the power of inferential 
statistics and presents one of the most potent means of identifying 
discrimination and disadvantage. Even when groups are included, the data 
may not – or cannot because of poor quality – be analysed to meet the 
objectives for which it was collected, reducing the process to a meaningless 
bureaucratic exercise. “ 
 

However, the collection of data, via an annual survey, and the publication of this 

data, may at least help to expose and remind those within the NGB of the issue in 

hand. 

 
The recommendation that the equality data is collected on an annual basis is also 

crucial as it is consistent with the one of the key principles of good practice in terms 

of the collecting equality data: continuity, that refers to the fact to the fact that it is 

necessary to collect data on a regular basis and from the same sources (Maurhofer, 

2017). This enables the development of time-series and trend analysis, provided that 

categories are kept stable to allow for comparability (Maurhofer, 2017). The latter 

point, about stability and consistency should be a straightforward criterion to meet if 

the same data collection tool is used on an annual basis.  

 

As a final point, it must be emphasised that this recommendation on is its own is not 

an end it itself but instead a means to ensure that progress is made with national, 
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regional and local committees of the NGB becoming more representative of the 

communities they serve. It is thus a way of monitoring and measuring the impact of 

the other recommendations in this chapter and that if progress is not being made, 

further interventions will be required. This approach assumes that the NGB will 

accept and implement the recommendations described here. 

 

8.3 Recommendation Two. Review National Council structure and constitution 
to encourage wider diversity 

 

• Use the option for co-opted Members to represent key areas currently 

underrepresented e.g., Member for Girls’ Football. 

• Review eligibility criteria for elected members on Council to consider extended 

criteria to those active in volunteering within the NGB if not currently working 

on the Committees. 

 
This was probably the most important recommendation in terms of providing the 

opportunity for immediate change to the composition of the National Council and for 

providing a voice to underrepresented and marginalised groups throughout the 

NGB’s structure. The recommendation would also help to address theme two in 

terms of perception of a closed shop that is certainly borne out by the reality of the 

current demographic composition of the National Council.  

 

In presenting this recommendation, the researcher had emphasised that there was 

no stipulation that the National Council Member for girls’ football had to be a woman. 

However it was emphasised that if this was not the case, then this would be a 

missed opportunity to change the composition of the National Council, to ensure that 

it became more representative and create role models for the whole organisation.  

 

As evidenced at the beginning of chapter six, the CEO, prior to commissioning the 

research project, had recorded in writing her significant concerns about the long-term 

sustainability of the NGB, if they did not change the demographic composition of 

Council. The CEO also made clear reference to Sport England and UK Sport’s 

(2016) Code for Sports Governance, and specifically the clause that required funded 
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organisations to put in place plans to address diversity and achieve targets for Board 

diversity of 30% each gender as a prelude to considering actions (including the 

commissioned research project) to widen the diversity of the organisation. Thus, in 

presenting this recommendation, the researcher explicitly referred to the Code for 

Sports Governance and how the proposal would help the NGB to work towards 

these targets. The researcher would also like to have included a proposal for a 

specific Council Member to represent BAME participants but decided that, given the 

conservative organisational culture of the NGB, that this would not be considered 

feasible particularly as, unlike girls’ football, there were no distinct competitions and / 

or tournaments for BAME participants. This decision was probably vindicated by the 

NGB’s reaction to the more conservative proposals that we will consider in the next 

chapter.  

 

The influence and power of a female National Council member should not be 

underestimated because research demonstrates that gender equity is less likely in 

an organisation that is dominated by men that the greater the number of women that 

are in administrative hierarchies, the less gender discrimination takes place (Baron, 

Mittman, & Newman, 1991). Visible role models of women in authority are 

associated with increasing women’s ambitions because their very presence starts to 

change the old gender schematic vision of status and power (Ragins & Sundstrom, 

1989). If this is the case, then an increase of women in powerful positions may 

provide a catalyst for change and an increase in equitable practices within sport 

organisations. This idea of female role models being available to influence the 

cognitive processes critical to identity formation (Sealy & Singh, 2006) would be 

intrinsically related to the marketing aspects in recommendation five to ensure that 

role models were suitably profiled. Also, if role models are to facilitate meaningful 

change across the whole structure of the NGB then the experience of a female 

National Council member would need to be a far more positive experience than the 

one described by the female participants in this research. Once again, the thesis 

returns to the requirement for a shift or change in organisational culture and the 

situation described by Sealy and Singh (2008, p.220) below is very relevant: 

 

“For those minorities that have made it to leadership positions, the social and 
emotional costs are often substantial and now act as a deterrent for similar 
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others below. Organizations need to show their employees that there is 
another way and that they are willing to change their cultures to value more 
diverse styles of management and leadership, reflecting the authentic work 
identities of a more diverse population.” 
 

In addition to the need for cultural change that will enhance a greater appreciation of 

a more diverse National Council, there is the added challenge that the proposed 

change to the constitution brings. This tension is identified by Hoye and Cuskelly 

(2007) as common with non-profit sports organisations because on the one hand, 

they need to accept that greater diversity in board composition may facilitate good 

governance; on the other hand, they need to ensure representation of traditional 

stakeholders, which may inhibit diversity within the board. This lies at the root of the 

dichotomy for the NGB in this research, because despite evidence of an acceptance 

of the principle of wider diversity on the National Council (hence why they 

commissioned the research), this principle seems to come into conflict with proposed 

changes to the constitution that may be needed facilitate greater diversity. 

 

This dichotomy may be key factor in opposition to change and it is worth noting that 

although the CEO of the NGB had referenced the diversity clauses within the Sport 

England and UK Sport’s (2016) Code of Governance, she had put great emphasis 

that these clauses, for Board diversity of 30% of each gender, were only targets and 

not quotas. The key point here is that quotas are mandatory whereas targets are 

voluntary (Whelan & Wood, 2012) and therefore clearly the latter requires less 

commitment to change. Nevertheless, the CEO’s opposition to quotas was more 

deeply rooted than the possible threat to the NGB’s constitution or an opposition to 

their mandatory status but instead seemed to be based on a perceived conflict 

between gender quotas and the recruitment of the ‘best people.’ This is a concept 

that was identified by Adriaanse and Schofiled (2014, p.494) as not uncommon in 

sports organisations where: “The notion of a preference for the “best” people on the 

board refers to a widely espoused understanding that a merit-based board and a 

gender-balanced board are somehow mutually exclusive.” The fact that the views 

were expressed by the female CEO does not change the fact that this is a viewpoint 

that stems from the “mobilisation of masculine bias” (Burton, 1987, p,424) and 

Burton argued that the opportunities within these organisations to accrue merit and 

the attribution of merit are structured along gender lines in men’s favour. Although 
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Burton research was conducted in large public sector organisations, his finding has 

been confirmed by research in the sports sector (Hovden, 2000; McKay, 1997; 

Shaw, 2006). 

 

Thus, the mere presence of a female National Council member will be insufficient 

unless it is accompanied by a change in organisational culture and organisational 

values with an “enactment of ways of thinking and feeling that valued the 

advancement of men’s and women’s participation alongside each other as equals 

across the full range of the organization’s activities” (Adriaanse & Schofiled, 2014, 

p.495). The additional benefits of changes in the organisational culture of the NGB is 

that it will become a more conducive environment for facilitating the increasing 

involvement of currently underrepresented groups. This should include practical 

changes in normalised practice that makes it more feasible for different sorts of 

people to take a more active role in the activities of the NGB. These practical 

changes would include the second part of the recommendation in terms of reviewing 

eligibility criteria so that those active in volunteering within the NGB could stand for 

election as Council members. This would also help address concerns expressed by 

Evans and Pfister (2021, p.334) that efforts to make organisations more equitable in 

terms gender equality are likely to be: 

 

“far slower to be enacted in organisations with statutes stipulating board 
members should be recruited from existing regional or local federations, as 
opposed to organisations in which elections are more open to all ‘members’ in 
an organisation, including athletes and other participants.” 
 

Recommendation 3 below is another good example of one of these practical steps. 
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8.4 Recommendation Three. Review arrangements for the National Council 
Meetings to allow greater flexibility 

 
• Flexible and supportive arrangements could be offered for Council that could 

include reducing the commitment from the current 6 meetings per year and / 

or consider a proposal for some of the meetings to be conducted through 

Video conference technology (even as a last resort to start with). Also 

consider the question- are weekends the most suitable time? 

 
This recommendation was linked to theme three that exposed the issue of workload 

and lack of time for volunteers in terms of the work of the NGB and these issues 

particularly impacted on women. This recommendation calls on the NGB to consider 

a different framework for volunteers rather than the narrow concept of volunteering 

that is associated with altruism where volunteers are expected to have a long-term or 

lifelong commitment in supporting the group they are serving (Stebbins, 2015; 

Handy, Brodeur and Cnaan, 2006). It would mean considering alternative 

frameworks for volunteering, that if accommodated by the NGB, may facilitate more 

women, and a wider demographic, becoming involved as volunteers in the 

organisation. This could include a ‘reflexive’ model of volunteering which is more 

individualised to suit the personal circumstances of the volunteer and their 

motivations (Hustinx & Lammertyn, 2003). Alternatively, other volunteering 

frameworks allow for irregular contributions such as the Habitual Episodic Volunteers 

(HEV) and Genuine Episodic Volunteers (GEC) (Handy, Brodeur and Cnaan, 2006) 

and evidence suggest that these frameworks more effectively allow women to 

participate as volunteers (Skirstad & Hanstad, 2013; Wollebaek, Skirstad & Hanstad, 

2014). 

 

These findings were also reinforced by Norman, et al.’s (2017) research that showed 

mass market sporting events such as park runs, and non-sport volunteering more 

effectively embraced the requirement for ‘flexible volunteering’. The research looked 

at three different types of categories: NGB based volunteering (that they referred to 

as core market); mass market sport such as park runs; and non-sport volunteering. 

The research confirmed previous findings that women “value flexible volunteering” 
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that can fit around their lives and mass market volunteering offers the most flexible 

experience because it enables women to combine their work and family life with the 

volunteer role (Norman, et al., 2017). This included a short time commitment, the 

flexibility of when to volunteer or possibly participate and local access to events 

around the country are all facilitators of female participation and volunteering. 

Another key factor that appealed to women was the inclusive nature of Parkrun 

events. This perception related to both the volunteer staff who are attracted across a 

wide demographic and it was felt by many of the women respondents to the Norma, 

et al.’s (2017) research that this inclusive culture helped to encourage a more 

diverse Parkrun population in terms of participants. This inclusivity extended to 

children with respondents talking about the ability to be able to bring their children 

when volunteering. The findings in this research confirmed Norman et al.’s (2017) 

research findings that volunteers’ roles in NGB based volunteering and sports clubs 

were the least flexible with volunteers feeling more pressure and greater demands 

and expectations on their role. This research also concurred with the Norman et al.’s 

(2017) findings that the lack of flexibility leaves people excluded from opportunities 

within these organisations because there were female respondents who expressed 

an interest in becoming more involved in more senior positions within the NGB 

structure if a more flexible approach was adopted. 

 

Norman, et al. (2017) also emphasised the importance of a friendly and positive 

environment and culture that sets a positive tone for volunteers to return and engage 

in further volunteering. While this positive experience was commonly described by 

the female volunteers in the mass market events, many of the women who 

volunteered for NGBs had personal experiences of gender stereotyping leaving them 

feeling undermined, with their abilities questioned along with their positions and roles 

(Norman, et al., 2017). Again, the findings from the research in this thesis, mirror 

these findings with female respondents describing how their experience of 

discriminatory stereotyping impacted on their well-being in their role and their 

willingness to continue to volunteer. 

 

The recommendation to implement a more flexible framework for volunteering also 

requires reference to research question three to consider the influence of the NGB’s 

organisational culture and values that underpin the existing framework. In previous 
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sections, there was an examination of the high value placed in many organisations 

on heroic individualism (Rao, Stuart & Kelleher,1999) where the individual, who 

focuses primarily on work and is prepared to work all hours to get the job done, is 

given hero status. This heroic individualism is particularly pronounced both in sports 

organisations and with volunteers who are giving up their own time due to 

commitment to the cause. (Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). The strength of these values and 

assumptions are important as they work against females who take a less competitive 

approach and must be more organised with their work time because of family and 

domestic responsibilities that still fall predominately on their shoulders. Research has 

shown that in sports NGBs these values and assumptions are engrained and 

embedded in the “deep structure” of the organisation and while informal practices 

may appear on the surface to be gender neutral, they are actually extremely 

exclusionary (Shaw & Frisby, 2006).  Meetings are traditionally scheduled for early in 

the morning or late in the afternoon restricting women who take responsibility for 

childcare from attending (Meyerson & Fletcher, 2000) or in voluntary sports sector, 

where meetings often take place in the evenings or at the weekend. This is a 

significant issue because if people are excluded from attending these meetings due 

to childcare responsibilities, then they are unable to contribute to these meetings and 

agenda power (Rao, Stuart & Kelleher,1999) or the direction of the organisation 

moving forward. All these findings were reinforced as significant influences by female 

participants to the research in this thesis who described these factors, and 

particularly the lack of flexibility, as important factors in preventing them taking more 

responsibility and seniority within the organisation. 

 

Other informal practices in the sports sector, that the research has found to be 

gendered and exclusionary, include after work social activities whether this is going 

for drinks or playing sports (Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Again, those with childcare 

responsibilities are often unable to attend and these social activities are shown by 

the research to have powerful influences in terms of information sharing and 

networking (Shaw & Frisby, 2006) which have a clear impact on job opportunities 

and promotions within these organisations. Once again, these research findings had 

been mirrored in the results from this research that found that National Council 

Members of the NGB valued the social aspects of the weekend scheduling of 
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Council meetings despite the facts that this another exclusionary practice within the 

normalised culture of the organisation. 
 

This expectation of male volunteers, from the NGB’s National Council, that they will 

be able to enjoy the social aspects of weekend meetings is reinforced by research 

evidence of gender differences in the motivational factors for volunteering. Men are 

motivated by the perks of event volunteering such as the associated uniforms, food 

and admission to events (Bang, Alexandris, & Ross et al., 2009, Skirstad & Hanstad, 

2013). Interestingly in Norman, et al. (2017) research they found that for women the 

intrinsic value volunteering is more of the attraction than any extrinsic incentives. As 

was examined earlier, in voluntary roles, women may not expect rewards as they 

see volunteer service as an extension of family duties (Shaw & Hoeber, 2003) 

whereas in contrast, men, in similar expect and receive public reward and 

recognition, even as volunteers (Chafetz & Kotarba, 1999). This research does 

demonstrate that for many women the most important factor is that their voluntary 

experience is a positive one in a welcoming and inclusive environment. It is therefore 

crucial that the NGB pays closer attention to address the support and value they 

provide to female volunteers with particular attention paid to the time given by the 

volunteers particularly when caring responsibilities often lie with women. 

 

Many women volunteers felt they had to prove themselves or were passed over for 

opportunities compared to their male counterparts. Clearly appointing a female 

National Council member would provide the opportunity to address such perceptions 

that were evident in this research. Research also emphasised that women should be 

more effectively profiled because Norman et al.’s (2017) research found that the lack 

of visible, successful women in the NGBs impacted the women volunteers’ 

experience as this was a cultural symbol in the NGB of their perceptions of women 

and their work in the organisation: “Gendered relations, historical roots of sport, and 

the lack of visibility of other women in the workplace meant their often had to 

negotiate their right to be in their role” (Norman, et al., 2017, p.111). The lack of 

visibility will also be addressed in recommendations four and five, but its importance 

was emphasised in Norman et al.’s (2017) research as respondents highlighted the 

importance of the positive gendered Sport England campaign ‘This Girl Can’ that has 

challenged gender stereotypes to women’s sport involvement. 
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For the recommendation to be successful, and if the NGB wants to use the 

appointment of a female National Council Member to attract and retain more female 

volunteers, then they will need to pay close attention to the nature of the role, what it 

entails and how it can be shared or rotated with other volunteers. This is a sensible 

approach that will allows for more flexibility so that it does not place an extra burden 

on those who choose to give up their time to give back to their sports. It should be 

emphasised that Norman et al.’s (2017) research found that gender was not the only 

strand of equality which provides barriers for volunteers. The research found that the 

intersection of gender with disability and or ethnicity can lead to more negative 

experiences – volunteers with disabilities experienced less favourable experiences 

than able-bodied individuals. Therefore, if the NGB accept the recommendation for 

new National Council Members, it is vital that they ensure that they have a positive 

experience, in which their contribution is welcomed, and they can genuinely 

influence decision making. Finally, the NGB needs to ensure that the roles of the 

new Council Members are sufficiently profiled and highlighted to ensure that these 

new members are role models for other potential volunteers from underrepresented 

groups who will be inspired to become more involved in the organisation. 

 

Please note that recommendation four and recommendation five are being 

considered together as they both relate to the improved marketing and promotion of 

the work of the NGB and trying to raise the profile of Girls’ football and work with 

BAME groups. 

 

8.5 Recommendation Four and Five 
 
8.5.1 Recommendation 4. Marketing and promotion of a Case Study of an 
exemplar County / District Committee. 
 
A more detailed Case Study as part of this research project examining two or three 

County committees and profiling the work that they currently engaging in. Model 

progress in terms of: 

• Collaboration with community groups including local representative advocacy 

group 
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• Improved website with increasing the profile and support of Girls’ Football and 

Disability Football 

• Considering how more women can be encouraged to join the committees of 

these organisations by offering more flexible arrangements for their 

involvement. 

 

This recommendation and proposal were linked to a number of themes in terms of 

improved collaboration with the communities where county committees were based, 

raising the profile of football participation by those underrepresented groups as well 

as improving the diversity of the committees at a County and local level.  

 

 

8.5.2 Recommendation 5. Review of Digital Marketing strategy 

 

Review of the effectiveness of current marketing activities particularly related to 

targeting underrepresented groups and promoting exemplar work related to Girls’ 

football, Disability football and work with BAME groups. 

• Consideration could also be given to advice and guidance about minimum 

requirements for County committees in terms of websites and digital 

promotion and promotion of underrepresented groups. 

 

This recommendation emerged from the evidence in themes five related to the lack 

of awareness and thus effective marketing of the NGB’s work but particularly in 

relation to the organisation’s inability to adequately raise the profile of activities 

involving underrepresented groups such as Girls’ football and those from BAME 

backgrounds. This was more pronounced at a county and local level where there 

were websites that did not include the very basic information, let alone the facility to 

promote an organisation effectively in the 21st century. 

 

Recommendation five is an ambitious proposal because for the NGB to focus on a 

more sustained programme to increase the marketing and promotion of girls’ football 

and work with BAME groups, there needs to be an acknowledgement and 

acceptance that they are not adequately profiling these areas at the moment. This is 
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itself an issue because, as was seen in previous chapters, the nature of systemic 

and institutionalised inequality, whether this is whiteness or the gendered ‘deep 

structure’ (Rao, Kelleher and Stuart,1999), is that it is virtually invisible given that it is 

unconscious, normalised and founded on hidden and unspoken practices. For this 

reason, at best many sports organisations treat equality as a low priority (Spracklen, 

Hylton & Long, 2006) while at worst, an outright denial of inequality is not uncommon 

throughout sport (Long, 2000). The latter issue is particularly pronounced in football 

(Burdsey, 2007) because the sport is perceived to be inherently meritocratic by those 

inside the organisation who believe that it offers everyone an opportunity to 

participate and succeed (Long, 2000). It is this point that leads to outright opposition 

to equality policies or initiatives from certain staff, within the NGBs, on the basis that 

they are unfair and unnecessary in providing preferential treatment to certain groups 

of people who should be able to succeed with the inherent meritocracy that exists 

(Long, Robinson & Welch, 2003; Lusted, 2009a). 

 
While working towards equality policies and targets may be commendable, the real 

focus now must be on real change within the sports organisations and demonstrating 

that they truly value diversity. A tangible demonstration of real organisational 

change, as suggested in these two recommendations, would come from a more 

intensive profiling of women’s football and the contribution made by BAME players, 

coaches and administrators. The research in this thesis has shown that there is 

currently a dearth of such marketing and promotion by the NGB and this largely 

reflects the gendered ‘deep structure’ and racialised culture of whiteness that means 

that women and BAME individuals volunteering within the organisation or playing 

with the remit of the NGB are outsiders within their own organisation. These results 

confirm the findings of previous research that showed that gendered narratives and 

language rooted in whiteness, and other symbolic expressions, sustain cultural 

images of organizations by creating and reproducing gendered and racialised 

narratives (Acker, 2000; Ely & Meyerson, 2000). 

 

Clearly it is of some significance that the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the NGB 

is female but there are no indications that as a result of this, the discourse of 

femininity is any more acknowledged and valued (McKay, 1997) or that this makes 

the prospect of the promotion of women’s football any more likely. In fact, while the 
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CEO was the gate keeper in terms of launching the research, some of the findings of 

the research indicate that she now embraces, defends and reinforces the culture of 

masculine work practices and whiteness that dominate in the NGB. To some degree 

this is not unexpected and confirms the research of Shaw and Hoeber (2003) that 

found that women are able to enter senior positions within sports organisations by 

sublimating their femininity and adopting masculinities. To some degree this is a 

natural response and a consequence of the gendered organisational culture rather 

than the specific choices and approaches adopted by an individual. 

 

Similar research findings indicated that a black person’s success in sport is also 

dependent on their ability to assimilate into the mainstream by diluting their own 

sense of ‘blackness’ and rejecting those aspects of culture that diverged most from 

Whiteness (Spracklen, Timmins & Long, 2010; Burdsey, 2004a). This is a crucial 

point whiteness, just like masculinity, is a complex concept that is not just influenced 

by a single factor such as white skin colour but instead is a normative social position 

that arises from a range of social markers including the intersections of race, class, 

gender and sexuality (Darnell, 2007). If the NGB is going to appropriately profile their 

activities involving girls’ football and their work with BAME groups then they will need 

to break the mould from the media and educational system that focus on the 

differences of certain groups and their status as incompatible outsiders (van Dijk, 

1993). Such profiles are unhealthy and unwelcome not least because they are 

founded on uneducated and stereotypical perceptions rooted in discriminatory 

viewpoints. 

 

The section of recommendation four that calls for greater collaboration with external 

community groups emerged from theme four in the research findings although was 

seen previously that respondents gave different reasons for this being a 

recommended strategy. Some respondents suggested from a logistical perspective 

that the workloads of existing volunteers were ever increasing, and that collaboration 

would enable the involvement of volunteers from external organisations that would 

provide a wider diversity of skills, views and ideas. It must be emphasised that the 

requirement for the involvement of those external advocacy groups is only 

necessitated because the people that these groups represent are not currently 

incorporated within the NGB’s sporting network due to the exclusionary white 
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hegemonic and gendered organisational culture that is so prevalent. Some 

respondents in this thesis emphasised that external involvement could provide a 

challenge to the existing organisational culture and an agency for change by 

highlighting that there are other ways of things and thus exposing the normalised 

practices. Previous research has shown that it is not uncommon for sport’s NGBs to 

recognise the need to work with other agencies (Long, Robinson & Spracklen, 2005) 

but this alone will not facilitate meaningful change. For external collaboration to 

enable challenge to the exclusionary culture of the NGB then there is a requirement 

that meaningful structures and forums are in place to ensure that alternative views 

and ideas are embraced and considered. This could present a barrier to change 

because the evidence from this thesis is that the NGB is resistant to external 

influences and place a high value on their autonomy as an organisation. So, thus the 

thesis returns to a reoccurring tautology that the recommendation has the potential 

to make the NGB more inclusive by challenging the normalised organisational 

culture, but this culture is itself a barrier for the effective implementation of the 

recommendation. 

 

8.6 Summary 
 
This chapter has detailed the five recommendations that were made to the NGB that 

were progressive but relatively conservative. They were framed in this way with the 

expectation that given the organisational culture of the NGB, they would not consider 

any more radical proposals. The next chapter would detail the response by the NGB 

to these recommendations that will go long way to providing an answer to research 

question three and four, in terms of the NGB’s willingness to embrace change and 

become a more representative organisation. 
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Chapter 9 

Study Three: Response from NGB to recommendations 
 
9.1 Introduction  
 
The response from the NGB to the recommendations is evidenced by data from a 

range of different sources and methods: the researcher’s lived experience following 

the original presentation of the recommendations to the CEO and National Council; 

documental analysis of the CEO’s notes that outlined the National Council’s initial 

response; interview with the CEO and further interviews with the original participant 

group. The response and reaction of the NGB to these recommendations, would 

help to explore the second half of research question three about overcoming barriers 

while at the same time addressing research question four. 

 

RQ3. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress in terms of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion with a sports organisation and how can these barriers 
be overcome? 

 

RQ4. Is the sports organisation willing to implement the recommendations of 
this research or other actions to ensure that they become more inclusive and 
diverse? 

 

The presentation of the themes and recommendations took place at the NGB’s Head 

Office in June 2018 at one of the six National Council meetings that take place each 

year. The timing of this meeting was agreed with the CEO, and significant, because 

any constitutional or policy changes agreed by the NGB, must be ratified by the 

Annual General Meeting in November of each year before being implemented. The 

initial reaction from the National Council members to the presentation was that they 

did not engage with the content and very few questions were asked at the end. As 

the CEO escorted the researcher from the building, she apologised for the lack of 

engagement of Council and suggested this was an indication of their resistance to 

the proposals. The CEO at this stage seemed to be distancing herself from this 
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resistance but this seemed to change when the researcher received a written 

response in December 2018 via an email with her notes from the meeting and then 

further explanation was provided in a face -face interview between with the CEO 

back at the Head Office in, April, 2019. A summary is provided below of these 

responses considering each recommendation individually. 

 

9.2 Response to Recommendation One 
 
The written response to this recommendation stated: 

 

“Recommendation 1 – annual demographic survey. Concern expressed about 
adding in further “bureaucratic” requirements for volunteers, particularly as we 
no longer fund many of our members, although the value of the process was 
endorsed by some.” 

 
In the verbal explanation in the interview in May 2019, the CEO explained that the 

opposition to this recommendation was based on the burden already placed on the 

county and local committees for information considering that the individuals working 

at this level within the NGB are predominately volunteers. She was optimistic 

however that this recommendation could be implemented through the introduction of 

a new IT system that would include a new website and portal for members affiliate to 

the NGB and enter their competitions. This new IT system would include a ‘volunteer 

hub’ where interested parties could find out information about what is involved in 

terms of volunteering and where they would also register to become more involved. 

She indicated that part of the registration would include the collection of equality data 

in terms of the volunteers’ demographics and eloquently explained her philosophy 

begin this approach: 

 
“It is a medium-term plan but what it gives is the opportunity to do that (the 
recommendation) organically as opposed to doing something that might look 
a bit random to people. Rightly or wrongly, it is my opinion that if you achieve 
something organically it is likely to settle in and imbed, in a way that it might 
not if you tried to force the issue.” 

 

This organic approach of small steps is a realistic strategy considering the 

conservative nature of the organisation however it is questionable about whether this 

approach will result in change. Although the CEO talked about the new system being 



 

 199 

available from March 2020 it was not clear whether the new portal only applied to 

new volunteers or whether existing volunteers would be included in the ‘registration’ 

scheme. Clearly the former situation, would not enable the recommendation to be 

implemented and at the current time of writing, there is a ‘Join In’ section on the 

website that includes a registration of interest for new volunteers as well as log in for 

local organisations and committees. It is not clear whether this is part of the portal or 

registration system for either existing or new volunteers working with the NGB. In the 

interview, the CEO emphasised that engagement with the portal would not be 

compulsory and that the only lever that they have to enforce policies and procedures 

with County committees was the financial grant that could potentially be withheld. 

The CEO explained that because the amount of grant is relatively small and the 

requirement for obtaining the monies is already extensive, it would be unfair to 

increase expectations and the list of requirements on county committees to obtain 

this financial support. 

 
9.3 Response to Recommendation Two 
 

As stated previously, this recommendation, while not radical, is potentially the most 

important, at least in the short-term, in terms of changing the composition of the 

National Council, giving voice on Council for underrepresented and marginalised 

groups of people and creating role models that could impact across the whole 

organisation. The written response to this recommendation from National Council is 

therefore perhaps most revealing: 

 

“Recommendation 2 – constitution. Co-opting for key areas: not widely 
welcomed. Expertise in girls’ football in particular already in place. Prompted 
discussion about whether you need to share the protected characteristic of a 
group to represent or be experts in that field. Eligibility criteria – already 
addressed. Any further dilution not considered acceptable overall” 

 
To some extent this reactionary response is not consistent with previous interviews 

with the CEO, when she detailed the efforts that she had made already to widen the 

diversity of Council although acknowledging that they were ‘relatively limited’ and 

partly initiated by the commissioned research project because the CEO explained in 

the interview in May 2018 that it is: 
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“Fundamentally about giving us the intelligence by the way we can develop 
sensible strategies for inclusion in our volunteering workforce and in our 
Council. So anything badged diversity wouldn’t really have started until you 
and I started these conversations. What we have spent a lot of time doing, or 
what I have spent a lot of time trying to do; is to modernise generally and 
some of things we have enacted will have a consequence of diversity.” 

 
The changes, as detailed by the CEO, included reconstituting the NGB into an 

incorporated charity so that the organisation could recruit external Independent 

Council Members although the CEO was clear that the intention of this approach 

was not to widen diversity of Council but to bring in different skills and expertise. The 

irony here is that it has already seen that from Study Two that a lack of 

acknowledgement of skills and experience of women and those with a BAME 

background was a significant factor in the marginalisation of underrepresented 

groups. 

 

The other constitutional change initiated by the CEO and ratified by ouncil was to 

ensure that Council Members were not automatically re-elected each year if there 

were no oppositional nominations. Instead, the NGB’s constitution now requires that 

each year, there is a vacancy for a National Council Member position and the 

existing holder of the position had to be re-nominated if they wish to stand again. 

This is being brought in as part of a phased process whereby for each of the four 

regions, one Council Member has to stand down every year, to avoid a situation 

where Council loses the ‘expertise and experience’ all in one year. 

 

The final constitutional change ratified by Council is that the eligibility clause has 

been widened so that you do not have to be qualified in the profession linked directly 

to the remit of the NGB, but you now need to just work within the organisation where 

the football is played. This approach is not used as a first resort for Council 

vacancies but only after the vacancy has not been filled following the original 

eligibility criteria. The CEO in fact described how it had worked that year, whereby 

National Council vacancies were advertised via the traditional method and eligibility 

criteria, and they received no applications but “It then went out on extended criteria 

which the AGM had approved; we had 14 inquiries to that, and we’ve two 

appropriately nominated and eligible applicants who Council have appointed.” 

However, despite marginally widening the eligibility criteria the new appointments are 
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both white and male although one is a ‘younger lad’ which now means that a quarter 

of Council are under the age of 55. Nevertheless, the CEO expressed frustrations 

that 

 

“We’ve still had no applications from women and we’ve still had no 
applications to the elected posts from somebody from minority ethnic groups 
although one of our Council members just happens to be Black.” 

 

With this in mind, it would be hoped that the CEO would have been supportive of 

measures to change the gender and ‘whiteness’ of Council however the research in 

this thesis indicates that she has been at the forefront of opposition to any form of 

direct action or quotas. 

 

At the beginning of Chapter 6 (p.129) some brief analysis was given to the NGB 

discussion paper entitled ‘Council Diversity’ that had referenced the Code for Sport 

Governance (Sport England & UK Sport, 2016) that required funded organisations to 

make plans to address diversity and to “achieve ‘targets…not quotas’ for Board 

diversity of 30% of each gender.” It must be stated that the addition of ‘not quotas’ 

were additional words included in this document and do not appear in the Code for 

Sport Governance (Sport England & UK Sport, 2016). Instead, they are the first 

indication of the CEO’s opposition to the concept of positive action and particularly 

‘quotas.’ This was also revealed in the focus group meeting when one of the white 

male participants asked the others in the room about the appointment of Phil Neville 

as the Manager of the England Women’s Football team. The CEO was very keen to 

share her views on the appointment: 

 

“I think we have to be really careful here that we don’t stray into the realms of 
tokenism and it’s a really difficult balance isn’t it to get a representative view 
without going down tokenism. So I will never serve for anybody that asks me 
to represent the views of white middle class women of a certain age. I can’t 
represent the views of that community because my view would be different to 
your view on any number of things and I do think we have to be really really 
careful…and I’ve advised our Council not to go down the route of quotas in 
terms of changing the constitution of Council because I don’t think it’s the right 
motivation. Now people will disagree with me and that’s fine, but you have to 
be ever so ever so careful about not getting hooked up in that tokenism thing. 
And if Phil Neville’s the best man for the job; he’s the best man for the job.” 
(CEO, Focus group) 
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This was very revealing of the CEO’s viewpoint on this issue of female appointments 

to positions usually reserved for men and again a clear indicator of the normalised, 

under the surface and gendered ‘deep structure’ right down to use of language “best 

man for the job.” These attitudes indicate the female CEO has not only become 

assimilated into the gendered and exclusionary organisational culture of the NGB but 

is actually at the forefront of such a culture. This may be a survival mechanism or 

“role entrapment” as described by Kanter (1977, p.980) with assimilation a prudent 

and common choice in such a male dominated environment. Somewhat ironically, 

Kanter described women in this situation, where they are alone or nearly alone in a 

peer group of men, as having ‘token’ status and this is exacerbated if the “token’s 

social type is not only rare but also new to the setting of the dominants” (Kanter, 

1977, p.969). This is certainly the situation with the CEO of the NGB and the 

assimilation seems to include embracing some of the gendered attitudes and 

assumptions that form the foundations of the organisational culture. 

 

These viewpoints and assumptions are mirrored by the CEO and National Council’s 

attitude to reserving positions for members of underrepresented groups with a 

recurring argument that such people may not have the skills set needed to carry out 

the role. So, for example, when the CEO was interviewed in May 2018, and asked 

whether Independent Council members could be co-opted for their expertise linked 

to an underrepresented group, the CEO replied: 

 
“I’m perfectly happy with that. We already have a precedent for that in terms 
of co-opting but we co-opted on the basis of commercial expertise and not 
football expertise. So we’ve just appointed a commercial lawyer, who’s 
nothing to do with football; never has been. So the precedent is there and I’ve 
absolutely no objection to co-opting for expertise; so co-opting for the purpose 
of engaging minority ethnic kids in football, I’ve no issue at all but I do have an 
issue with co-opting a Muslim just because they’re a Muslim because being a 
Muslim don’t necessarily make them good at (organisation’s) football.” 

 

Despite this apparent support from the CEO for the co-opting from underrepresented 

groups, there is the implication again in the response that the necessary skills set 

may not be present in any co-opted position. Therefore, the opposition by the CEO 

and National Council to recommendation two was not a surprise nor was the 

rationale given for rejecting the co-opting of a Council Member for girls’ football in 
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stating that the “expertise in girls’ football was already in place.” The 

recommendation to widen the eligibility criteria to allow those, not currently working 

with the Committee structure of the NGB, to stand for positions as National Council 

Members, if they are active in volunteering within the organisation, is dismissed with 

the statement: “Eligibility criteria- already addressed.” This is despite the fact that the 

minor tinkering with the eligibility criteria has done little to change the current 

composition of the National Council in terms of race and gender. In fact, the final 

comment that “any further dilution not considered acceptable overall” is most telling 

because it implies that to allow those with protected characteristics that are not 

currently represented by Council, but who are already carrying out valuable voluntary 

work within the NGB, to become involved with National Council will weaken the 

strength of the Council rather than nourishing it with different skills and experiences. 

Again, this presents a very strong message about the organisational culture of the 

NGB and their opposition to widening diversity of its Council. 

 
Based on the results and findings from this research, this response and opposition to 

this recommendation is not representative of the views held across the organisation 

with many of the respondents in this research very supportive of the proposal to co-

opt a Council Member to represent girls’ football. For example, in an interview with a 

white male participant, who was also a former Chairperson of the National Council, 

he was critical that only one Council Member was being proposed to represent girls’ 

football and argued: 

 

“I think the crucial thing is that it’s all very singular, and one female is going to 
seem almost overwhelmed. I think if girls’ football is going to be promoted on 
the Council it needs a group of females to come, let’s say four from the four 
regions of the country and if those four could come to be a co-opted group 
rather than one single person, they could not only bounce ideas off each other 
because they all operate differently and they would then have a greater input 
to give a specific slot, say one hour on a Saturday morning for girls’ football.’ 

 

The logic and rationale of this argument is difficult to dismiss although the irony of 

the most far-reaching recommendation arising from one of the oldest and most 

experienced men within the NGB structure seems to dismiss the assumption that 

new and fresh ideas can only arise from those outside the current powerbase. Given 

the strength of feeling in support of recommendation two from respondents in this 
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research, and despite the fact that the CEO stated that it was a proposal that had 

been ‘discussed and rejected many times’  by National Council, the researcher 

questioned in the final report to the NGB: to what extent the Council consulted with 

its membership before reaching this conclusion and particularly their affiliated 

members who are currently unrepresented on Council. 

 
 

When recommendation two was discussed in the interview with the CEO in April 

2019, she did offer a very reasoned and rational perspective in terms of the National 

Council’s opposition to some of the specifics of the recommendation but there was a 

clear willingness to accept some of the principles that underpinned this 

recommendation. The CEO began by explaining the changes in constitution that 

allowed National Council and the Board of Trustees to co-opt more individuals for 

specific purposes and gave the example of a lawyer co-opted for his legal expertise. 

She explained that co-opting would only be on the basis of appointing individuals for 

their skills and knowledge, where such expertise did not already exist on Council. 

She then explained that although Council had rejected the recommendation to co-opt 

a specific member to represent girls’ football, they were currently advertising to co-

opt a Member as a disability specialist because: 

 
“There isn’t the knowledge gap about the girls’ game like there is about the 
disability game. So in terms of managing for change, co-opting for disability 
was the obvious place to start in terms of coopting as part of the co-opting 
underrepresented groups programme. This all about the means by which we 
achieve change in this organisation and managing that through. We do have 
the right to co-opt, we have taken that right and we’ve chosen disability for the 
reasons we’ve just said.” 

 

In this sense, despite a seeming outright rejection of the whole recommendation in 

the original written response in December 2018, the CEO is indicating an 

acceptance of at least the first part of the recommendation and spoke about having 

two strong applicants for the vacancy of a co-opted Council Member with a disability 

specialism. In July 2020, the CEO confirmed that such an appointment had been 

made and the website does now include a named individual as “Co-optee for 

disability sport” and this particular individual does have significant skills and 

experience in the promotion and creation of opportunities for disability sport. 
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The CEO also expressed a willingness to diversify Council through the nomination of 

a representative from a Muslim organisation or other external organisations 

nominating individuals from underrepresented groups. This seems a somewhat 

contradictory approach, because the CEO and National Council have been 

vociferous in their opposition to co-opting National Council Members on the basis of 

their specific protected characteristics and yet at the same time, there was a clearly 

expressed frustration that external organisations do not nominate a female 

representative or another individual from a currently underrepresented group. This 

contradictory approach was further reinforced when the CEO was asked about how 

the NGB will abide by the Code for Sports Governance (Sport England & UK Sport, 

2016) that set a target of 30% gender diversity on Boards and she replied: 

 

“We are not funded by Sport England so working towards their tier of 
Governance is a good practice ambition for us, not a requirement and my 
view is that is why I wanted to start with membership in this. You can do 
anything at the top with ‘took ons’ but unless you change the bottom, you’ll 
always be forcing the issue at the top when you are in a pyramid. 

 

While there is a validity to some of the points in this response, it seems to indicate a 

withdrawal from an initial commitment from the NGB to the Code for Sports 

Governance that was referenced in the Diversity Paper in March 2017. This was 

explored further in the April 2020 interview, when the researcher further questioned 

the CEO on the missed opportunity to co-opt individual to National Council who can 

be role models for the whole organisation and indicated that the current demographic 

composition of the NGB at all levels, its constitution and reactionary culture of the 

organisation could all be barriers to progress and involvement from a wider sector of 

the community. The CEO replied stating: 

 

“It’s not about the constitution, it’s about sustainable change. The problem 
with ‘chuck ons’ is that they’ll always be ‘chuck ons’. The answer shouldn’t be 
that we always have to do something extraordinary, we should be able to 
evolve organically but that is slower. That is slower than what could be 
described as imposed change.” 

 

Whether the expression is “took ons” or “chuck ons”, the CEO is referencing her 

opposition to ‘tokenism’ or individuals who are co-opted onto the National Council 

due to their specific protected characteristics to address the issue of lack of 
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representation with the repeated assertion that such individuals may not have the 

skills or knowledge to adequately carry out the role. Once again this contradicts the 

results of this research that found that they were women and BAME volunteers 

within the organisation who were highly skilled and talented and were ready and 

willing to take on positions at the National Council. 

 

Although the CEO had largely deferred to the authority of Council throughout the 

research process, and on occasions expressed frustration with the conservative and 

reactionary values of the Council, in this interview, the commitment to organic 

change was evident and clearly led by the CEO who indicated it was this approach 

or nothing in stating: “if the organic drive – if it doesn’t work – then something will 

have to be different – but they’ll have determine a different coping strategy for that 

and as this will not happen while I’m here.” In this respect, it may be a reasonable 

question to ask whether the CEO is a facilitator of change or a barrier to change 

certainly in terms of the more radical changes required to make the NGB more 

representative of the communities it serves. 

 

Unfortunately, the constitutional changes that require National Council Members to 

stand down on an annual basis, to be nominated again and stand for election, does 

not appear to have been particularly successful in facilitating new people to come 

forward. The ‘standing down’ from post seems somewhat symbolic because the 

constitution allows these Council Members to be re-nominated and stand again for 

election and the evidence seems to suggest that is what they do. The CEO of the 

NGB in an interview in May 2018, eloquently explains the heart of the problem in that 

Council Members have a perception that: 

 

 
“I think what then happens it’s a bit like a kind of nimbyism; they understand 
the need to do something about it and they want something to happen, but 
they don’t want to be the sacrifice! (Quoting a National Council Member)- “It’s 
very important that we change, very important that we modernise, very 
important that we bring in new blood but don’t ask me to step down in order to 
do it!”” 

 

This situation of homologous reproduction (Kanter, 1977) with the recycling of the 

same white, elderly men shifting positions on Council but remaining at the decision-



 

 207 

making core of the NGB, also seems to be duplicated in the County and local 

committees. This is demonstrated from the response in the interview with the black 

male respondent who describing the County committee: 

 
“It needs freshening up man. Like I said, with my time with the County 
committee, it’s been the same faces and some of them can barely walk now. 
New blood; new faces; new ideas; fresh ideas that’s what’s needed!” 

 

 

9.4 Response to Recommendation Three 
 

Once more the initial written response in the notes from the CEO seems like a 

rejection of the recommendation in stating: 

“Recommendation 3 – commitments. Re: reducing commitments, not 
considered possible to conduct Council business with fewer “touch points”. 
Idea of video conferencing already being tested with sub-groups to see if it 
works. The question about weekends was considered irrelevant – when else 
could those who work realistically serve a national body. A topic discussed 
and rejected many times for this reason” 

 
Nevertheless, in the interview with the CEO in April 2019, there was again clear 

acknowledgement that aspects of the recommendation had been accepted and 

implemented. In the context of the CEO describing progress that had been made in 

identifying potential female candidates for National Council (including the example 

described previously where a woman had been shadowing an existing National 

Council Member), she outlined changes to expectations for Council Members that 

included: 

 

“The only thing that is mandatory is a contribution to Council Meetings rather 
than attendance at. When you work regionally, work in your team regionally 
so that you accommodate people’s particular needs. Between them, they 
accommodate each other’s circumstances to make sure football happens. 
What we’ve tried to be clear about is that sense of team when you’re working 
in your regions.” 

 
While this seems contradictory to the initial reaction from Council, with further 

questioning the CEO explained that this reduced expectation has been implemented 

with one co-opted Member of National Council not attending all of the five annual 

Council meetings and ‘phoning in’ to contribute to the other meetings. When talking 

about how this works in practice, the CEO did not talk in a particularly positive way 
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about this type of contribution saying that has “slowed” the pace of the meeting and it 

impacted negatively on natural human interaction with constant checks to see if the 

Member on the phone is still there and engaging with the content. She did explain 

how this was partly due to the fact that it was a fairly new way of conducting 

business and therefore it is taking some adjustment to this approach. She also talked 

about how many of the operational meetings were now taking place remotely using 

WebEx Video conferencing and how that it has now been demonstrated that this can 

work efficiently. She did also acknowledge how this more flexible way of working 

would help “parents in general not just females” and admitted that a Council Member 

had to previously stand down from the position due to the weekend meetings 

clashing with his childcare commitments. 

 

This latter point raised by the CEO again emphasises that the assumption that 

weekend slots are the most suitable time period for National Council Meetings, may 

be a false premise and a barrier to attracting younger Council Members with 

childcare responsibilities. It is this assumption that is the basis for a proposal of 

weekday Council meetings being “rejected many times” ironically by the existing 

Council Members of whom the significant majority are retired and are therefore 

presumably free to attend meetings during weekdays. It is again worth questioning to 

what degree the National Council are making assumptions without consulting with 

the membership that they represent because their assumption is contradicted by the 

findings from this research. A number of respondents from underrepresented groups, 

who expressed an interest in a position on National Council, also expressed a 

preference for weekday meetings both because they organised football teams at a 

weekend and although they worked working full-time during weekdays, they believed 

their Line Manager would release them from normal duties due to the prestige that 

arose from a position on the National Council. 

 

One BAME male respondent currently involved in local and County teams stated: 

 

“My manager loves it when I am giving her reports of kids representing the 
district or the county. She’s always big on that and the Chief Executive is a big 
football man and any type of publicity they go for so if one of our members 
was on the National Council of the NGB they’d lap it up.” 
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Another respondent, a female interviewee who is involved in a local and County level 

of the organisation, explained the increased likelihood of Managers being keen to 

have staff members hold a prestigious position on National Council. This was due to 

the increased privatisation of their sector that led to more competition between 

organisations for customers and therefore more interest in the reputational and 

marketing gains that could be made from Council membership. This BAME male 

respondent explained further: 

 

“A big thing at the moment… our organisation wants to attract customers 
because of the staff they’ve got in the building. So for argument’s sake, our 
Manager is an absolute wonder / lover of anything she can whack on 
Facebook to sell the organisation. So for argument’s sake, if I was on the 
National Committee as a girls’ football representative, she would allocate me 
a day off to go to a meeting because she could sell that on Facebook. So 
when I ran the County team, she often put the County results on Facebook 
and bigged up the fact that our organisation had the County female 
representative coach. 

 

When this point was discussed with the CEO in the interview in April 2019, she did 

explain that she understood from the results and findings of the research that people 

might have felt that they would have been supported by their organisations to attend 

weekday meetings, but her experience was that in reality this was not the case. She 

provided anecdotal examples of female staff who had been released from their day 

jobs to become involved in coaching the international representative team but then 

had subsequently had to withdraw from this role due to a change in job role or 

manager in their regular employment. She also outlined how the most senior role on 

Council, the role of Chairperson, required a great deal of ceremonial work that was 

scheduled during the daytime and that a prospective existing Council Member had 

considered standing for Vice-Chairperson and then Chairperson (and would have 

become the youngest ever person to do so). However, the CEO stated that due to 

the prospective weekday commitments this individual had decided that such a 

progression route would not be possible due to his full-time work commitments 

although this individual is now the current ‘Vice-Chairman’ of the NGB. 

 
In the focus group meeting, a white male employee of the NGB talked about the 

need for a new model of volunteering that does not focus on flexibility in terms of the 
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day of the week that volunteers commit to but instead flexibility in terms of a shorter-

term commitment and relationship with the NGB whereby: 

 
What we need to do with volunteers is look at the new breed of volunteer 
which links with to where you’re coming from about young people. Where we 
particularly are at the minute is perhaps we are looking for people to replace 
the long serving Committee members and actually what we need to do is get 
these young people, perhaps realise that we’ll only have these people for one, 
two or three years but actually they’ll be really good for one, two or three 
years. But if we actually get that group, that cohort, we’ll keep a constant 
supply coming through but it’s actually a different type of volunteering that we 
actually need to look at as opposed to that traditional one” 

 
Previously the findings from the Norman et al. study (2017) were examined and 

found that the more traditional volunteering model favoured by Governing Bodies 

was also not the most inclusive and provided a barrier for women volunteering in 

these organisations. The white male employee from the NGB, in a follow up 

interview to the Focus group, spoke very eloquently about a model of volunteering 

that would allow volunteers to not only have a shorter-term relationship with the 

organisation than the existing model, where “many of the people have been there for 

30 to 40 years”, but also to be more realistic with the size of the role that is expected 

such that: 

 
“We can work with them, identify key roles for them to do but also smaller 
roles so we’re not getting somebody to take on such a big job; we might be 
able to utilise young people to do specific roles for a short amount of time and 
that fits in with their lifestyle.” 
 

 
This model of volunteering would certainly be a better fit with the more flexible model 

of volunteering as described by Norman et al. (2017) and therefore more likely to 

attract women volunteers into the organisation. While this might be a model that 

would fit at a local or county level, it is not clear how this model would work at a 

National Council level of the organisation where a long-term commitment seems a 

necessity for the positions and such a model of volunteering would provoke more 

opposition from the current organisational culture of long term commitment and 

‘dead’s man shoes’. 
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9.5 Response to Recommendations Four and Five 
 
The NGB’s response to these two recommendations is being considered together 

because both relate to the improved marketing and promotion of the work of the 

NGB and both received a positive response from National Council in terms of the 

notes from the CEO that stated: 

 
“Recommendation 4 – exemplar case study. Widely welcomed. 
Recommendation accepted 
 
Recommendation 5 – marketing. Acknowledged as a known priority – actions 
already underway to address so happy to accept.” 
 
 

However, despite the positive response from Council, reflected in the notes from the 

CEO. there is little evidence that these recommendations have subsequently been 

implemented and this should be of no surprise given the findings of this research. 

The recommendations had been presented to the National Council by the researcher 

in June 2018 for consideration for further discussion and possible ratification at the 

Annual General Meeting (AGM) in November 2018. However, the Minutes from the 

November 2018 AGM, that were sent to the researcher by the CEO, make no 

mention of any of the recommendations from the commissioned report and in fact as 

with the previous year’s AGM, there is not a single reference to any agenda item or 

discussion of the topic of Council diversity or membership. 

 

This evidence of lack of commitment to actioning these recommendations, or any 

other related to Council diversity or membership, are reinforced by the desktop 

review on the NGB website whereby there is no evidence of an exemplar case study 

of the work County or local committee. In fact, in the interview with the CEO in April 

2019, she revealed that she did not support the exemplar case study and explained 

this by stating: 

 
“Not sure what that would achieve until we are reaching different people 
because all we’re doing is me and you telling each other what we already 
know. Until that digital marketing reach is broader, that’s not going to be at the 
top of my list to be honest.” 
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The point about a broader digital marketing reach is an important point that will be 

covered in this chapter, but the point of the exemplar case study was to demonstrate 

to other county committees best practice in terms of a 21st Century website and use 

of social media with both particularly targeting underrepresented groups and 

promoting exemplar work related to girls’ football and work with BAME groups. The 

CEO stated that there was already lots of case studies on the National NGB website 

and after analysis in the desktop review, it is correct that there is a section on the 

website for profiling best practice in different localities across the country. This ‘best 

practice’ section takes the form of 20-word documents detailing a range of work by 

local and county committees but only one of these case studies focused on girls’ 

football and there were no examples of best practice in terms of activity with BAME 

groups or other underrepresented groups. In November 2018, the NGB published on 

their website a ‘Social Media Special’ that particularly focused on best practice in 

terms of encouraging County and local committees to use Twitter to promote their 

activities. Again, this seemed a significant missed opportunity because there was no 

mention of promoting girls’ football, activity with BAME groups or other 

underrepresented groups. Likewise, there was no mention of seeking volunteers 

from underrepresented groups and this once again reflects the underlying 

organisational culture of the NGB. 

 

When the CEO was interviewed in April 2019 about recommendation four, in terms 

of an exemplar case study of the work of a county committee, as previously 

discussed, concern was expressed about placing any further burdens on county or 

local committees and she stated: 

 

“I’m really reluctant to say to people, ’You’ve got to do this!’ because I fear we 
will lose more people than we gain. The trick for me is to make it so good that 
people want it and at the moment that’s not what we’ve got and to have 
Council Members that are sufficiently influential and active on their patch to 
work with the couple of Counties that they support to enable them to make 
that choice.” 

 

Thus, the CEO of the NGB wants the National Council and National Head Office to 

lead from the front in terms of highlighting good practice in terms of profiling existing 

work that is being carried out with those from underrepresented groups. This links 

well with discussing the NGB’s response to recommendation five, although some of 
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the issues with the marketing and promotion of girls’ football have been referenced 

earlier in this chapter and there have been other missed opportunities that have will 

be detailed here. One of these examples, involved a post on Twitter designed to 

attract new Council Members and involved a video of the youngest Council Member 

(and current Vice-Chairperson) explaining how it was possible to carry out the 

voluntary role of National Council while working full-time. There is no mention in the 

text in the post or the video of welcoming applications from underrepresented groups 

and in fact the content of the video makes no mention of girls’ football, activity with 

BAME groups or other underrepresented groups. 

 

When the researcher spoke about this missed opportunity with the CEO in the April, 

2019 interview, the question asked included the example of Darlington FC who had 

just generated a large amount of publicity for their vacant Manager’s job by 

welcoming applications from ‘suitably qualified women and BAME candidates’ (BBC 

Sport, 2019, para 1). The researcher specifically asked the CEO why the NGB did 

not adopt a similar approach with their vacancies, and she responded by saying: 

 

“We should do. We’ve got two statements that should go on. The Equal 
Opportunities employer and the Safeguarding statement. That’s on the 
template. In terms of the video, the main message that we tried to get across 
was that it is possible to do this job (Council Member) while you’re at work 
because the demographic profile in terms of age of our Council Members is 
very heavily skewed towards retirement and post-retirement age. The main 
message we were aiming for was getting people who are still in work partly to 
make sure we remember contemporary and partly because he is a younger 
looking Council Member. But it is possible that we have missed a trick there.” 
 

 
Despite an acknowledgement of the missed opportunity, the same tweet and video 

has been used several times because the interview, including most recently in March 

2020, to attract applications for a new Council Member. The tweet and video remain 

unaltered with still no mention of welcoming applications from underrepresented 

groups and just a minor amendment in the text content of the tweet in September 

2019, to explain that the Council Member concerned was now the ‘Vice-Chairman’ of 

the organisation. In fact, there have been several tweets during 2020, advertising 

vacancies for Council Members for different regions and none of the tweets included 

a welcoming statement for underrepresented groups and all of the tweets include 
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photographs of exclusively white male volunteers. In the interview with the CEO, the 

researcher also pointed out that the philosophy that she had explained about the 

Twitter campaign to profile a younger Council Member who works full time, as a role 

model for attracting interest from other younger candidates, is the same philosophy 

for having at least one elected female Council Member that could act as a role model 

in the same way. The CEO acknowledged that this makes sense, but this was not 

reflected in the marketing of the organisation with the evidence from this research 

indicating continuing missed opportunities to profile girls’ football and football for 

those from BAME background. The significance of these missed opportunities is 

more pronounced because, as the CEO did point out in the interview in April 2019, 

the NGB has seen a ‘massive upsurge on social media’ in recent years with the 

number of followers on Twitter rising by 14,000 between 2015 – 2018 to a high of 

21,000 followers in July 2020. While this has included a noticeable increased 

profiling of girls’ football, with tweets focusing on girls’ competitions, the international 

representative team and tweets including female players and some female staff, 

such coverage is sporadic and inconsistent and indicates a lack of continuous focus 

on ensuring inclusivity, accessibility and the promotion of diversity across the 

organisation’s activities. 

 

9.6 Summary 
 
The key headlines from this chapter are that despite the relatively conservative 

nature of the recommendations that were made to the NGB, these proposals have 

largely been rejected. An important exception to this came in the appointment onto 

the National Council of the Co-optee for disability sport and further research should 

seek to explore the influence that this member has on the NGB and in particular its 

focus on disabled football and the promotion of these activities. However, the 

evidence of this research would indicate that there are real limitations to the impact 

that one individual can have in isolation particularly where the organisational culture 

is so resistant to change. This is reinforced by Kanter’s (1993) critical mass theory 

that indicates that only when an organisational minority assumes a presence of one 

third or more, can it influence or “tilt” the culture of the overall group. It must however 

be reemphasised that a challenge to the organisational culture cannot be founded on 

merely a specific number or proportional presence of people with certain 
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underrepresented demographics but instead on the characters of these individuals 

and their ability to overcome the resistance to change. In fact, if a change in 

organisational culture within the NGB is going to be sustainable then responsibility 

for change must rest with all those on the National Council and no assumptions 

about propensity to embrace change should focus purely on an individual’s own 

protected characteristics.  
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Chapter 10 
 

Conclusion 
 
10.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter shall consider the research findings across the three studies and the 

extent to which they have addressed the four research questions in the thesis. 

 

RQ1. What difference is the Equality Standard for Sport making in terms of 
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion with sports organisations? 
 
RQ2. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress with the Equality Standard 
for Sport and how can these barriers be overcome? 
 
RQ3. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress in terms of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion with a sports organisatiom and how can these barriers 
be overcome? 
 
RQ4. Is the sports organisation willing to implement the recommendations of 
this research or other actions to ensure that they become more inclusive and 
diverse? 
 
This research, adopting a critical realist lens, offers a forensic insight into the 

embedding of inequality and the reproduction of the status quo in the institutional 

culture of sports organisations. The critical realist research and the analysis of 

institutional culture confirms the findings of previous research that inequality is 

deeply rooted in the normalised and unspoken practice of organisations. In fact, any 

research that only focuses on the surface and most superficial elements of inequality 

is ill equipped to study the issues and to recommend change. The unique nature of 

this critical realist research in this thesis is that despite the emphasis on the ‘deep 

structure’ (Rao, Stuart and Kelleher, 1999) and unconscious and assumed nature of 

inequality in sports organisations; there is still the possibility for challenge and 



 

 217 

change. It is this transformative potential (Fleetwood, 2014) captured in Archer’s 

(1995) concept of morphogenesis that ensures that critical realism is a more suitable 

and emancipatory paradigm than the more deterministic theories of structure and 

cultural reproduction as outlined by Bourdieu and Foucault. It is through this critical 

realist perspective that the role of the CEO in Study Two and Three will be 

summarised in this conclusion because this individual was both the gatekeeper, 

seemingly motivated by a desire to see change, and also (potentially) in a position of 

power within the organisation to implement such change. 

 
This research also sought to move away from the more common tendency in 

research linked to equality and diversity, to adopt a more categorical approach 

(Dowling, Fitzgerald, & Flintoff, 2012) linked to a single strand of inequality. Since the 

Standard accredits sports organisations for their diversity and inclusivity across a 

wide range of protected characteristics, this was an ideal national policy to initially 

analyse in Study One. This was particularly the case, given that there had been an 

absence of research on the impact of the Standard and crucially whether it was 

making a difference in terms of equality, diversity and inclusion with sports 

organisations. The theoretical foundations of this research included a broad range of 

critical theories including critical race theory and critical race feminism and the 

common theme between these theories was the importance that they place on 

structural inequalities and institutional discrimination. Thus, this research sought to 

examine the influence of organisational culture both in terms of progress with the 

Standard and then, in a case study, on developing equality, diversity and inclusion in 

a single sports organisation. Again, this filled a research gap in providing an 

intensive case study of a sports organisation focusing on the influence of 

organisational culture on inclusivity and diversity across broad categories of 

inequality. The chapter shall also consider critical realism as the ontological 

foundations of the research and how it can help us to understand the pervasive 

influence of organisational culture on sports organisations. Finally, there will be an 

analysis of a way forward in facilitating change and progress so that sports 

organisations can be more representative of the communities they serve. 
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10.2 Answers to Research Questions One and Two 
 

The thesis set out to address the following research questions in Study One: 

 

RQ1. What difference is the Equality Standard for Sport making in terms of 
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion with sports organisations? 
 
RQ2. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress with the Equality Standard 
for Sport and how can these barriers be overcome? 
 
The first two research questions focus on the Standard, that replaced the Racial 

Equality Standard in 2004, and reflected the neoliberal New Labour government’s 

approach to equality that had a broader focus to embrace gender and disability as 

well as race and ethnicity. The Standard was then relaunched in 2012 to embrace 

the full range of characteristics now protected by The Equality Act 2010. It this sense 

it was an important policy in sport and the evaluation of whether it has made a 

difference in terms of equality, diversity and inclusion with sports organisations 

addresses a significant academic research gap given that the only previous research 

was a textual analysis (Shaw, 2007). The answer to research question one, based 

on the data from Study One, confirms Shaw’s (2007) textual analysis that the 

Standard’s impact is minimal and insufficient progress is being made in ensuring that 

sports organisations represent the communities that they serve. This is important 

from an economic perspective given that these organisations are publicly funded 

through the owners of the Standard, the Sports Councils in the UK. However rather 

than using the neoliberal measure of equality in terms of ‘value’ and ‘performance’, 

the lack of impact of the Standard should be judged against the unconditional moral 

principle of equality and diversity where it is not right that these sports organisations 

do not represent the communities they serve. 

 

Some progress has been made with gender, with an increasing proportion of women 

on the boards of sports organisations, although it is unclear whether this progress 

was a direct of the Standard itself or instead, Sport England and UK Sports Code of 

Governance that was introduced in April 2017. This Code for Sports Governance 



 

 219 

introduced a direct target of at least 30% gender diversity on boards of sports 

organisations that received public funds either through the government or the 

National Lottery. The research in this thesis has confirmed the poor progress that 

has been made with regard to seeking better BAME representation on the boards of 

governance for sports organisations with over half of respondents stating they had 

no BAME representation on their National Councils / Boards. This may reflect the 

fact that the Code for Sports Governance only requires a stated public commitment 

to address the under representation of these sections of the community rather than 

stated targets as with gender. 

. 

The Standard seems an inadequate tool to address the inequalities in sport not least 

because the demands of the first three initial levels (Foundation, Preliminary and 

Intermediate) require little more than the production and review of action plans and 

measure of achievement against management-focused objectives (Spracklen, Hylton 

& Long, 2006). It is not until the highest (Advanced) level of the Standard that there 

is any kind of requirement for sports organisations to evidence real change and 

progress in terms of the diversity of their boards, workforce and volunteers. It is also 

a stark fact that only seven sports organisations that have been accredited with the 

Standard have achieved the Advanced level and as we saw in chapter six, most of 

the Active Partnerships in England that play an instrumental role in widening 

participation in sports and physical activity, have not progressed beyond the 

Foundation level. 

In the process of working towards the Standard, even at the lower levels, there was 

some evidence that this may encourage sports organisations to take a more in-depth 

and critical look at themselves (Thompson & Thompson 2008) particularly when the 

demands of the assessments for the Standard provided some scrutiny of the sports 

organisations. However, while there was some evidence of such scrutiny, it usually 

took the form of sports organisations sharing the initiatives that they had 

implemented to widen the diversity of their participants and there was little evidence 

of organisations looking to their own internal composition and taking actions to 

address their unrepresentative nature. 

The Standard, in its current format, is not the answer to addressing inequality 
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because the evidence from Study One seems to suggest that (at least at the first 

three levels) it will not get to the root of issue of challenging the all-pervasive 

organisational culture and deep structure of sports organisations. For there to be a 

rigorous challenge to the normalised organisational cultures, then equality and 

diversity must become a central focus for the whole organisation led from the upper 

echelons of the organisation at a strategic level but involving all members of staff 

taking ownership of the issue. As stated by the Head of Inclusion and Diversity at the 

London Organising Committee for the Olympics and Paralympics (LOCOG) in 

London 2012, diversity cannot remain on the periphery because: 

“As long as diversity remains ‘the other’ it was doomed. The decision-making 
powers and associated resources would never be focused on it. So diversity 
had to be brought back into the realm of the current and present’ 
 
(Frost, 2014 p. 105) 

 

It is no surprise with this philosophy that LOCOG became the first sports 

organisation to gain the Advanced level of the Equality Standard for Sports and 

remains one of the few organisations to have achieved this level. The need for 

empowerment, personal responsibility and leadership is essential in challenging 

organisational cultures that delay progress with equality and diversity, but Study One 

indicated that the Standard is inadequate as a means to implement such changes 

because it is a methodology that focuses on audited outcomes and not processes. 

The evidence of Study One indicates that the Standard does not involve the whole 

organisation and for equality policies to be successful, organisational involvement is 

required from all members (Bagilhole, 2006) otherwise policies can quickly become 

tokenistic or piecemeal. The criticisms of The Standard in academic literature 

remains valid because the Standard is still outcome-based rather than encouraging a 

more critically reflexive approach that focuses on processes within organizations 

(Shaw, 2007) and ultimately accredits evidence of action rather than change. Study 

One, and the article that emerged from this study in Appendix E (Dwight & Biscomb, 

2018), remains the only piece of academic work to have examined the impact of The 

Equality Standard for Sport across a large number of sports organisations that 

achieved various levels of The Standard. Previous academic work had focused on 

the Racial Equality Standard (Spracklen, 2003; Long, Robinson & Welch, 2003; 

Long, Robinson & Spracken, 2005; Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006) and Shaw’s 
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(2007) work had only been a textual analysis of The Equality for Standard for Sport 

and had therefore only evaluated its potential for initiating change.  In contrast, the 

emphasis of Study One in this thesis was to explore evidence of measurable 

change, in terms of more representative boards of governance and staff within sports 

organisations, as a result of their involvement in the Standard and not just actions 

that were having little impact. Study One was also important in that it looked at the 

different levels of the Standard and their requirements for initiating change.  

 

Study One emphasised the need for structural and cultural changes within 

organisations and for a Standard that will encourage the leaders of these 

organisations to be more critically reflexive, and to empower and engage with their 

own staff and members to implement change. The Advanced level seems to be the 

only level of the Standard that requires real progress in terms of diversity of the staff 

across the whole organisation and also with their participants, however less than 3% 

of the organisations, that have achieved the Standard, have progressed to this 

highest level. There is a strong argument therefore that some of the other levels of 

the Standard, that are little more than bureaucratic exercises of compiling audits and 

action plans, should be stripped away and that conditions of public funding should be 

dependent on a Standard that requires actual change and progress. In this sense, it 

is worth returning to the outcomes required by the Advanced level of the Standard 

(see below) and Outcome 1 certainly requires actual change and progress: 

“Outcome 1 – Your organisation has made significant progress towards 
diversity within board, staff (paid and unpaid), coaches, officials, members 
and participants. 

Outcome 2 – Equality is mainstreamed through the organisation’s functions, 
policies and procedures.” 

(Sports Council Equality Group, 2012, p.10) 

It is also worth considering Outcome 2 of the Advanced level of the Standard that 

introduces the concept of mainstreaming that certainly deserves greater exploration 

as it provides some opportunities to combat institutional discriminative practices. The 

concept of mainstreaming was grounded in gender mainstreaming that emerged on 

an international setting at the United Nations (1986; 1996) Third and Fourth World 

Conference on Women with the latter Conference explicitly endorsing gender 

mainstreaming and requesting that 
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"In addressing the inequality between men and women in the sharing of 
power and decision-making at all levels, governments and other actors should 
promote an active and visible policy of mainstreaming a gender perspective in 
all policies and programmes, so that, before decisions are taken, an analysis 
is made of the effects on women and men, respectively" 

(United Nations, para. 189, 1996) 

The crucial point here is that some form of equality analysis should take place before 

decisions are made, at the planning stage and before policies and programmes are 

implemented. The timing of such equality analysis is vital and lay at the heart of the 

public sector equality duty enshrined in Section 149 of the Equality Act 2010.  This 

requires public bodies to carry out some form of equality impact assessments of their 

policies, procedures, as well as their day-to-day business to ensure that they are not 

disparately impacting on people with particular protected characteristics without 

reasonable objective justification (Pyber, 2020). This duty embraces the concept of 

mainstreaming in the sense that it requires that inequalities are “addressed at the 

outset rather than as an ‘add-on’ after thought. Equality needs to be ‘institutionalised’ 

through embedding understanding and action into organisational processes” (Natha, 

2020, p.37). In this form, mainstreaming has the potential to be a tool for change by 

challenging structural inequality and the organisational cultures and practices which, 

as has been seen in this thesis, embed these inequalities (Rees, 2002). 

While in principle a transformatory model of mainstreaming (Rees, 2002) offers the 

prospect for change, in reality there is a widespread variation in practices labelled as 

mainstreaming with many crafted to fit neoliberal administrative models (Bacchi & 

Eveline, 2010) with expert / bureaucratic approaches to equality impact analysis that 

do little to challenge existing policies, processes and goals (Daly, 2005, Walby, 

2011). The research seems to suggest that for mainstreaming to be transformatory 

then a more participatory / democratic approach is required that involves the 

inclusion of disadvantaged groups at the heart of policy formation and decision 

making (Beveridge, Nott & Stephen, 2002). This model of democratic engagement 

requires that all those affected by a planned policy should be involved in the 

development and delivery of that policy (Phillips, 2013). 

There is some evidence from the small number of sports organisations that have 

achieved the Advanced level of the Standard that Equality Impact Assessments are 

a key feature of the mainstreaming requirements of the Standard (Tideswell, 2019). 
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Nevertheless, it seems unlikely that the form of mainstreaming envisioned in the 

Standard at the Advanced level adopts a transformatory model grounded in a 

participatory / democratic approach because the evidence from Study One suggests 

that the assessment of the Standard adopts the expert / bureaucratic model in which 

organisational involvement is limited and there is little focus on process and 

institutional culture. Even in seeking achievement of the lower levels of the Standard, 

the CEOs of sport organisations, surveyed in Study One, seemed unwilling to take 

leadership and ownership of the issues that prevented these organisations being 

more inclusive and representative. Instead, these organisations adopted a 

consultancy approach (Newman, 2002) of seeking external support and solutions to 

these issues from equality ‘experts’ rather than the involvement of those without a 

voice either within their own organisation or from the communities they serve. 

For the Standard to make a difference in ensuring that sports organisations are more 

inclusive and representative then it is vital that the assessment for the Standard 

address the organisational cultures of these organisations that are a clear barrier to 

change and progress. This will require stripping away the levels of the Standard that 

are little more than bureaucratic exercises that check that organisations have 

equality policies and procedures in place. Instead, and as a condition of public 

funding, all sports organisations should work towards a version of the Advanced 

level of the Standard that requires actual change in the composition of boards of 

governance, staff and volunteers but also embraces the transformatory model of 

mainstreaming equality. This model of mainstreaming equality should be 

implemented in a democratic / participatory way, not through the consultancy 

approach, so that there is full involvement and ownership by all members of the 

organisation and the communities they serve. This model for change is more 

sustainable anyway because with involvement and ownership throughout the 

organisation, there is likely to be more commitment to the Standard process and 

people will no longer perceive the assessment as an audit or bureaucratic exercise. 

In terms of the pervasive influence of organisational culture on diversity and 

inclusivity, reference was made in Study One, to White and Kay’s (2006) updating of 

the important work by White and Brackenridge (1985) on women’s influence in the 

upper echelons of sports management organisations and senior administrative roles. 

This updated research found that many of the more established organisations with 
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longer histories had made less progress in terms of the representation of women in 

leadership positions than those organisations formed in the previous 10 years (White 

& Kay, 2006). Again, this re-emphasises the importance of an established 

organisational culture and the barriers that it can create with efforts for sports 

organisations to become more inclusive and representative. While there is a need to 

expand this research to examine whether the increased age of a sports organisation 

also has a negative correlation with other aspects of diversity, it should be noted that 

LOCOG was formed in 2005 for the express and sole purpose of organising the 

Olympics and Paralympics in London 2012. LOCOG’s successful achievement of the 

Advanced Level of the Standard in just two years must have been clearly helped by 

the fact that it was newly formed organisation, without the binds and barriers of pre-

existing organisational culture, however, as was seen in Study One, it also sought to 

mainstream diversity and inclusivity by ensuring it was central part of their strategic 

planning and decision making. For Study Two and Three to address the third 

research question below, it needed the selection of a sports organisation with a 

longer history and deep-rooted institutional culture that would allow for a deeper 

exploration, through case study research of its impact on the diversity and inclusivity 

of this organisation. 

 

10.3 Answers to Research Questions Three and Four 

RQ3. Is organisational culture a barrier for progress in terms of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusion with a sports organisation and how can these barriers 
be overcome? 
 
RQ4. Is the sports organisation willing to implement the recommendations of 
this research or other actions to ensure that they become more inclusive and 
diverse? 
 
There have certainly been numerous academic studies that examine organisational 

culture in sport but without focusing on the impact of these cultures on equality, 

diversity and inclusivity within these organisations (MacIntosh & Doherty, 2007; Choi 

& Scott, 2008; Kaiser, Engel & Keiner 2009; Maitland, Hills & Rhind, 2015; Bailey, 
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Benson & Bruner, 2019). As was demonstrated throughout the literature review, 

those studies that demonstrate the importance of organisational culture in sports 

organisations in reinforcing institutional discrimination tend to do it through the lens 

of a single equality strand and then utilize the theoretical basis of these single 

strands (Hylton, 2005; Shaw & Frisby, 2006; Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006, King, 

2005; Lusted, 2009a). Study Two and Three are unique because they showed, 

through an in-depth case study analysis of a single sports organisation, the 

interconnection between organisational culture and exclusionary practice across a 

broader range of protected characteristics in terms of race and gender. The studies 

also provide a distinctive insight into the common thread, throughout the different 

theories that seek to explain inequalities in sports organisations, that focus on the 

unwritten, assumed and normalised values and behaviour that are so influential in 

the organisational cultures of these organisations while also being central in 

preventing these organisations from being diverse and inclusive. 

 

In drawing conclusions to Study Two, it must be emphasised again that the research 

was initiated and commissioned by the CEO of the NGB with a statement of the 

necessity to change if the organisation was not going to “fade away” and a clear 

awareness that the decision makers in the organisation, being predominately white, 

elderly, and able-bodied men, were “not representative of the communities they 

served.” This issue was even more pronounced given that the NGB governs a sport 

with very diverse participants. The initial motivation of the CEO to seek change, that 

would make the organisation more credible and sustainable, also meant that the 

remit of the commissioned part of the research was a form of action research. While 

the action research was a part of the wider case study exploration of the institutional 

culture of the sports organisation, it did offer a real opportunity for the NGB to 

become a more inclusive body that would better represent its membership and 

customer base. The requirements of the commissioned action research were always 

that a series of recommendations would be presented to the National Council of the 

NGB and the response and reaction to these recommendations were always going 

to the most revealing about the institutional culture of the organisation which is why 

this was presented as Study Three. 
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The quantitative data section of Study Two reinforced the concerns by the CEO that 

demographically the decision makers at the NGB are neither representative of their 

membership and particularly their customer base that they serve. While an issue at 

the regional and local structures of the organisation, this is pronounced at the most 

senior level, the National Council, in which all the elected officials are white men. 

This would not be such a significant issue if the qualitative research in Study Two 

had revealed that the unrepresented groups, women and BAME individuals, 

considered that they had a voice and were not disenfranchised. Instead, the 

marginalisation of individuals with these protected characteristics was a key feature 

that emerged from the thematic analysis of the qualitative data in the interviews and 

surveys in Study Two. This theme of the individuals from underrepresented groups 

being outsiders within their own organisation was a significant conclusive point about 

the organisational culture of the NGB in the case study and this characteristic of the 

culture is a significant barrier to progress with diversity and inclusivity. 

 

In effect, what can be seen in the organisational culture of the NGB is classic 

homologous reproduction in which those in senior members of the organisation, 

older white men, maintain their power by only allowing those with similar 

characteristics to gain access to positions of power and influence within the 

organisation (Kanter, 1977). As was seen in Study Two, this process of homologous 

reproduction is not just about the informal (and formal) processes that prevent 

women and BAME individuals from gaining access to the decision- making positions. 

Homologous reproduction is also about the dominant principles and values in the 

organisational culture of the sport’s NGB that are themselves exclusionary because 

there are racialised and gendered notions of both working practices and what is 

valued in the organisation. In Study Two, this is evidenced by the inflexible 

arrangements for volunteers that discourage more women from being involved, the 

peripheral roles that women carry out in the organisation and therefore the lack of 

female role models. There is also an absence of real value being placed by the NGB 

on girls’ football and the contribution made by those with a BAME background. 

 

The influence of the principles and values at the core of the institutional culture of the 

NGB are a significant barrier to the organisation making progress with diversity and 

inclusivity because if these are not challenged then any individual from an 
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underrepresented group who makes it onto a position of power and influence will not 

have a positive experience. This is evidenced in Study Two by some of the data from 

women and BAME individuals detailing their negative encounters with National 

Council or the regional structures within the NGB. These were very capable 

individuals with a wealth of skills and experience in football, and in some cases other 

areas of business, education and management, and yet all shared a feeling that their 

skills and experience were underutilised, unappreciated and undervalued. This 

situation was most prominent in the data from the only BAME member of National 

Council who expressed extreme frustration in his role in terms of the lack of 

opportunity to make a difference in the organisation.  He doubted that anybody on 

the Council was aware of his skills and experience and therefore what he could offer 

the organisation. In this situation, this individual felt that he held a token position on 

the Board because his ethnicity ticked a box although he rightly felt that given the 

opportunity, he could make a significant and valuable contribution for the NGB. So 

once again, and even at the most senior level of the NGB structure, there is an 

individual from an underrepresented group, who because of the values of the 

institutional culture, feels like an outsider within the organisation. Study Two set out 

to provide an in-depth analysis of what was hidden behind the organisational culture 

of a sports organisation that emerged from Study One as a barrier for progress with 

The Standard. The themes that emerged from Study Two about the NGB’s 

organisational culture were multi-layered and included: a denial that wider inclusion 

and diversity is required; perception of a closed shop; marginalisation of some of the 

underrepresented groups; the issue of workload and lack of time for volunteers and 

the associated issues for women;  the need to work more collaboratively with 

community groups including representative advocacy groups; lack of profile for girls’ 

football and football activity involving BAME individuals. 

 

Study Three examined the recommendations that were made to the NGB (see Table 

10.3.1 below) as a result of the action research that they commissioned to address 

the unrepresentative nature of their National Council and their regional and local 

committees and the response of the NGB. 
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Table 10.3.1 Recommendations and initial response from NGB 

 
Although recommendations four and five were accepted, there was little evidence 

that these were followed through with actions to implement these recommendations. 

The largely negative response to these recommendations was itself very revealing 

about the institutional culture of the NGB and its influence on hampering change to 

making the organisation more diverse and more inclusive. In this sense, Study Three 

was also extremely helpful in addressing research question three because it has 

demonstrated how organisational culture in a sports organisation is a significant 

barrier to making progress in terms of diversity and inclusion. This is particularly the 

case, as with the NGB in Study Three, the answer to research question four is also 

negative, and the leadership of the organisation are clearly unwilling to implement 

changes (even small-scale) that will challenge the status quo and institutional 

culture.  
 
Study Two and Study Three provide a rare exploration into the role of a female CEO 

of a sport’s NGB in terms of her involvement and leadership of initiatives to make it a 

more diverse, representative and inclusive organisation. The role fluctuates 

throughout the studies, because initially the CEO was the gatekeeper for providing 

access to the organisation and was instrumental in commissioning the research. In 

the rationale that preceded, but justified the commission of the research, the CEO 

distanced herself from the conservative organisational culture of the National Council 

and expressed an urgent need for change to ensure the Council was more 

representative of the communities it served. The CEO’s rationale also referenced the 

Code for Sports Governance (Sport England & UK Sport, 2016) and the 

requirements to meet targets to ensure the Council had 30% of each gender. The 
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CEO’s apparent support for reform and change at the NGB, persisted even to the 

point when the researcher had presented the report findings and recommendations 

to the National Council, and the CEO expressed frustration at the indifferent reaction 

of the Council to these proposals. It is difficult to know whether this represented the 

personal views of the CEO because there was evidence, even in Study Two, of her 

opposition to any policy or initiative that could be constituted as positive or 

affirmative action. The most revealing example of this was the CEO’s need to 

emphasise that the reference to gender in Sport England and UK Sport’s (2016) 

Code for Sport Governance, in terms of the requirement for more diverse Boards, 

was only a target and not a quota. While this was not entirely inaccurate, it was in 

context of the CEO’s often stated opposition to quotas and her concern that the 

appointment of individuals from underrepresented groups often led to tokenism with 

these individuals lacking the skills and experience to carry out their roles effectively. 

These views on ‘tokenism’ provided a real contrast with the skilled, qualified and 

experienced female and BAME interviewees in Study Two and Three, who are 

already working within the NGB, but currently feel unrepresented and voiceless. As 

the research reached Study Three, when the NGB’s response to the 

recommendations was formalised and discussed in interviews, the CEO’s position, in 

opposing the proposals, had shifted to be perfectly aligned with the National Council 

that she represented. 

 

Although there was opposition to all the recommendations (either in outright 

dismissal or failure to implement accepted recommendations), the most vociferous 

disapproval was reserved for probably the most significant proposal that called for a 

review of the National Council structure and constitution to encourage wider 

diversity. This was not a radical recommendation in the sense that it proposed very 

minor changes to the NGB’s constitution however the strength of the opposition is 

rooted in the threat that these proposals pose to the usual process of homologous 

reproduction (Kanter, 1977) which, as has been seen, is engrained in the recruitment 

practices of this NGB. While the expressed objective for the commissioning of the 

research was to change the demographic composition of the National Council, to 

make it more diverse and representative of their members, customers and 

communities, any proposals that threaten to change this composition are dismissed 

as being inappropriate. The illogicality of this position most probably reflects a 
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situation in which commissioning the research provides a good look for the NGB with 

their internal and external stakeholders, however the strength of the organisational 

culture and its inclination to homologous reproduction prevents the implementation of 

anything that threatens the power base of the white men. There are several key 

words in rationalising the rejection of this proposal that are most revealing about the 

strength of the organisational culture’s opposition to widen diversity but “any further 

dilution not considered acceptable” is the starkest. This is particularly the case 

because the proposal required nothing more than drawing on the skills, experience 

and expertise held by volunteers already working within the remit of the NGB and 

many of whom do not feel that they currently have a voice on the National Council. It 

is difficult to see how the involvement of such individuals would do anything other 

than enrich the composition of Council rather than ‘dilute’ it unless it is means to 

ensure that the National Council continues to reproduce its own kind. 
 
 
In rationalising the opposition to the recommendations in Study Three, the CEO’s 

urgency about the need for the NGB to have a more representative National Council, 

that was so apparent at the beginning of the research, had disappeared completely. 

The CEO described “forced” and “imposed” changes as unsustainable and instead a 

more organic and natural process of change should occur with an acknowledgement 

that this would lead to slower paced change. The CEO presented no clear vision or 

plan about what this organic change might look like other than to suggest that the 

change in demographic composition, to ensure decision makers were more 

representative of their communities, must occur more naturally at the local and 

regional levels rather than being forced at a Council. By shifting the onus for change 

to the local and regional levels of the organisational structure, the CEO is effectively 

abdicating her responsibility for making the NGB a more diverse and inclusive 

organisation, because she had conceded elsewhere that she has little influence over 

these layers of the structure. The CEO and the National Council do provide a small 

grant to regional and local organisations which in general means these bodies are 

financially interdependent on the NGB. The final significant change in approach by 

the CEO was in relation to the Code for Sports Governance (Sport England & UK 

Sport, 2016) and specifically the gender targets that had been used as the rationale 

for commissioning the research and for seeking change to the demographic 
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composition of the National Council, When it was pointed out to the CEO that the 

organic approach that she favoured may not allow the NGB to meet the targets for 

gender representation required by the Code for Sports Governance, she immediately 

distanced herself from the Code, saying that her organisation was not funded by 

Sport England, the targets were only part of Tier 3 of the Code that were merely 

‘aspirational’ and again reiterating that change should occur at the bottom of the 

organisation. 

 

The ontological principles of critical realism can offer a unique and effective 

explanation both of the apparent shifting approach of the CEO and the all-pervasive 

organisational structure of the NGB that prevents progress being made in terms of 

diversity and inclusivity. The original rhetoric of the CEO and the apparent motivation 

for change at the start of Study Two, that resulted in the commissioning of the 

research, and a desire for a more inclusive and diverse NGB, represents what critical 

realists describe as the empirical reality that can be easily observed and measured. 

It this empirical reality that represents the most acceptable appearance of the NGB 

but for critical realists it is the most superficial aspect of reality, and it certainly fits 

that the initial rhetoric was the most far removed from the exclusionary, gendered 

and racialised organisational culture of the NGB that was so apparent in this 

research. The response by the CEO in Study Three, on behalf of the National 

Council, to the recommendations made by this research, represent the ‘actual’ level 

of reality as conceived by the critical realists because they are not always 

observable, but it is much closer to the ‘real’ organisational culture of the NGB. This 

‘actual’ level of reality, that involved a resistance by the CEO and National Council to 

the relatively conservative proposals to make the organisation more diverse and 

inclusive, only became visible in the context of the NGB’s culture of homologous 

reproduction under threat. Since this ‘actual’ reality was still above the surface, and 

possible observable, the resistance to change was made more palatable by some 

very minor concessions, described by the CEO as “organic change”, that are unlikely 

to involve significant reform to the composition of the Council. The final layer for the 

critical realist is called the ‘real’ it is beyond observation, but it is the most influential 

on all other aspects of reality. This is represented by the organisational culture of the 

NGB in terms of its gendered and racialised values and practices that were so 

apparent throughout the research but also so normalised and embedded that they 
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are unspoken and assumed. As the research got closer and closer to the ‘real’, the 

more defensive and oppositional the CEO became to the research. This culminated 

in the CEO providing feedback on behalf of the National Council that the research 

had not provided the answers that the organisation was looking for because it had 

not focused sufficiently on those not currently within the organisational structure of 

the NGB. It is expected that the closer the research got to the ‘real’ deep structure of 

the organisation, that those at the centre of the power base of the NGB would 

become most defensive and to shift the focus to externally factors outside the 

organisation. 

 

The other unique insight that critical realism can provide here, when examining the 

role of the CEO, is to look at the potential of this individual to initiate change or what 

Archer (1995) described as morphogenesis. Archer (2000, p.268) distinguishes 

between ‘primary agents’ and ‘corporate agents’ and the former “play no part in the 

strategic guidance of society because they literally have no say.” In contrast, a 

‘corporate agent’ is far more empowered because they are aware of what they want 

and “can engage in concerted action to re-shape or retain.” On first analysis, it would 

seem the CEO was very much a corporate agent who very clearly articulated her 

motivation for commissioning the research, in terms of making the organisation more 

representative of the communities they served and was also in a sufficient position of 

authority to implement such change. However, these conclusions are not as clear as 

may be initially apparent, because as previously stated the initial motivation and 

rhetoric for commissioning the research may have more about doing the right thing in 

terms of the public face of the organisation. Likewise, the ability to be a corporate 

agent assumes the CEO has sufficient power and influence to implement change 

when faced with an institutional culture that this research has shown to be extremely 

exclusionary to women and BAME individuals even when they are at the centre of 

the organisation’s power structure. In addition, Archer (1995) seems to distance 

herself from the idea that one individual alone can be a corporate agent who can 

implement morphogenesis and instead the corporate agent would need to be part of 

a collective such as “self-conscious vested interest groups, promotive interest 

groups, social movements and defensive associations” (Archer, 1995, p.258). 
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In this latter explanation, the motivation of the CEO for a more inclusive organisation 

may have been very genuine aspirations but as an individual, and therefore just a 

primary agent, the CEO, lacked the organisation and collective support to challenge 

the cultural control of the true corporate agents in terms of the National Council of 

the NGB. In such a scenario the rejection of the recommendations by the National 

Council represents the cultural reproduction of the status quo or what Archer 

described as morphostasis. This explanation would also fit with the evidence of what 

could be termed “quiet resistance” (Meyerson, 2008; Bryan 2020) by the CEO 

whether this was her initial aspirations for change that she expressed, or her 

frustrations expressed about the National Council’s indifference to the 

recommendations presented to them in the summer of 2018. While it would be easy 

to dismiss these small acts of “quiet resistance”, Bryan (2020, p.27-28) takes a 

different approach in her research about female leaders in football and their 

motivations stating: 

 

“Football seemed to provide women with a unique motivation and opportunity 
to enact positive changes in ways that other industries do not. That is, women 
felt a deep sense of injustice that women and girls could not play football on 
equal terms with men and boys, but they believed that football or sport 
provided unique opportunities to enact positive changes for women and girls.” 

 
If these latter conclusions are accurate then the opportunities for change at the NGB, 

to create an organisation that is representative of the communities they serve, would 

seem to depend on several variables. For the CEO to become a corporate agent, 

who can implement morphogenesis and challenge the status quo, requires support 

from others within the organisation to establish collective interests. On the evidence 

of this research, there are like-minded individuals within the organisation that seek 

change and a more inclusive NGB however unfortunately very few of these 

individuals reside at the power base of the organisation within the National Council. 

 

This provides a clear explanation of how, from a critical realist perspective, there is 

the reproduction of the status quo within the NGB. Nevertheless, there is room for 

some optimism in the sense that Archer’s (1995) model of morphogenesis also 

provides a template for change. This will not be an easy or straightforward process 

but in final section of the thesis the complexities of the model are further explored 
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and provide some scope for how change could occur if certain recommendations 

were implemented. 
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Chapter 11 
Final Application and Recommendations 

 
11.1 Introduction 
 
This final section starts by applying a model, adapted from Archer’s critical realist 

cycle of morphogenesis by Case (2013), to explain how the NGB’s constitution, 

discourses, values, and norms worked to avoid change. The advantage of this 

model, in comparison with other influential theories of cultural reproduction such as 

Foucault and Bourdieu, is that it provides the space for agency and the potential for 

change in the right conditions in relation to equality, inclusion and diversity. 

Recommendations are then considered in terms of effective approaches that could 

make a difference in ensuring that Sports’ NGBs are diverse and inclusive 

organisations that represent the communities they serve. 

 

11.2 Model of how the organisation’s constitution, discourses, values and 
norms resisted change 
 
As was examined in Chapter 5, morphogenesis (change) is produced when there is 

a “a situational logic of contradiction that morphogenesis is produced” (Case, 2015, 

p,844) and this contradiction can arise between the structural and cultural domains 

of an organisation or as shown in the figure 11.2.1 with the interface between the 

socio-cultural interaction and the social interaction. It this crucial factor that has been 

applied to the research findings from the case study in figure 11.2.1 below. 

 
At T1 the cultural conditioning and structural conditioning are complementary with 

each other with the taken for granted cultural values of whiteness and masculinity 

underpinning the structural conditions at the NGB with a constitution that reinforces 

the all-white and male National Council. From T2 to T3, that represents the time 

period of the research, there is more of a contradiction between the socio-cultural 

interaction and the social interaction. On the one hand at the social-cultural 

interaction, the CEO expressed the need for change due to concerns about the 

unrepresentative nature of National Council and perception by female and BAME 

volunteers of feeling marginalised. On the other hand, at the cultural interaction, 
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there is a denial from the CEO and the National Council of the need to widen 

diversity, change the constitution and accept support and advice from external 

organisations.  

 

While these contradictions could have generated the conditions for morphogenetic 
change, there also needs to be a consideration of the positions held in the 

organisation by the individuals who hold these views and values and their ability to 

implement change. As was discussed in the concluding chapter, Archer (1995) 

distinguishes between the powerless ‘primary agents’ and the more empowered 

‘corporate agents’ and the female and BAME volunteers within the NGB seem to fall 

into the former category as marginalised groups. While the CEO would seem on the 

surface to be a ‘corporate agent’ because of the influential position held, Archer’s 

(1995) concept required an element of collectivity and as mentioned previously the 

CEO lacked the collective support from other vested interests within the organisation 

to challenge the structural and cultural control of the true corporate agents in the 

terms of the National Council of the NGB. It is also not clear, about the will and 

commitment of the CEO to seek collective support for change, because her views 

and values were themselves contradictory during the period of research and by T3, 

the CEO’s perspective seemed consistent with the views held by the wider National 

Council. It is in this situation, as illustrated in the model above, that the 

recommendations made by the researcher were rejected and the cycle ended at T4 

with structural and cultural reproduction and little change. 
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Figure 11.2.1 Application of Case’s (2013) adaptation of Archer’s model of 
morphogenetic cycles in structural and cultural domains to Case Study. 
 
 

 
 

 
11. 3 Recommendation One 
 
A new merged Equality Standard for Sport and Code of Sports Governance 
that requires sports organisation to achieve actual change and meet targets in 
terms of the composition of their boards of governance, staff and volunteers. 
 
While it would be preferable that sports organisations themselves would take 

ownership and leadership in implementing appropriate changes, the research from 

all three studies in this thesis have shown the importance of deeply rooted 

organisational cultures that can cause sports organisations to resist initiatives to 

make their boards of governance more representative and inclusive. It is therefore 

most likely that change will have to be imposed from outside of the sports 
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organisation with the incentive of public funding depending on cooperation from 

these organisations. It is only at the Advanced level of the Standard, that very few 

organisations have engaged with, that actual change is required in terms of the 

composition of and also a requirement to embrace the transformatory model of 

mainstreaming equality. If public funding is going to be used as an incentive for 

sports organisations to achieve the Standard, then is essential that the requirements 

include actual progress and change to ensure sports organisations are more diverse 

and inclusive. 

 

The time is right for both a reformed Standard and Code for Sport Governance 

because the growth in the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement in the summer of 

2020, further reinforced the inadequacy of these initiatives in challenging institutional 

discrimination in sports governing bodies. In response, the Sports Minister in the UK 

announced a review of Code for Sports Governance with reference to the fact that 

BAME people accounted for just 5.2% of board members from 130 funded sports 

organisations from the (Inclusive Boards, 2019) and more alarmingly, “across the 

major domestic sports there is just one black board member, Anne Wafula Strike, 

from UK Athletics” (Scott, 2020). This is stark statistic when in the context of the fact 

that the existing Code for Sports Governance provides no specific target for sports 

organisations, other than gender, for other forms of diversity including race and 

disability. Also, as with the Advanced Level of The Equality Standard for Sport, the 

sections of the Code that require measurable change in terms of equality, only apply 

to the highest tier, Tier 3, and this allow sports organisations, like the NGB in Study 

Two and Three, to describe the requirements of this tier as aspirational rather than a 

requirement. 

 

There is a need to work with, not against, sport organisations who have been 

previously sceptical and resistant to equality initiatives (Lusted, 2009a; Long, 2000; 

Long, Robinson, & Spracklen, 2005; Spracklen, Hylton & Long, 2006). This has not 

been helped by what Lusted (2017, p.45-46) describes “glut of policies, strategies, 

initiatives, schemes and programmes designed to promote social equality.” The 

above recommendation by merging two major sports policies will simplify processes 

for sports organisations and these organisations should also be consulted with on 
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the final detail of the combined and reformed Standard and Code for Sports 

Governance. 

 

11.4 Recommendation Two 
 
Financial incentives, distributed by Sports Councils, for NGBs and other 
sports organisations that engage in academic research and case studies 
linked to organisational culture and promote organisational wide involvement. 
 
There is no simplistic or straightforward solution to the issue of sports organisations 

failing to represent the communities they serve. Study Two and Three show that 

some governing bodies are so resistant to change that they will not even implement 

conservative reforms, that recommend small steps towards progress, even when 

they themselves have commissioned the research. However, it is also not clear that 

imposed change will have the desired effect. This is particular the case in the sports 

sector where the majority of people working within these organisations are 

volunteers and therefore a backlash can be expected from large scale obligatory 

reforms (Shaw, 2007). For equality policies to be successful, organisational 

involvement is required from all members (Bagilhole, 2006). Nevertheless, it is 

simply unacceptable that public funded sports organisations should remain as old 

boys’ clubs that continue to marginalise and exclude underrepresented groups. This 

recommendation would involve the Sports Councils funding sports organisations that 

engage in academic research, such as the studies that appear in this thesis, with the 

possibility of joint research projects to further explore the influence of organisational 

culture on diversity and inclusivity. They could thus offer financial incentives for the 

involvement of sports organisations in the research on the proviso that these bodies 

facilitate organisational wide involvement rather than research findings resting within 

the remit of the boards of governance. This research could provide case studies that 

have the potential to model best practice across the whole industry while also 

increasing the likelihood of progressive change with commitment from the wider 

organisation but also from the funding bodies themselves. 

 

As a final summary of the original contribution to knowledge, Study One of this thesis 

provides a “useful oversight to the social and cultural barriers to the Standard’s 
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impact” (Turconi and Shaw, 2021, p.5) and then the other parts examine these 

barriers in great detail and consider the implications for a sports NGB’s journey to 

become more diverse and inclusive. 
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Study One: The Equality Standard Survey 
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Appendix B 

Anti-racism campaigns in sport and football 

Date of 
fomation 

Anti-racism campaign 
/ initiative  

Summary of main features 

1980s  Anti – racism groups, 
formation of the Football 
Supporter’s Association 
(FSA) and football 
supporter fanzines 

Fan led activity that focused on trying to change the image 
of fan cultures to more inclusive alternatives and oppose 
the growth of the far right and neo-fascism within football 
clubs. 

1993 Let’s Kick Racism Out of 
Football  

 

Established in a partnership between the Commission for 
Racial Equality (CRE), the Football Trust (FT) and the 
Professional Footballers’ Association (PFA) with focus on 
the racist football hooligan. All 92 professional clubs 
signed up support but there was little initial support from 
The FA. 

 
1997 Kick it Out  

 

After a series of high-profile racist incidents, Let’s Kick 
Racism Out of Football was reformed with increased 
financial support from The FA and Premier League. Focus 
still remained however on spectator racism. 

 
1997 Football Task Force (FTF) 

 

Included various stakeholders across English football 
including administrators, supporters, players, academics 
and other interested parties with a remit of making 
recommendations on appropriate measures to: eliminate 
racism in football and encourage wider participation by 
ethnic minorities, both in playing and spectating (FTF, 
1998, p.49). Little focus on institutional racism within the 
game. 

 
1998 Sporting Equals 

 

Formed in partnership with the Commission for Racial 
Equality (CRE) and Sport England to develop policies 
and practices that promoted racial equality through 
working with the governing bodies of various sports and 
key national sports organizations. More focus on anti-
racism within organisational practice. 

 
2000 Sporting Equals Race 

Equality Standard 

 

A development from the Sporting Equals Racial Equality 
Charter for Sport with the Standard focusing on helping 
sports organizations and governing bodies to plan, 
develop, evaluate, and achieve racial equality in all 
aspects of sport. In 2002, Sport England announced that 
all national governing bodies (NGBs) receiving exchequer 
funding had to achieve the preliminary level by the end of 
March 2003.  

 
2004 The Equality Standard for 

Sport 

 

Introduced by the four Sports Councils to recognise the 
multiple nature of inequalities that exist in sport beyond 
simply racial grounds and continued the focus on 
supporting sports organisations in addressing inequalities 
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on an organisational level. With increased public sector 
funding for sports organisations from the New Labour 
government, the Standard continued to  provide 
incentivisation of equality for these organisations.  

 
2004 Football Association’s 

Ethics and Sports Equity 
Strategy (E&SES) 

 

The FA’s first equality policy although the use of term 
equity was significant because this proposes a more 
radical approach that focuses on institutional change and 
positive action. Research found that there was significant 
resistance to such an approach within The FA particularly 
from the County FA’s where the call for more equity 
clashed with the philosophical belief in meritocracy 
(Lusted, 2009; 2011). 

 
2003 The Rooney Rule  

 

Established in the National Football League (NFL) in the 
USA and requires clubs to guarantee an interview with at 
least one BAME applicant for managerial and coaching 
vacancies. Demonstrated some success in increasing the 
number of BAME managers and coaches. 

 
2016 Voluntary Recruitment 

Code (VRC)  

 

An adaptation of the Rooney Rule piloted in the English 
Football League (EFL) in the 2016/17 season and then 
made mandatory for all EFL clubs in 2018. Difficult to 
measure impact as there has been no publication of data 
about outcomes although indications are that this has had 
minimal effect given that there is little monitoring and no 
financial penalties or other sanctions imposed on clubs 
that do not abide by the code. 
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Appendix C  

Study Two NGB Survey 

Note. information redacted on all pages to protect the anonymity of the NGB. 
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Appendix D 

Participant Consent Form 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM  
Diversity Research Project – Schools Football (Redacted) 

By signing and returning this consent form you are indicating your agreement with the 
following statements: 

• I have read and understood the attached Participant Information Leaflet for this
study.

• I have had the opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study. (Note you can
contact Adam Dwight).

• I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions, where I have had a query.
• I have received enough information about this study.
• I understand that the focus group will be audio recorded
• I understand I am free to withdraw from the study at any time until the transcripts

are anonymised.
• I understand anonymised data will be archived for future research
• I agree to take part in the study.

Participant’s Signature:      

Date:   

Participant’s Name in Print: 

Contact e-mail:  

RETURNING THE CONSENT FORM: We would ask you to please email the attached consent 
form to Adam Dwight (a scanned copy can be sent to the email address below) or please hand 
in a paper copy to Adam on Wednesday 7th February. 

CONTACT DETAILS: You can contact Adam Dwight at [e-mail address redacted]
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APPENDIX E 

 
Ten years of the UK’s Equality Standard for Sport 

 

 



 

 311 

  

 



 

 312 

 
 



 

 313 

 
 



 

 314 

 



 

 315 

 



 

 316 

 
 



 

 317 

 
 



 

 318 

 



 

 319 

 
 



 

 320 

 



 

 321 

 



 

 322 

 



 

 323 

 



 

 324 

 



 

 325 

 



 

 326 

 



 

 327 

 



 

 328 

 



 

 329 

 
 
 



 

 330 

Appendix F 
 

Study Two and Three Research Project Agreement 
 
Deleted addresses 

 
 
10th March 2017 
 
 
Dear Deleted Name 
 
REF: PhD Student Bursary 
 
I am pleased to confirm (Deleted) agreement to a PhD bursary with the University of Wolverhampton 
for Adam Dwight. Adam will be working with (Deleted) during from March 2017 (subject to approval 
under University procedures) to December 2017 to support the research required by the (Deleted) 
Diversity Advisory Group, as laid down in the attached terms of reference. Adam is required to write a 
report to the Advisory Group, enabling them to make recommendations using his research as an 
evidence base. 
 
Specifically, this research is expected to cover: 
 

• Through sampling (including but not restricted to 10 Regional (deleted) Associations, plus 
coaches and managers of (Deleted) teams in national competitions finals), the demographic 
profile of those volunteering in (Deleted) association football; 

• Through case studies, (including but not restricted to c. 3 Regional (Deleted) Associations), 
a deeper study into participation, and barriers to participation, in volunteering by different 
communities in the locality; 

• The barriers, perceived or otherwise, to seeking service as a member of Council; 
• Subsequent exploration of research questions drawn from quantitative and qualitative data; 

with a view to providing 
• A final report summarising findings. 

 
The (Deleted) agrees that this project can be used as part of Adam’s PhD as a comparative case study 
into organisational culture, in which the (Deleted) identity will be anonymised. 
 
The (Deleted) therefore commits to provide £1000 for the completion of this work which will be payable 
in 3 instalments: £300 at the commissioning stage, £300 at the stage of reporting back to the Advisory 
Group and £400 on receipt of the agreed final written report. 
 
I am sure that this collaboration will be beneficial to both our organisations, and I look forward 
to working with you on this project. Yours sincerely 
 
(Deleted Name and 

Signature) Chief Executive 
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Officer 

Encl. 
 
 

Declarations 
 
This Agreement is between University of Wolverhampton and (Deleted) 
 
Signed on behalf of the University of Signed on behalf of the 
(Deleted) Wolverhampton: 
 
Signature ………………………………… Signature 
. 

Name …………………………………… Name Deleted 
 
Position ………………………………… Position Chair of 

Trustees Date …………………………………… Date 10 March 2017 
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Appendix G 

Ethical approval 

Begin forwarded message: 

From: FEHWResearch@wlv.ac.uk
Subject: Institute of Sport - Ethics Decision Notification
Date: 13 April 2017 at 14:45:20 BST
To: [e-mail address redacted] 
Cc: [e-mail address redacted]

Message sent on behalf of Professor Andy Lane 

Submission No: 117345 

Dear Adam,  

The review panel for ethics in sports research has now considered your recent submission. The panel 
have approved your project with the following provisos: 

1. That where additional case study organisations are identified the same systems are applied across
all case studies.
2. There may be specific characteristics of the organisations that make them identifiable, even
though anonymised. So please be sensitive to other identifiers such as small, medium and large
organisation and geographical specificity of the site/ organisational reach and so forth.
3. I'd recommend looking at the academic literature on the difference between diversity and
equality.

The above provisos can come to me via [e-mail address redacted]  

Many thanks.   

Kind regards, 

Andy 

[name redacted]
Research Administrator 
Faculty of Education Health and Wellbeing 
University of Wolverhampton 
Walsall Campus, Gorway Road 
WALSALL WS1 3BD 

Tel: [number redacted]
Internal Extension: [redacted]
Email: FEHWResearch@wlv.ac.uk 

Postgraduate Research Experience Survey 2017
PRES opens on Valentine’s Day, Tuesday 14th February 2017 and will run until 19th May 2017. 
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Appendix H 

Reflections 

Introduction 

This appendix offers a personal narrative of my reflections as a researcher and my 

research experiences across the three studies in my thesis. This will provide a 

valuable opportunity to share my positionality as a researcher, at the start of my 

research journey, during this process and at the end. Crucially this appendix will 

include an evaluative perspective on how this positionality impacted on the research 

methodology and research findings in the context of the principle of reflexivity and its 

particular importance in qualitative research. The appendix provides the opportunity 

to reflect on the decisions that were made during my research journey and to 

consider a way forward for further research and the direction that future research 

might take. Finally, a valuable opportunity is provided by this appendix of the thesis, 

to write in the first person and while writing in the third person is more conventional 

for academic writing, it does at times feel unnatural and impersonal because as 

Agaoglu (2013, para. 8) states “By removing the first-person point of view and the 

active voice from your writing, what you're actually doing is removing yourself.” This 

appendix provides the opportunity to address this deficit and provides an opportunity 

to connect with the reader and offer an invaluable personal perspective on the 

research that I have engaged in. 

Importance of reflexivity 

It must be emphasised that this is not a supplementary appendix of little importance 

but instead an integral part of this thesis because it is essential to embrace 

reflexivity, particularly in qualitative research, where the “role of the researcher has 

long biased research” (Kidney & Manning 2017, p.187). In terms of defining 

reflexivity, it is effectively the ability of the researcher to reflect upon, explore, and 

examine social processes, and contextual factors influencing the research, the 

participants, and the relationship between the researcher and participants 

(Baumbusch, 2011). Thus, reflexivity ensures that the researcher embraces the 

subjective nature of qualitative research while continually negotiating complex power 
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relations in the field (Till, 2009). It allows the researcher to include ‘the self’ in the 

research and the self-critical nature of reflexivity allows the researcher to be 

transparent about their own assumptions, values and beliefs (Seale, 1999). Anything 

less than this would be hypocritical in a thesis that focuses in detail on normalised 

assumptions and practises that are the foundations of institutional cultures that 

influence the diversity and inclusivity of sports organisation but operate below the 

surface and are rarely exposed. Reflexivity will allow me to consider the degree of 

influence that I exerted on my research, intentionally or unintentionally, whether this 

is the relationship with participants in my research, the data collection, and / or the 

analysis of the findings and the conclusions reached (Kidney & Manning, 2017). 

Adopting reflexivity as a core principle of this research, means that I do not see 

myself as the researcher, on one hand, and the participants in my research, on the 

other, as two opposite sides of a continuum because my role as a researcher is 

much as a participant in the research as those being studied (Maykut & Morehouse, 

2002). 

 

My positionality as a researcher 
 
If I start initially with my positionality, this will bring to attention my interest, location 

and situation when framed against the standpoint of my research (Choi, 2006; 

McDonald, 2013). This is particularly crucial given the philosophical foundations of 

this thesis include concepts of inclusivity and diversity that embrace the multifactorial 

nature of inequality and therefore as a self-reflexive researcher, I need to be able to 

“Interrogate complex interactions between gender, race/ ethnicity, religion, age, 

sexuality, social, political, cultural, economic, etc identities of both the researcher 

and participants” (Kidney & Manning 2017, p.188). It thus seems glib to provide a 

simple description of myself with the appropriate labels, but this is almost certainly a 

reflection of my own hesitancy to reveal my own privileges. In providing this 

description the word ‘middle’ seems a common theme, because I am a white, middle 

aged, middle class and a heterosexual male that was born in middle England. 

However, my background is not one of economic privilege because my father and 

mother were born to working class families in the heart of the industrial Black 

Country and both were employed in the manufacturing and engineering sector in the 

early part of their careers (my father as a draughtsman and my mother as a 
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secretary at an Engineering firm). My parents worked extremely hard to improve their 

standard of living for their family and were both employed in the education sector, my 

father as a teacher and my mother as a school secretary, by the time the devastating 

effects of deindustrialisation hit the Black Country in the 1980s. Deindustrialisation 

was not a force of nature that happened by chance and while the declining industrial 

sector was a factor prior to the election of Thatcher’s Conservative government in 

1979, it was under her New Right political regime that deindustrialisation was 

accelerated and mass unemployment hit the Black Country (Silverwood & 

Woodward, 2018). 

 

While my father and mother were not exposed directly to Thatcher’s decimation of 

the industry in the Black Country, this was not the case with our extended family with 

several of my uncles losing their jobs and facing very difficult economic and social 

conditions. It was in this environment of increasing economic inequalities and a 

growing regional divide between the North and South of the country, that my political 

viewpoint was forged. My father was always very proud of his industrial roots and, 

despite growing up in the reasonably leafy suburbs of the town, we maintained close 

contact with the local community predominately through our extended family and our 

shared love of Wolverhampton Wanderers. My father would joke that I could make 

up my own mind on most things but supporting the Wolves and voting Labour were 

prerequisites for remaining under his roof. A shared hatred for Margaret Thatcher 

and her government was taken for granted but this was not an uncommon 

perception in the Industrial Midlands and North in the 1980s. 

 

I also inherited my father’s core values of justice, equality, and fairness and this 

included a strongly held opposition to all forms of racism. I remember well my 

father’s anger and frustration with family and friends who would commonly express 

racist sentiments during my childhood in the 1970s and 80s. This is not to say that 

Wolverhampton and the Black Country was a hotbed of racism but the opportunities 

that industry provided always meant that after the 2nd World War the area had 

attracted economic migrants. It should be remembered that until the Commonwealth 

Immigrants Act in 1962, all citizens of the Commonwealth could live and work in the 

UK without restriction and Wolverhampton and the Black Country established a 

thriving African-Caribbean community and Sikh community with migrants 
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encouraged to fill labour shortages in the “Mother Country” (Jackson, 2014). 

Unfortunately, the ‘invitation’ was soon forgotten and the consequences of mass 

migration in the heart of the Black Country, in industrial Bilston, where my mother 

was born and my grandmother lived, are described eloquently by Campbell (2014, 

p.21): 

 

“The obvious physical, cultural and linguistic differences between Bilston’s 
native population and the newcomers led to social tensions and issues 
concerning community cohesion. Widespread hostility and outright racial 
prejudice began to emerge as ‘coloured immigrants’ became synonymous 
with crime, social disorder and violence – leading to increased public anxiety.” 

 

Unfortunately, these tensions were exploited by a number of politicians who fanned 

the flames of racism for their own short term political gain including the infamous 

‘Rivers of blood’ speech by Conservative MP for Wolverhampton Southwest, Enoch 

Powell, in 1968, in which he argued that the post-war influx of immigrants from the 

former colonies West Indies, Southeast Asia and Africa had made “the native 

English strangers in their own land” (Powell, 1969, p.216). While Powell suffered the 

immediate consequences of being removed from the Shadow Cabinet by 

Conservative leader, Edward Heath, there was evidence of significant support for 

Powell at the time with a Gallup national opinion poll showing 74% of the Nation in 

agreement (Schoen, 1977, p.37). The support for Powell’s racist sentiments in 

Wolverhampton and the Black Country seemed even more pronounced with the 

editor of the local newspaper, The Express and Star, stating: 

 
“Ted Heath made a martyr out of Enoch, but as far as Express & 
Star's circulation area was concerned, virtually the whole area was 
determined to make a saint out of him. From the Tuesday through to the end 
of the week, I had ten, fifteen to twenty bags full of readers' letters: 95 per 
cent of them were pro-Enoch.” (Jones citied in Jones, 2013, para. 27) 

 

While there was also widespread opposition to Powell, and he became something of 

a “political pariah” (Whipple, 2009, p.735) after the speech, the local support he 

received, reflected some of the racist sentiments in the area that I encountered 

growing up in Wolverhampton as a young boy in the 1970s and 80s. While 

nicknames seem a rather trivial example of racism, they do reveal the normalised 

and unquestioned nature of institutional racism and it was certainly the case that 
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there were very few at my secondary school who challenged the use of Sinbad as a 

nickname for the only black boy in the school I attended. Likewise, the labelling of 

Wolves centre-back, George Berry, as ‘Chicken George’ by the fans on the Molineux 

terraces in the late 1970s, was seen as an affectionate association with the 

character from Roots, the TV Miniseries. Despite the obvious racial connotations 

with the name and the fact that the series, an adaptation of Alex Haley’s (1976) 

novel, chronicled the history of an African man sold to slavery in America, I do 

remember even my father being rather amused by the use of the nickname. I 

witnessed more overt forms of racial language and abuse on a regular basis during 

this period and my father brought me up to challenge this ignorance and prejudice. 

 

In 1987, I moved to Liverpool to study a degree in Political Theory and Institutions at 

the local University and the choice of city was implicitly linked to my love of politics 

and football. In terms of football, while Wolves would always remain my first love, in 

1987 Merseyside had just seen an unheralded monopolisation of the top tier of 

English football with Liverpool winning four and Everton two of the previous six 

league titles. With Everton the reigning Champions, Liverpool had responded by 

adding the signings of John Barnes and Peter Beardsley to create an incredibly 

exciting squad under the stewardship of Kenny Dalglish. My intrigue with the football 

in Liverpool was matched with my interest in the vibrant political climate in the city 

that is so vividly described by Hughes (2015, para.1) 

 

“Liverpool in the 1980s felt like the front line of a war zone, a class war where 
a working-class city stood up to a manifestly unfair and provocative 
Conservative government and fought for its survival.” 

 
I was attracted to the tight knit community in the city and shared the sense of 

injustice felt in the city due to the mass unemployment and inequalities created by 

Thatcher’s regime. My time in Liverpool strengthened my resolve to fight inequality in 

whatever form it takes although as a socialist, I was acutely aware of the importance 

of socio-economic inequality and that the proportion of children living in relative 

poverty had doubled during Thatcher’s reign in the 1980s (Wilkinson & Pickett, 

2013). 
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Having graduated and enjoyed a brief flirtation working in leisure management, I 

returned to Wolverhampton in 1996 to complete a teaching qualification at the 

University and then gained a position as a lecturer at the City of Wolverhampton 

College.  Wolverhampton is one of the most diverse areas in the country, certainly 

outside of London, with only 68% of the population describing themselves as white 

British compared with 85.4% across the whole of England (Census 2011). I have 

remained as a lecturer at the College for a nearly a quarter of a century and for 18 of 

those years, I have occupied the role as the main workplace trade union 

representative for what was formerly the National Association of Teachers in Further 

and Higher Education (NATFHE) which then merged with the Association of 

University Teachers (AUT) in 2006 and became the University and College Union 

(UCU) in 2007. A significant proportion of my work as trade union representative at 

the College and as part of a national union, has been addressing issues of injustice 

and inequality, both in terms of collective issues and individual case work, and often 

related to gender, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation or other forms of 

harassment and / or victimisation. Also, at the College, I have worked as an 

advanced practitioner for the last 15 years providing support and mentoring for other 

teaching and support staff and this included responsibility for ensuring inclusivity was 

embedded into the curriculum and for training all staff with equality and diversity 

awareness including their legal responsibilities under The Equality Act 2010. In terms 

of my delivery in sport, I organised for my students to become involved in several 

campaigns to raise awareness about discrimination and prejudice in sport including 

The Justin Campaign, Football v Homophobia, FA Coaching Disabled Footballers 

and the students organised a local Paralympics for disabled children across 

Wolverhampton and the Black Country. 

 

All of these experiences led me to a position in which I wanted to not only continue to 

make a difference on the ground, at a grassroots level, but also to become involved 

in academic research with a more “systematic investigation” (OED, 2020) into 

inequalities in the sporting arena. I was very conscious as a practitioner and ‘non-

academic’, at the start of my research journey in 2013, that academic research was 

often inaccessible to wider audiences (Rau, Goggins & Fahy, 2018). This is not what 

I wanted from my research, and I support the mounting pressure for academics to 

produce societally relevant and ‘usable’ knowledge and to actively engage with non-
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academic actors who are looking for answers to major global challenges (Fischer-

Kowalski & Swilling, 2011; Khoo, 2013; Fahy and Rau, 2013; Clark et al., 2016). 

While it may seem like hyperbole to describe inequality in sport as a ‘global 

challenge’, that is not the case when you think of inequality in more general terms 

and many of the issues in sport, around the underrepresentation of BAME, women, 

disabled people and LGBT individuals in positions of power, are as relevant to wider 

society and business as they are in sport. 

 

My research direction 
 
In terms of the decision about what direction my research should take, it was clear 

that my interest, in pursuing a wider range of inequalities in sport, was not consistent 

with the bulk of the research carried out previously in this area. The majority of the 

research into equality issues in sport can be described as ‘categorical’ (Dowling, 

Flintoff, & Fitzgerald, 2012) because they focus on a single strand of equality and 

then utilise the theoretical basis of these single strands e.g., feminist frameworks or 

critical race theory. In taking a broader perspective on sports equality, I was keen to 

see the common themes that would emerge across the different theories and to use 

these themes as a basis for my research. It was clear, from an early stage in my 

literature review of the different theoretical perspectives across the equality strands, 

that organisational culture was a recurring thread that had a powerful and all-

pervasive influence on the diversity and inclusivity of sports organisations. The next 

decision involved what specific area of research, I should concentrate on in 

examining the influence of organisational culture on equality, diversity and inclusivity 

in sport. 

 

The Standard represented an ideal focus for the first study in my research because it 

was a policy initiative that mirrored my interest in the multiple nature of inequalities in 

sport and embraced all the protected characteristics covered by The Equality Act 

2010. In exploring The Standard, it was clear there were two significant research 

questions that I need to examine: the first involved considering whether The 

Standard had made a tangible difference to sports organisations in terms of 

inclusivity and the second would explore whether organisational culture was a barrier 

to progress and if so, how these barriers could be overcome. Study One of this 
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research took the form of a survey of 42 sports organisations in 2015 who had 

achieved various levels of The Standard and the survey included questions that 

prompted closed and quantitative results and questions that provided more open-

ended and qualitative responses. While the quantitative responses provided some 

comparative data with a similar survey completed during the pilot stage of The 

Equality Standard (Hudson & Barlow, 2005), it was the qualitative data that provided 

a deeper look at changes within the organisations and the influence of organisational 

culture. In exploring the qualitative data through a thematic analysis, I adopted the 

same theoretical framework used by Shaw (2007) in her textual analysis of The 

Standard that involved encouraging “organisational involvement, critiquing taken-for-

granted assumptions and addressing organisations’ ‘deep structure” (Shaw, 2007, 

p.421). 

 

The reaction from the Sports Councils, the owners of The Standard, to Study One is 

worthy of reflection. If The Standard was making a significant impact and difference 

in ensuring that it met its purpose “to widen access and reduce inequalities in sport 

and physical activity from underrepresented individuals, groups and communities” 

(SCEG, 2020) then it would be expected that the Sports Councils would have 

welcomed the scrutiny of the study, and the opportunity to explore and profile the 

work that was being completed. However, the reaction from the Sports Councils 

Equality Group (SCEG), who organise the Standard on behalf of the five Sports 

Councils, was defensive, uncooperative, and unenthusiastic about the research. 

There is a significant exception to this reflection in the form of one Sports Council, 

Sports Wales, who were very supportive of the research in helping provide contacts 

for the survey and I was also invited to be a participant observer on their assessment 

panel for the Equality Standard in 2014. This more supportive and transparent 

approach at Sports Wales may be reflected in the fact that far more sports 

organisations have reached the higher levels of the Standard (Preliminary and 

Intermediate level) in Wales than in England under the auspices of Sport England. 

 

The publication of the academic paper based on Study One, Ten years of the UK’s 

Equality Standard for Sport (Dwight & Biscomb, 2018) that is included in Appendix E, 

was a huge landmark for me in terms of my research journey because I had started 

out as very much a practitioner rather than an academic. However, there were 
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several conclusions that emerged from Study One, that meant that I did not want the 

Standard to remain the main focus of my PhD research. Firstly, the study confirmed 

earlier research that the Standard was ineffectual as a tool for facilitating progress 

with the inclusivity and diversity of sports organisations, because its audit and 

outcome-based methodology did little to encourage a more critically reflexive 

approach that focuses on processes within organizations (Shaw, 2007) and 

ultimately accredits evidence of action rather than change (Spracklen, Hylton & 

Long, 2006). Also, in completing Study One, I was conscious of the fact that I had 

not fully fulfilled the requirements of my research both from an epistemological 

perspective and in addressing the research question in terms of an in-depth 

exploration of organisational culture. Critical realism supports both extensive and 

intensive research (Sayer, 2010) but a focus on organisational culture requires more 

intensive research with a smaller number of cases and more emphasis on process 

and structure. 

 

Thus, Study Two and Three sought the opportunity to carry intensive research with a 

detailed case study of an NGB or other sports organisation with a mixed method 

approach in which the researcher should immerse themselves in the organisation 

carrying out surveys, interviews, participant observation, focus groups and other 

ethnographic forms of data collection. This more immersive and intensive research 

did pose some challenges for me in the sense that I was very much a part time 

researcher, and my full-time work is somewhat all consuming and the antipathy of a 

typical 9-5 job. Nevertheless, the logistical challenge of combining the time demands 

of my job and carrying out case study research potentially gave some benefits in 

providing a distance that supported my objective to be impartial and objective as a 

researcher. In fact, researcher reflexivity, that is the focus of this chapter, should 

illuminate that this goal is unrealistic in qualitative research and instead Gordon 

(2005, p.279) encourages researchers to abandon the pretence of objectivity and 

instead explore the ways in which subjectivity manifest itself (Chiseri-Strater, 1996; 
Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Hertz, 1997; Macbeth, 2001; Peshkin, 1998; Pillow, 2003). 

One of the ways that my subjectivity showed through at an early stage of my case 

study work, with the Sports NGB, was in relation to an early meeting that I had with 

the female CEO. This individual had been the gatekeeper for me gaining access to 
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the sports organisation in the sense that she had commissioned the research on 

behalf of the National Council. In preparing for this meeting, I had carried out some 

preliminary research on the Sports NGB using their official website and had been 

immediately drawn to a photograph showing the members of the Council in a typical 

football team formation with two rows, wearing official governing body regalia and 

the CEO and ‘Chairman’ at the centre. My attention had been drawn to the picture 

for two reasons; the first reason being the stark demographic of the Council in terms 

of their gender (all male except for the one female CEO), ethnicity (all white except 

for one co-opted member) and age (predominately elderly). The second issue that 

had drawn me to the photograph had been the attire all worn by all the National 

Council members, except the female CEO, which had been the official Governing 

Body blazers. While England Rugby Union captain, Will Carling had never 

referenced blazers in his tirade about the “57 old farts running rugby” (Hey, 1995) 

they do symbolise his frustrations with the unrepresentative and old school nature of 

this elected amateur officials running the sport. 

Thus, I went into the meeting with the CEO, very wary of mentioning the impact that 

the photograph had on me, because I was conscious that I wanted to provide the 

impression of an objective and impartial researcher that was beginner the research 

process with an open mind and would only be guided by the data that I collected. 

Although Corces-Zimmerman & Tonia (2019, p.92) below are only referencing 

ethnicity, this effectively captures the dilemma that I faced as white researcher 

attending the meeting and considering how to tackle the subject: 

“Researchers facing the false-binary of completely and directly calling out 
whiteness and white privilege at the risk of sacrificing the objectivity of their 
data collection efforts, or remaining passive observers and endorsers of 
whiteness in order to pursue the most provocative, yet problematic, responses 
from students.” 

Ironically in the meeting with the female CEO, when mentioning some of the 

preliminary research that I had carried out on the official website, it was she that 

brought up the photograph and called out the issue of the whiteness, the gender, 

and the age of the National Council. She spoke eloquently about the negative image 

that this photograph provided for the National Governing Body and the 

unrepresentative nature of its National Council. She also initiated her own concerns 
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about the blazers and how they reinforced the old boys’ appearance of Council and 

while this was light-hearted conversation, she made clear that she had taken a 

conscious decision not to wear a blazer herself. This opening dialogue with the CEO 

was very influential in my perception that she would be both a gatekeeper in terms of 

commissioning the research but also in terms of allowing my research to facilitate 

change. Unfortunately, as the research progressed, and the reality of change 

became tangible, as I made specific recommendations to the Governing body, the 

gatekeeper seemingly became a barrier to change. Although the gatekeeper shut the 

gate to even the most conservative changes included in my recommendations to the 

governing body, this section of my research is framed as Study Three, due to the 

significance of the response from the CEO, the National Council and other 

respondents and what this data reveals about the organisational culture of the 

governing body. Study Three is also extremely important in demonstrating the 

willingness and capacity that sports organisations, like the Sports NGB in my case 

study, have to change and become diverse and inclusive organisations or whether 

more rigorous external intervention will be required to enforce this change. 

 

Summary 

This appendix has focused on a reflection on the research conducted within the 

thesis, using a personal narrative to explain the foundations of my research, its 

impact and issues I faced. This has included my own personal background and how 

this impacted on my research. While I wanted to focus across a wide range of 

protected characteristics in all three studies, I concentrated on gender and race and 

ethnicity due to the restrictions on the size and scope of a thesis. In future research, I 

would like to continue my exploration of institutional culture and its influence on 

inclusivity in sports organisation but with a greater focus on other strands of equality 

such as age, disability, sexual orientation, gender identity and religion. 

 
 


