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Management Insights
Refereeing Sport
Sport is currently under unprecedented scrutiny, and strong organisational governance has become essential rather than optional. This theme was covered in a discussion between Professor Geoff Walters, Director of the Centre for Sports Business at the University of Liverpool Management School, and Craig Beeston, Programme Manager for the Sports Governance Academy (SGA) at the Chartered Governance Institute. Their discussion traced the evolution of governance in sport in the UK, examined the impact of mandatory governance codes, and considered how football’s independent regulator could reshape the landscape.

How a Governance Revolution Began
The governance landscape in the UK experienced significant change in 2016, when UK Sport and Sport England introduced the mandatory Code for Sports Governance. Any organisation seeking public funding was required to comply with strict governance standards. The rationale was clear: when public money enters a system, public accountability must follow. This represented a major shift from the earlier voluntary, “best‑practice” approach that had produced slow and inconsistent change.

Recognising that compliance alone was insufficient, Sport England partnered with the Chartered Governance Institute to create the Sports Governance Academy, dedicated to providing training, resources, research and networking for organisations across the UK. Initially aimed at larger, highly funded bodies, the SGA now operates across the full sporting ecosystem, from national governing bodies to grassroots organisations.

Why Governance Matters More Than Ever
Beeston and Walters emphasised that governance’s value extends far beyond compliance. Good governance:
· Protects public investment, ensuring money is well used.
· Creates safe, inclusive environments for participants.
· Builds trust among athletes, fans, partners, funders and communities.
· Supports sustainability, both financial and environmental.

Governance, as Walters noted, is not simply about board composition or constitutional amendments, but it is about systems, decision‑making, behaviours and culture. Ten years ago, many sports organisations did not even recognise governance as relevant to them. Yet high‑profile scandals across multiple sports, including gymnastics and cycling, demonstrated how cultural failings, weak oversight and inadequate reporting mechanisms could damage reputations, harm athletes and erode trust.

Research‑informed governance reforms have helped shift this mindset. A sector survey showed that 87% of organisations found the code helpful in improving policies and processes. Board diversity indicators also improved: 43% of board members were women within four years of the code’s introduction, higher than FTSE 100 and FTSE 250 averages, though this has since slipped slightly to 41%. Representation of culturally or ethnically diverse members remains around 15%, again above FTSE 250 levels but below national demographics.

Despite this progress, major gaps remain within senior leadership teams, where 92% of executives are white, and three‑quarters of CEOs and chairs are male. This disconnection between board‑level progress and leadership‑level realities shows why governance can never rely solely on structural change. Culture, Walters argued, is shaped by everyday interactions, behaviours and trust.  Boards, which meet only intermittently, cannot assume their influence automatically permeates organisational life.

Cultural Frameworks
Both stressed that governance codes are not panaceas. Organisations will always face challenges, whether misconduct, mismanagement or cultural failings. Governance frameworks exist to minimise risks, create clear escalation routes, and ensure accountability when issues do arise. Crucially, rising reports of problems should not be seen as evidence of failure, but seen as increasing trust in reporting mechanisms.

One is the biggest cultural shifts has been the historical view of governance as an administrative burden to it now being regarded as strategic infrastructure.  Many organisations now voluntarily adopt higher‑tier governance standards even when not required to, signalling a broader commitment across the UK sports sector.

Football’s Moment of Reckoning
UK Football is entering a new era following the UK Government’s Football Governance Bill. After decades of self‑regulation, the sport now operates under a new independent regulator, tasked with ensuring financial sustainability, safeguarding cultural heritage and strengthening the voice of supporters.

A key feature will be the introduction of a code of governance for clubs, echoing the wider sports sector’s framework. Walters and colleagues have conducted research into board composition across the 116 clubs operating under the regulator (Premier League, EFL and National League). The findings revealed that:
· Only 8.5% of directors are women
· 71% of clubs have all‑male boards
· Some boards consist of a single individual, typically the owner
· Many directors have held their positions for 10–20 years, well beyond common governance term limits.

Such structures are misaligned with modern governance expectations. More fundamentally, football faces deeper questions about decision‑making authority. When a board exists alongside a sovereign wealth fund, billionaire owner or private consortium, where does true power lie? How meaningful can board oversight be when ownership is highly concentrated? These are questions the regulator cannot avoid.
The scale of football’s financial disparities and cultural complexities means change will need to be tiered, proportionate and supported, echoing the approach that made the 2016 code effective. Some clubs will require roadmaps rather than immediate compliance, and the sector will need guidance to recalibrate long‑standing norms.

Key Takeaways 
Governance drives performance. Strong governance enhances transparency, safeguards investment and builds trust. In sport, as in business, this leads to better decisions, better environments and better long‑term outcomes.

Football’s new regulator marks a historic shift. Clubs will face mandatory governance standards for the first time, bringing scrutiny of board diversity, ownership structures, decision‑making processes and financial controls.

Culture matters as much as compliance. Policies alone cannot prevent governance failures. Effective oversight depends on trust, reporting mechanisms, lived behaviours and shared values throughout the organisation, including among players, executives and volunteers.
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