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Chapter 7 

A relationship perspective 
on organisational culture and 
good governance in sport 

Vassil Girginov 

Introduction 

Despite over 50 years of research, the concepts of organisational culture and good 
governance have not lost their currency and continue to intrigue researchers and 
practitioners. A search on ‘organisational culture’ in the Web of Science data base 
returned 19,096 articles including 1,501 published in 2020 alone. The search for 
‘good governance’ showed 18,397 articles of which 2,035 were published in 2020. 

It is generally accepted that governance is concerned with steering collective 
actions towards achieving certain results. Injecting the adjective ‘good’ in front of 
governance serves as a qualifer of whether it is effective or not and implies value 
judgement which takes the discussion into the realms of culture and ethics. Sport 
organisations come in different shapes and sizes and what tells them apart is the 
specifc culture they subscribe to. 

Extant literature on sport governance focuses mostly on improving organisa-
tional structure and practices but culture-informed analyses of governance are 
almost absent or peripheral at best: Numerato (2010) addresses how different 
sport governance cultures promote social capital; Li, MacIntosh and Bravo (2012) 
focus on the intercultural management in sport organisations; Sotiriadou and 
De Haan (2019) explore the role of gender equity strategies in creating a gender 
equitable governance culture; and Geeraert (2018) suggests that culture could 
be an obstacle to good governance. Shilbury, Ferkins and Smythe’s (2013) study 
shows the emergence of commercialisation culture in sport organisations as a 
major contributing factor for the acceptance of corporate governance codes in 
sport. It is also worth mentioning that the authoritative governance audit carried 
out by the Association of International Summer Olympic Federations does not 
even include organisational culture as an indicator despite the explicitly stated 
aim “to promote a better culture of governance” (ASOIF 2017, p. 3). 

What most studies tend to overlook is that the implementation of any concep-
tion of good governance inevitably requires, in the frst place, a change in the 
value system that underpins the culture of the organisation. For this change to 
take place it ought to address the deeply rooted values and believes of the mem-
bers of the organisation so they can internalise the principles of good governance 
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and enact them in their daily routines. This chapter interrogates the relation-
ship between good governance and organisational culture. It argues that both 
good governance and organisational culture are mutually constructive normative 
concepts which promote a particular view of what ought to be regarded as pub-
lic good. However, this tends to be an unequal relationship because the current 
belief in the power of good governance to enhance the effectiveness of sport 
has become an ideology promoting isomorphism through a universal model of 
organisational culture imposed by governmental and other agencies nationally 
and internationally. 

The chapter proceeds as follows: the frst and second sections interrogate the 
concepts of organisational culture and good governance, respectively. Section 
three examines the constructive relationship between the two concepts, followed 
by a review of culture of codifcation of governance and its framing as synony-
mous with effectiveness, and fnally some refections and implications for research 
and practice are discussed. 

Culture and organisational culture 

Decades of research have not resulted in establishing an agreement on the def-
nition of organisational culture and good governance and conceptual approaches 
continue to proliferate. In 1952, one of earlier anthropologists, Kroeber and 
Kluckhohn’s critical review of concepts and defnitions of culture produced a list 
of 164 different defnitions. More recently, Jung et al. (2009) identifed 48 vali-
dated instruments for measuring organisational culture. 

Most research on culture explicitly acknowledges the linguistic challenges 
in defning this concept. Williams (1989) famously opined that culture is one 
of the two or three most complicated words in the English language. He also 
elucidated that “a culture has two aspects: the known meanings and directions, 
which its members are trained to; the new observations and meanings, which are 
offered and tested” (p. 6). This is an important observation as it allows to dis-
tinguish between two main approaches to organisational culture. The frst is its 
conceptualisation as something organisations have also referred to as the objec-
tivist-functionalist view. According to Alvesson (2002), this perspective usually 
conceives culture as an organisational attribute, which can be operationalised 
and studied empirically. This turns culture into a variable and the main concern 
then becomes to understand its relationship with organisational outcomes such 
as effectiveness, performance, and productivity. 

The second perspective (symbolic interactionism) sees organisations as cul-
tures. It corresponds to William’s interpretation of culture as the creation and 
testing of meaning by organisational members and the processes that facilitate the 
understanding of this meaning and its enactment. From this perspective, organi-
sational culture is not a variable but a root metaphor (cf. Smircich 1983). Morgan 
(1997) has developed eight root metaphors to describe organisations including 
one of organisations as cultures. According to this metaphor, organisations can 
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be viewed as mini societies grounded in their own ideologies, beliefs, and values. 
Members of organisations then are engaged in a constant construction process 
of shared systems of meaning that are accepted, internalised, and acted upon at 
every level of an organisation and that allow them to understand events, actions 
and situations in a distinctive way. Morgan (1997) refers to this process as the 
enactment of culture. This interpretation of organisations as culture is much 
more diffcult to quantify and study empirically. 

A related interpretation is Feldman’s (1986) culture-as-context approach to 
management, which stresses the role of symbolic forms including concepts, the-
ories, plans and goals in determining what is changing in organisations. Those 
forms, together with sport organisations’ structures, rules, policies, and symbols 
perform an interpretative function, because they act as primary points of refer-
ence for the way people think about, and make sense of, the context in which 
they work. Thus, sport managers’ key role is that of the management of meaning. 

An important contribution to the objectivist-functionalist view of organi-
sational culture is Martin’s (1992) three perspectives on organisations. Martin 
argues that organisations do not have homogeneous cultures rather there are 
always three perspectives present in an organisation. These perspectives are 
refective of the hierarchical structure of organisations and include integration, 
differentiation and fragmentation that correspond to the top management of 
the organisation, the middle/departmental level, and the front-line staff level, 
respectively. 

Maitland, Hills and Rhind’s (2015) systematic review of organisational culture 
in sport utilised Martin’s perspectives and identifed 33 studies published between 
1995 and 2013. The authors made three important observations including that: 
(i) some 75% of the studies came from North America and Australia; (ii) 70% 
of studies employed the integration perspective (i.e. culture is consistent across 
the environment), (iii) in contrast to wider organisational culture literature, 
research in sport tends to assume that culture was a variable to manipulate in an 
organisation. 

A cultural perspective on good governance 

Like culture, the concept of governance (from Greek ‘kybernetes’ which means 
steersman) is equally hard to defne. For a start, governance does not translate 
in many languages, which raises the question of how it is possible to defne a 
concept when there is no word for it. Offe (2009) even asks whether governance 
was an empty signifer. While the roots of governance can be traced back to the 
frst forms of human existence, its codifcation in the form of ‘good governance’ 
is a relatively new phenomenon. Aguilera and Cuervo-Cazurra’s (2009) exam-
ination of 196 distinct codes of good governance issued by 64 countries notes 
that the frst country code of good governance was issued in 1978 in the United 
States, followed by Hong Kong in 1989, Ireland in 1991 and the UK in 1992. The 
frst global code of good governance in sport was adopted by the International 
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Olympic Committee (IOC) congress in 2009 and was modelled on the practices 
of the corporate sector. 

Nonetheless, commentators generally agree that the concept is concerned with 
the steering of collective action. It is also widely accepted that governance is a 
Western, and an Anglo-Saxon product (Hofstede 1993). This acknowledgement 
points out to the cultural origins of the concept to which we return later in the 
analysis. While a cultural perspective on governance is important, it is not enough 
to appreciate its complexity. Căjvăneanu (2011, p. 73) offers an extensive review 
of the emergence of the concept of governance. She elucidates that: “The rise of 
the concept of governance has been largely stimulated by the increased political, 
economic and social diversity. Throughout the 1904’s, -1990s’ it has explicitly 
recognised two interrelated failure of the state and the market to address com-
plex social issues. But the diversity of interests and needs is also refective of an 
ever-increasing cultural diversity rooted in different values and world ontologies. 
Both in the European and the world context, governance has emerged mainly as 
an economic concern (i.e. economic conditionality)”. 

Thus, like culture, governance is a social construct and at its core, governance 
is a political theory concerned with the relationship between the state and society 
(Treib et al. 2007). This relationship has been marked by the simultaneous failure 
of the state and the market to deliver public value, so there was a need for an 
alternative approach that would recognise the limits of traditional government 
and the market to deal with uncertainties. What emerged, according to Rhodes 
(1996, pp. 652–653), is “a change in the meaning of government, referring to a 
new process of governing; or changed condition of ordered rule; or a new method 
by which society is governed”. Rhodes’ defnition of governance illustrates the 
political interpretation of the concept, which is one of its two main meanings. 
The second main meaning of governance is the administrative one concerned 
with “the setting of rules, the application of rules, and the enforcement of rules” 
(Kjær 2004, p. 10). 

Conceptualisations of governance in sport have drawn from both inter-
pretations as demonstrated by Jean Camy, pointed out to the ontological and 
deeply rooted cultural foundations of the concept: “When thinking about Good 
Governance we shall not focus too heavily on procedures. Good Governance has 
most and foremost to deal with a way of being, organizing and thinking!” (Camy, 
cited in ISCA 2013, p. 9). 

Hofstede (1993) highlights the signifcance of culture to management theory 
and practices by simply noting that “management theories are human” (p. 82). He 
develops a model for analysing and measuring culture and applied it to examine 
management in different cultural settings. Hofstede points out to three idiosyn-
crasies typical for US management theories that are not shared by the rest of the 
world including a stress on market processes, and on individual, and a focus on 
managers rather than on workers. 

What follows from the Hofstede is that we ought to concede the possibility 
that the notion of good governance can be underpinned by different ontologies. 
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Khan (2012) highlights one such alternative ontology by distinguishing between 
the dominant liberal ‘market-enhancing’ approach to governance, and ‘growth-
enhancing’ governance appropriate for developing countries which draws on the 
historical evidence of catching up. Khan concludes “good governance as it has 
been defned cannot plausibly be a precondition for development” (p. 52). Khan’s 
point applies not only to ‘developing countries’ but equally to developed ones as 
it highlights the importance of organisational capabilities as well as the domi-
nant resource distribution policies as a precondition for sport development in any 
country. 

Ultimately, the dominant neoliberal conception of good governance is con-
cerned with greater organisational effectiveness. This view is echoed by most 
national and major international organisations including the IOC, as illustrated 
by the European Union’s expert group on good governance (2013). In addition to 
recognising good governance both as a framework and a culture, the expert group 
also explicates that “… it is important to underline that good governance essen-
tially comprises a set of standards and operational practices leading to the effective 
regulation of sport” (p. 5). This interpretation of governance sees it as a means to 
an end, where good governance is positively correlated with greater effectiveness 
of sport organisations, and thus mirrors the model promoted by the corporate 
sector. Spencer-Oatey (2012) offers a useful summary of 12 main characteristics of 
culture, which complement the two approaches to organisational culture outlined 
above by highlighting its main properties. These characteristics are juxtaposed 
with good governance in the next section. 

Organisational culture and good governance  
as social constructs 

Scholars have interrogated the link between good governance and organisational 
culture and there is a limited research addressing this issue in sport as well. The 
two concepts of culture and governance exemplify Morgan’s (1997) metaphors of 
organisations as culture and political system, respectively. As he has noted, culture 
has a tacit political dimension, which does not allow grasping the real importance 
of culture through the culture. This is because the metaphor of organisations as 
political system draws attention to a myriad of patterns of competing personal 
and group interests, power struggles, confict resolution, individual and institu-
tional censorship, and leadership inherent in any organisational setting. 

Culture and governance permeate the fve basic social institutions guiding 
human existence including the family, government, economy, education, and 
religion. Regardless of the culture in which social institutions are nested, as 
Koskinen (2014) observes, their core function is consistent and is concerned with 
determining and regulating membership and ownership, legitimising power, and 
controlling and socialising young generation. That is, they exist to govern. 

Culture and governance share another important similarity. Both represent 
nomos-building activities as they seek to reduce uncertainty and to confer order 
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(Girginov et al. 2006). Thus, interpretations of governance are cultural con-
structs underpinned by core assumptions and values held by members of profes-
sional communities in different countries. The evolution of modern sport from 
a pass time of the privileged few to a politically and economically sanctioned 
activity for the masses supports this conclusion (Horne, Thomlinson & Whannel 
1999). Its role in the development of societies has been recognised at the highest 
political level including the 2007 Lisbon Treaty of the European Union and the 
UN Millennium Sustainable Goals (United Nations, 2016). Evidently, sport has 
been democratised as it has become more widely accessible to different groups in 
society. As a result, its systems of governance have also evolved to accommodate 
the increasing diversity of participants and practices as well as to ensure its con-
tribution to society. Thus, both culture and governance have been constructed 
through an ongoing strive for external adaptation and internal integration. This 
is also what makes them normative concepts as they are concerned with regulat-
ing and controlling organisational and human behaviours. 

The evolution of the UK code of good governance in sport provides an illus-
trative case. The frst major impetus in its development was ideological and polit-
ical and came in the late 1990s when the newly elected labour government of 
Tony Blair introduced the modernisation agenda of society. It entails that sport 
organisations who receive public funding must improve their effectiveness, so 
they become a ft partner to the government in delivering its wider social and 
economic agenda (Houlihan & Groeneveld 2010). National Governing Bodies of 
sport (NGB) were also expected to become more fscally responsible, transparent, 
democratic, and professional. The conceptual underpinning of modernisation 
was provided by the tenets of New Public Management with its insistence on 
strategy, key performance indicators and effectiveness (Houlihan & Green 2009; 
Lusted & O’Gorman 2010). Several successive measures have marked the roll out 
of good governance across the UK sport sector including the launch in 2004 of 
the frst code by UK Sport, a national strategy towards a better governance in 
sport in 2012, and the latest Code for Sport Governance in 2016. Walters and 
Tacon’s (2018) examination of the codifcation of governance in the UK sport 
sector concludes that the initial adoption of the code was done to create external 
legitimacy for the organisation, which was then used for its internal legitimacy 
and to reinforce members’ perceptions that the Board was providing sound steer-
ing. The authors also make another important point that members perceived the 
codes as often constraining the autonomy of the Board. 

In sum, following Spencer-Oatey’s (2012) 12 main characteristics of culture, 
several points of converge with governance can be identifed. First, culture and 
governance are manifested at different layers of depth including national, organ-
isational, and group for culture, and global, national, and organisational princi-
ples for governance. Second, both culture and governance affect behaviour and 
interpretations of behaviour. Third, culture and governance are associated with 
social groups such as organisations or teams. Forth, both concepts have universal 
(etic, i.e. global sport culture and governance principles) and distinctive (emic, 
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i.e. sport-specifc culture and Board governance practices) elements. Fifth, cul-
ture and governance are learned through a process of socialisation and represent 
social constructs. Finally, culture and governance are subject to gradual change. 

A culture of codifcation of good governance 

There has been a proliferation of good governance codes (GGC) in all sectors 
of society. For example, the website of the European Corporate Governance 
Institute (ECGI) provides an extensive list of GGC topped by the UK with 
53 codes. Earlier, Aguilera and Cuervo-Cazurra (2009) reported that in 2008, 
UK and USA had both 25 GGC each compared with an average of 1.5 codes 
per country for the rest of the world. The correlation between national culture, 
as represented by the country issuing the GGC, and the number of those codes, 
is an important one as it points out to the presence of a relationship between the 
dominant culture of a country and the extent to which it embraces the spirit and 
practices of GGC. 

Haxhi and Van Ees (2010) have tried to explain diversity in the worldwide 
diffusion of GGC using a sample of 67 countries. The authors conclude that “the 
dimensions of culture that refect norms and beliefs in society about the integra-
tion of individuals into groups, the equality and the distribution of power, and the 
tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity, correlate with the issuance of codes and 
the identity of the issuing organizations. We fnd that individualist cultures have 
a stronger tendency to develop codes” (p. 722). In answering the question ‘how 
and why sport issues turn into politics?’ Seippel et al. (2018) conclude that regard-
less of national cultural specifcs, “(…) the culture framing of sport issues could be 
decisive in how they might develop as political issues. We see, more specifcally, 
how our sport cases live and develop differently within various cultures” (p. 680). 

Cuervo-Cazurra and Aguilera’s (2004) pioneering study of 72 codes in 49 coun-
tries offers two main theoretical explanations for the diffusion of GGC including 
effciency and legitimation.  The two theoretical explanations are closely con-
nected with the essence of governance as positively correlated with effectiveness 
and effciency for the former, and organisational culture, being shaped by the 
strive for external adaptation and internal integration, as expressed through legit-
imacy, for the latter. 

A cultural belief: Good governance equates  
greater effectiveness 

The diffusion of the GGC across different cultures has largely been driven by a 
belief that good governance leads to a greater organisational effectiveness and 
performance. Girginov (2019) questions this assumption and points out to two 
issues concerning what is understood by effectiveness and how we measure it. 

Thus, any discussion on effectiveness ought to account for an organisation’s 
culture and its governance structure and practices. Several large-scale studies 
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have explored the link between organisational culture and effectiveness. One of 
the most comprehensive attempts to interrogate this link is the theory of organ-
isational culture and effectiveness developed by Dennison and Mishra (1995). 
The authors propose a model based on four organisational culture traits including 
involvement, consistency, adaptability, and mission. They submit that the “cul-
ture may indeed have an impact on effectiveness. Each of the four cultural traits 
showed signifcant positive association with a wide range of both subjective and 
objective measures of organisational effectiveness, as well as interpretable link-
ages between specifc traits and specifc criteria of effectiveness” (p. 28). Dennison 
and Mishra also note the role of organisational size where culture and effective-
ness are more closely linked in larger frms due to the coordinating effect of cul-
ture in complex systems. 

A 47-nation study by Smith, Peterson, and Schwartz (2002) on the role of 
cultural values as sources of guidance and their relevance to managerial behav-
iour provides strong evidence that values do predict reliance on those sources of 
guidance. 

Cuervo-Cazurra and Aguilera’s (2004) and Haxhi and Van Ees’ (2010) studies 
reveal that the issuers of codes fall in three groups including coercive; normative 
and mimetic promoted by stock exchange and investors’ groups, government and 
professional associations, and managers’ associations respectively. These con-
clusions tend to suggest that national and corporate cultures exert signifcant 
infuence on governance practices and that the wider diffusion of GGC tend to 
promote greater convergence. 

However, as the analysis in previous section has illustrated, what really matters 
is which characteristics and traits of culture are associated with the principles of 
good governance and how they interpret them. The dichotomy between organ-
isational culture and governance is elucidated by Niedlich et al. (2019) where 
organisational culture becomes the framework within which good governance 
takes place. This is because all reasoned action is based on a logic of appropriate-
ness or an understanding of what is true, reasonable, natural, right, and good. At 
the same time, as the norms of good governance are becoming internalised by the 
organisation, they start shaping its culture as well. 

Sport scholars have also explored the links between good governance, organi-
sational culture, and effectiveness. A systematic review on the impact of govern-
ance principles on sport organisations’ governance practices and performance by 
Parent and Hoye (2018) reveals the lack of robust empirical research on which 
governance principles should sport organisations adopt and implement to opti-
mise their governance performance. This fnding supports the conclusions by 
Cuervo-Cazurra and Aguilera (2004) and Haxhi and Van Ees (2010) that the 
GGC promote different forms of isomorphism. The lack of evidence for positive 
correlation between GGC and performance suggests that those codes have been 
adopted under coercive, normative, or mimetic pressure and often in the absence 
of knowledge about the presence of such positive correlation. Mrkonjic’s (2016) 
analysis of nine governance codes issued by various international organisations 
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reinforces the above observation. He fnds that there was a lack of commonly 
agreed principles, and that several codes were marked by a low level of enforce-
ment and the lack of implementation. 

A rare study by Malagila et al. (2020) on corporate governance and perfor-
mance of the UK premier leagues echoes the above conclusions that the size of 
the organisation does matter. Papadimitriou and Taylor (2000) also confrm that 
the size and external liaisons of the NGB’s Board are key factors for the effective 
governance along with the interests of different stakeholders, internal processes, 
strategic orientation, and science support. 

Chaker’s (2004) survey of good governance in Europe provides some clues as 
to why organisational culture and governance diverge. The survey reveals prin-
ciple differences in state regulation of sport in Europe where some states take 
an interventionist approach by providing 95% of NGB’s funding (i.e. Croatia, 
Georgia, Lithuania), whereas others take more non-interventionist approach, as 
in Finland, with only 25% of sport organisations’ funding coming from the state. 
Some states also tend to take a more centralised approach to the distribution of 
lottery fnding than others. 

The new UK Code for Sport Governance (Sport England/UK Sport 2016) pro-
vides an illuminating example for coercive isomorphism and the promotion of a 
new governance culture. The foreword to the Code, makes this clear: “We intro-
duce this code, then, confdent that the sports sector is well-equipped, and well 
positioned to use it as a tool to further nurture the growing culture of good gov-
ernance we already see on a daily basis” (p. 4). The Code further stipulates that 
“Unlike most other Governance Codes, this is a mandatory set of requirements 
for those organisations seeking public funding” (p. 6). At the end of 2017, 55 of 
58 (95%) NGB were compliant with the Code. However, concerns were raised by 
many offcials that the implementation of the Code was very time consuming, 
entailed greater administrative cost, its mandatory character has been a deterrent 
for recruiting talent to serve on Boards, and it was seen by some sports as ‘one size 
ft all’ approach and thus, a ‘tick box’ exercise (Walters & Tacon 2018). The impli-
cations for state-sport organisations relationship are that in less-interventionists 
countries, members of the NGB will have a greater autonomy in the governance 
of their organisations compared to the more interventionist one. 

Another comprehensive report on the status of good governance in inter-
national summer Olympic sport federations (IF) shows signifcant variations in 
their scores ranging from 84 to 187 (out of 200, ASOIF 2020). Of the six highest 
scoring IF, three—FIFA, International Cycling Union (UCI) and International 
Equestrian Federation (FEI)—are headquartered in Switzerland, the International 
Tennis Federation is based in London and the World Rugby is in Ireland. Only 
one IF, BWF (Badminton World Federation), has its headquarters in Malaysia. 
Four of the six IF are also in the group of fve IF earning more than CHF 50 m/ 
year and employing over 120 staff. Thus, the size and location of a sport organi-
sation appear to be key factors in determining its level of good governance as it 
will be subjected to the infuence of the prevailing culture in the country. This 
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conclusion is supported by studies in the business sector (Mudashiru 2014; Smith 
et al. 2002), and as Peterson and Smith (1997, p. 934) elucidate ‘‘the link between 
nation and culture tends to occur because people prefer to interact with other 
people and be guided and politically governed by institutions consistent with 
values and beliefs with which they identify’’. 

Conclusion: On the limits and opportunities for a cultural  
perspective on good governance 

The analysis of the relationship between organisational culture and good govern-
ance suggests that these two concepts are mutually constructive. However, sev-
eral fundamental differences between the concepts were also revealed meaning 
that equally, there is a parallel process of divergence as well. 

First, culture is a descriptive not an evaluative concept. It either describes what 
an organisation has (i.e. functionalist perspective) or what is (i.e. interpretative/ 
metaphor perspective) (Alvesson 2002; Smircich 1983). Good governance is 
essentially an evaluative concept as it primary function is to evaluate the extent 
to which an organisation is governed well or not and to confer legitimacy over it. 
Second, good governance subscribes to the functionalist and humanistic inter-
pretations of culture. According to Stocking (1966, p. 868) humanist culture is 
plural and progressive, and its traditional usage distinguishes between degrees of 
‘culture’ in much the same way as we distinguish between degrees of good gov-
ernance according to the score obtained. The humanist interpretation of culture 
became associated with the ‘civilization process’ with which the West has justifed 
its attempts to conquer the world (cf. Girginov 2010), so in this regard, culture 
bears striking similarities with the domination of the Anglo-Saxon model of good 
governance. A functionalist/humanist perspective on governance fails to recog-
nise organisations as mini societies grounded in their own ideologies, beliefs, and 
values, who actively interpret the reality and try to make sense of it. Finally, 
good governance promotes coercive, normative, and mimetic isomorphism sup-
ported by the deliberate efforts of international sport organisations, national gov-
ernments, and professional associations. This isomorphism runs counter to the 
essence of culture which is to discriminate (Kopytoff 1986) as different sports and 
groups try to assert their identities by distinguishing themselves from others. The 
fundamental values on which culture is based represent differences that cannot 
be randomly added or combined in a code, they can only be reconciled through 
interactions and meaning construction. 

The above refections allow for drawing some implications for researchers and 
practitioners. The application of the culture concept to the study of good govern-
ance helps to interrogate the interplay between universal codes (i.e. etics) and the 
myriad of locally meaningful interpretations (i.e. emics), which may result in less 
abstract and more practical GGC. Practitioners will beneft from developing cul-
turally meaningful defnitions of good governance and their operationalisation 
based on ongoing dialogue with various constituencies. 
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