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Abstract:
This article addresses the question of the legitimacy of sports organizations, with a particular focus on the
football organization FIFA. By applying elements of the public choice theory as well as the concept of political
machines to FIFA, we show that the FIFA leadership established an allocation system that works on a discre-
tionary basis in addition to the formal rule-based allocation process. FIFA uses this exchange system to please
selected member associations, which in return vote in favor of the leadership’s plans and secure its legitimacy.
We further illustrate that such a system can only exist in the long run if themajority of both internal and external
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1 Diminishing Trust in the Global Football Organization FIFA

Le roi est mort, vive le roi! Replacing former president Joseph ‘Sepp’ Blatter with Gianni Infantino in 2016 was
supposed to be a fresh start for FIFA after numerous scandals over the previous decade. Corruption in the
selection process for the World Cup in Germany (Spiegel Online 2016) and foreigners working under terrible
conditions in Qatar to build new stadiums (Liew 2017) are just two examples of scandals that gained consid-
erable public attention and damaged the organization’s reputation at the same time. The exhaustive media
coverage about these topics also negatively affected public trust1 in FIFA and put its integrity and legitimacy
into question. However, whether the way FIFA operates has changed since the election of its new president is
questionable. From a football fan’s perspective, maximizing revenues still seems to be FIFA’s ultimate and only
objective. FIFA itself clearly describes its role in the football system: According to the official FIFA strategy, its
purpose is to “promote the game of football, protect its integrity and bring the game to all” (FIFA 2016, 16).

Existing literature has analyzed football’s global governing body from multiple perspectives: One research
stream focuses on the motives for corruption and bribery in sports governing bodies such as FIFA (e.g. Bayle
and Rayner 2018; Boudreaux, Karahan, and Coats 2016; Jennings 2006, 2011). A second stream, correlated with
corruption and bribery, evaluates FIFA’s governance, control mechanisms and accountability (e.g. Eisenberg
2006; Meier and García 2015; Pielke 2013; Rowe 2017; Sugden and Tomlinson 1998; Tomlinson 2014; Zeidan and
Fauser 2015). A particular focus is drawn on FIFA’s historical development and especially the rise of Havelange
and his successor Blatter who had a combined tenure as FIFA president of almost half a century (e.g. Sugden
and Tomlinson 1997). Further, the increasing political role of African (and Asian) nations since the 1960s is
subject to scientific research. This also includes the shifting power within FIFA from a mainly Eurocentric to a
more globalized organization with an increasing role of African countries in FIFA’s decision-making process
(e.g. Cornelissen 2004; Darby 2003, 2005).

On the basis of Jahn (2019), the question arises what actually legitimizes an organization such as FIFA and
which factors stabilize the power of the current leadership, with Gianni Infantino at the forefront. Building
on the existing literature described above, this study evaluates the legitimacy question from an organization
theoretical perspective. We will add to the existing literature by applying elements of the public choice theory
and the concept of political machines to FIFA. Moreover, elaborating if FIFA has changed since Infantino took
over as president will add to the current scientific and public discussion.

Lukas Richau is the corresponding author.
©2019, Lukas Richau et al., published byWalter de Gruyter GmbH, Berlin/Boston.
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1

http://rivervalleytechnologies.com/products/


Au
to

m
at

ica
lly

ge
ne

ra
te

d
ro

ug
h

PD
Fb

yP
ro

of
Ch

ec
kf

ro
m

Ri
ve

rV
al

le
yT

ec
hn

ol
og

ie
sL

td
Richau et al. DE GRUYTER

In line with an evaluation of the IOC (International Olympic Committee) and its decision-making processes
by Daumann and Hofmeister (2012, 148), the paper at hand applies the theoretical framework to FIFA based on
an “empirically tested” approach using anecdotal evidence as the limited number of instances prevents a more
sophisticated empirical research.

2 Organizational Legitimacy and ‘the FIFA System’
According to Forster (2006, 72), monopolistic global sports organizations like FIFA “can be defined as the
supreme organs of governance in sport whose authority is global.” National associations pool their resources
in global organizations such as the IOC or FIFA to represent their interests on a global level. Global organiza-
tions then act on behalf of their members by creating and observing global rules and organizing global events
(Forster 2006).

Coleman (1974, 757f.) summarizes this construct in general from a theoretical point of view in the follow-
ing way: “All resources reside in natural persons, and corporate actors2 gain their resources through resource
investments of one sort or another by natural persons. In doing so, they establish implicitly or explicitly a consti-
tution, which may well be regarded as a social contract among them.” In return, a member gets “partial control
over the actions of the corporate actor and an expectation of more beneficial consequences […] than he would
have had from his own individual actions (Coleman 1974, 758).” In case of FIFA, the only difference is that its
members are associations instead of natural persons.

Regarding FIFA as a resource pool of time,money, knowledge, and social capital that is voluntarily provided
by its national members, such a supranational organization must solve three interrelated problems: contribu-
tions, delegation of authority by elections, and distribution of resources.

First, resources are provided by members (for example, know-how, social capital, time) and acquired in an
internationalmarket through the sale of goods. The problem of distribution concerns the allocation of resources
among national members and the authorities of the organization in such a way that personal and corporate
members’ expectations are met over the long term and not disappointed. However, the monopoly structure of
FIFA prevents national members from choosing to exit the organization (cf. Hirschman 1970): if they want to
take part in world championships, they have to stay. Finally, the problem of delegation pertains to the allocation
of power within the supranational organization and the delegation of authority through its elections.

The delegation problemmust be solved before the contribution and distribution problems can be addressed,
because the members of the executive board are elected at the general meeting. After being elected, the exec-
utive board members decide on the production and distribution of goods or services. So the election of the
executive board members can be seen as a trust-based delegation of authority, because the expected distribu-
tion of resources in the future is very important. So, a trust-based exchange occurs between a member’s vote
and future chances to participate in the consumption of the income of the supranational organization, produced
mainly by its nationalmembers’ athletes (cf. an institutional economic perspective on the International Olympic
Committee in Emrich and Pitsch 2011). This exchange must be organized in a way such that the expectations
of voters are met over the long run (for sports clubs, see Gassmann, Emrich, and Pierdzioch 2017).

In recent years, sports clubs and organizations such as FIFA have experienced a considerable profession-
alization, paving the way for increasing revenues. What still differentiates sports organizations and especially
football clubs from traditional profit-seeking companies are the roots they are built on. As indicated above, or-
ganizations rely on common rules and values. Therefore, sports organizations operate both in an environment
of communitarization and in an environment of market orientation (Heinemann 2007, 143). Often the anal-
ogy of ‘a family’ is used to explain the communitarization concept (e.g. Emrich, Gassmann, and Koch 2019).
While the feeling of being ‘a family’ bears the risk of having elections that only appear as democratic (Emrich,
Gassmann, and Koch 2019), stronger market orientation and higher revenue potential further fuel the conflict
between these two dimensions.

FIFA, in particular, is a global body with 211 member associations (FIFA 2019). As a global umbrella, FIFA
holds the World Cup and negotiates marketing and broadcasting rights with its partners and sponsors. FIFA’s
income mainly derives from television broadcasting, marketing, and licensing rights. On the cost side, FIFA
spends most on “development & education” and “competitions & events” as shown in the official financial
report (FIFA 2017, 19). FIFA works according to the rules of a registered club and the disclosure of its financial
situation, in the sense of a balance sheet, is voluntary.

From an organization theory perspective, FIFA’s revenue allocation process to its member associations in-
cludes both rule-based allocations and discretionary budgets. Examples of rule-based budgets are the prize
money and compensation paid to the clubs for every player they send to official tournaments, as well as, for
example, a considerable expense allowance for the members of the executive board. Prize money and compen-
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sation are determined upfront and are paid based on the teams’ performance, resulting in a transparent and
reliable process. On the other hand, there are also financial resources (e.g. for projects and TV rights) that can be
allocated on a discretionary basis; these are an attractive vehicle to provide member associations or executives
with benefits outside the rule-based allocation process. Projects for which variable grants may be awarded at
the request ofmembers are an example. Emrich, Pierdzioch, and Rullang (2013) evaluate the effect of rule-based
budgets and those with discretionary power in the context of subsidies to German elite sports, which forms the
basis for the following application to FIFA.

From the perspective of the FIFA leadership, the ultimate objective is to maximize its own consumption
after having sufficiently satisfied its members, which ensures the legitimacy of the FIFA leadership (for the
leadership of the IOC as an optimizing dictatorship, see Pierdzioch, Emrich, andKlein 2014). In this context, the
consumption of the leadership is best represented by tenure in the office, which is accompanied by associated
benefits, such as a positive reputation. The formal legitimacy by the FIFA Congress, consisting of all member
associations, takes place every 4 years at the presidential election (FIFA 2018, 32). At the same time, the election
represents a type of indirect control (Vanberg 1979, 116). Besides this internal process, other stakeholders, like
sponsors and fans, provide the external legitimacy (cf. the influence of integrity on sponsorship activity in
Kulczycki and Koenigstorfer 2016).

In general, sports organizations such as FIFA are especially in danger of corruption due to the increasing
market orientation and the lack of powerful control bodies (see Emrich, Gassmann, and Koch 2019 for a more
detailed description). For FIFA in particular, as the selection process for World Cup hosts and the election of
the FIFA president are rather opaque, ‘behind-the-scene’ actions (see Goffman 1956) in order to influence the
outcomes for different stakeholders in differentways are possible. In order to secure its authority, the leadership
can therefore leverage the revenue allocation process to get the required support by a critical mass of members.
The means to get the support of selected members are not limited to financial grants but can take other forms,
such as increasing the number of participants at the World Cup, which particularly helps nations not ranked
among the top teams. Since all member association votes at the presidential election are equal, it is particularly
attractive to offer these grants to poorer members. Especially the African and Asian confederations, which
consist of many small associations with little financial resources and little chance to ever qualify for the World
Cup with a cap of 32 participants, are attractive for financial and non-financial grants (cf. Persson, Rothstein,
and Teorell 2013 regarding systemic corruption as a collective action problem).

As a global sports governing body, FIFA’s role is also highly relevant from an economic perspective, as FIFA
functions as an essential player in re-distributing money from First World countries to the Third World. FIFA’s
objective of “making the world a better place” by supporting less developed countries highlights this role (FIFA
2005, 1).

With more countries joining FIFA, the influence of major European federations such as England and Ger-
many continually decreases. Table 1 shows FIFA’s member associations per confederation as of 2019 in absolute
terms as well as their relative share. As shown in Table 1, the bloc of (rather poor) African (CAF) and Asian
(AFC) countries within FIFA counts for almost 50 percent of the total votes and thus makes up a considerable
power in the decision-making process. Analyzing past elections, Darby (2003, 3) states that Africa was “the
key electoral constituency in the struggles for the FIFA presidency in 1974, 1998, and 2002”. While there were
143 associations when Blatter’s predecessor, Joao Havelange, took over FIFA presidency in 1974, the number
increased to 211members as of todaywithmainly developing countries joining the FIFA since 1974. This power
shift in the decision-making process in the past decades underlines why the before mentioned grants to poor
associations such as African and Asian members are so attractive from FIFA’s leadership perspective to secure
its position.

Table 1: FIFA associations per confederation as of 2019a.

Confederation Region 2019

Absolute Relative

UEFA Europe 55 26.1%
CAF Africa 54 25.6%
AFC Asia 46 21.8%
CONCACAF North and Central America and Caribbean 35 16.6%
OFC Oceania 11 5.2%
CONMEBOL South America 10 4.7%

Total 211 100%

aBased on https://www.fifa.com/associations/.
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The past decades have demonstrated that FIFA uses an unofficial exchange system. FIFA’s leadership pro-
vides selectedmembers and executiveswith grants to please them. In return, the favored association guarantees
its support for the plans of FIFA. This ‘quid pro quo’-system works on reciprocity and has secured and still se-
cures the legitimacy of FIFA’s leadership and FIFA as a whole in its current structure (for more on reciprocity,
see Gouldner 1959; for more on corruption cf. Kihl, Skinner, and Engelberg 2017). Interestingly, while resource
pooling by multiple member associations in sports organizations usually eliminates the need for bilateral ‘give
and get-deals’ (Vanberg 1979, 104), FIFA managed to establish exactly such a bilateral system in addition to a
common profit pool. Themost prominent example of this exchange system for German football fans is probably
the selection of Germany as the World Cup host for 2006.

Public criticism mainly focused on Blatter in the past. However, already Blatter’s predecessor, Joao Have-
lange, has focused on the support from the African and Asian voting blocs during his time as FIFA president
from 1974 to 1998 (Edwards 2016). With regard to the electoral campaign 1974, Patrick Nally noted: “No sports
president had ever gone round the world glad-handing and campaigning” as Havelange did (Simson and Jen-
nings 1992, 39f.). Thus, Blatter, who was already FIFA’s general secretary under Havelange, did not invent the
‘quid pro quo’-system but rather managed to optimize the process by an ongoing globalization of football be-
yond Europe and South America (Szymanski 2015). Further actions to get support were the allocation of the
World Cup to the Asian and African confederations – the World Cups 2002 (South Korea/ Japan) and 2010
(South Africa) were the first on the respective continents – that provided FIFA’s leadership at that time with
additional support (BBC 2015a).

In case of FIFA, especially the role of long-time sponsors such as Adidas and Coca Cola needs to be stressed.
Sponsorship deals with transnational companies such as Adidas and Coca Cola (with particular help from
Horst Dassler3) provided Joao Havelange with the required financial resources to keep the promises he made
ahead of the 1974 election and enabled him to establish the ‘quid-pro-quo’-system in the first place (e.g. Sugden
and Tomlinson 1997; Darby 2003). As Jennings (2006) pointed out, Adidas – in person of Horst Dassler – was
one of the main drivers in putting Blatter at the forefront. Later, key sponsors such as those two companies
enabled Blatter to expand the ‘quid-pro-quo’-system.

In light of an ongoing commercialization under Havelange and Blatter, FIFA’s revenues started to flourish.
Thereby, FIFA faced similar challenges as other sport governing bodies such as the IOC: While FIFA developed
from a ‘family’ to amoremarket and revenue-oriented enterprise, FIFA failed to adjust its governance according
to the new requirements, which opened the door for ‘behind-the-scene’ actions and direct bribery (Pielke 2013;
Tomlinson 2014). Instead, FIFA established an “autocratic leadership” (Tomlinson 2014, 1160) under Havelange
that Blatter further manifested when taking over presidency in 1998.

As FIFA’s leadership relies on the confirmation of its power via elections, it is of interest if FIFA’s leadership
shows some cyclical behavior as elections approach. In a general political context, Nordhaus (1975) evaluates if
politicians behave differently at the beginning of their term compared to the behavior at the end. An essential
requirement for cyclical behavior is that the leadership has control over financial resources and other political
measures so that they can enforce the political change to influence the voters’ behavior (cf. Nordhaus 1975
for more details on political business cycles). Applied to FIFA, some cyclical behavior is observable from past
elections: For example in 2011, Blatter promised to allocate $1 billion to the development fund in case of his re-
election (Kelso 2011). However, these seem to be rather supplementary actions in order to gain positive public
recognition as the election approaches. Themain pattern to keep power at FIFA is rather a constant support than
a cyclical behavior. Therefore, Havelange and Blatter constantly traveled the globe to visit especially smaller
associations and provided support for development projects to maintain their loyalty.

As a reason for cyclical behavior, Nordhaus suggests a limited memory horizon by voters, i.e. that voters
are more concerned about the most recent behavior of politicians. In case of FIFA (and in particular the case
of Blatter), rather the contrary of a voters’ limited memory horizon seems to prevail. Based on the constant
allocation of particular benefits during Blatter’s entire reign, many national associations, especially from Asia
and Africa, continued supporting Blatter despite all corruption allegations before the elections showing great
loyalty to Blatter. Even controversial statements made by the president are offset by financial grants and other
benefits to its member associations (e.g. see New York Times Online 2015 for Blatter’s statements about racism
in football, potential homosexuality issues during the upcoming World Cup in Qatar and women’s soccer).
However, using financial grants is only possible for the incumbent with the control over the financial resources
and a considerable influence on the World Cup host selection process, which gives him an advantage over
any challenger. The length of Havelange’s (24 years) and Blatter’s (17 years) presidencies further illustrate this
advantage.

A further issue besides the discretionary allocation process concerns direct bribes that are especially likely
in case of weak control mechanisms as described above. Formultiple decades now, FIFA’s presidential elections
are accompanied by rumors of direct bribes, which the candidates allegedly used to change the voters’ opinion
in their favor. Due to the voting system of one vote per country, the heads of the member associations are
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especially attractive for bribery. Other sports governing bodies such as the IOC face similar accusations in its
selection process for major sports events such as the Olympic Games (Daumann and Hofmeister 2012, 168ff).
Criticism concerns for example FIFA’s development fund: Allegedly, part of the money from the development
fund does go directly to officials in the national associations while only the remainder is invested according to
the original purpose into infrastructure and national football projects (Voss 2015).

Thus, the combination of the voting procedure ‘one country, one vote’ and the constant feeding (legal and
illegal) of influential voting blocs such as the African and Asian countries by the incumbent, helped Blatter and
Havelange to maintain their power.

For an organization such as FIFA, however, allocating money using its discretionary power is a double-
edged sword. Those processes can only be sustained up to a point where FIFA’s legitimacy is not endangered.
Therefore, FIFAmust ensure thatmore than half of its members approve the allocation process and its outcome.
Furthermore, the majority of unsatisfied members should alternate from year to year to keep the number of
constantly unsatisfied members in the minority (Emrich, Pierdzioch, and Rullang 2013).

Overusing discretionary budgets is especially risky, as an organization such as FIFA relies on stable and
reliable rules. All members must accept these rules in order to provide a stable environment for financial in-
vestors, commercial partners, and other stakeholders. Opaque rules can lead to a vicious circle, with a lack of
investors and sponsors resulting in lower revenues and consequently a smaller budget to allocate on a discre-
tionary basis, which can ultimately endanger FIFA’s legitimacy. Some resistance among FIFA’s sponsors has
been observable in the past years. While traditionally Western companies accounted for most of the sponsor-
ship deals, some of those companies have been more hesitant in cooperating with FIFA due to the ongoing
corruption investigations. Instead, firms such as Gazprom (Russia), Wanda (China) and Qatar Airways (Qatar)
took their place. This shift demonstrates that FIFA puts its objective of revenue maximization above potential
democracy concerns in the sponsors’ home countries (i.e. partly autocratic structures) (Nufer 2018). Although
four companies (Visa, Coca Cola, McDonald’s, Anheuser-Busch InBev) publicly demonstrated their criticism
by calling for Blatter’s resignation in 2015 (Das 2015), the majority of the sponsors continuously supports FIFA
and thereby legitimizes its (new) leadership. Especially the long-time sponsors, Adidas and Coca Cola, that
supported the system Havelange/ Blatter from the beginning, are still among the most important FIFA spon-
sors (so-called “FIFA Partners”), which underlines that the benefits for such sponsors still seem to exceed the
potential reputational damage.

For comparison, Emrich, Pierdzioch, and Pitsch (2014, 105ff) have evaluated the IOC as an optimizing en-
trepreneur. For the IOC, the utility function consists of consumption and power. They describe the income of
sports governing bodies such as the IOC (also applicable to FIFA) as a function of sports activities and power of
the IOC. The more power the IOC has, the better it can negotiate asymmetric contracts with sponsors and tour-
nament hosts (i.e. higher income for the IOC). Emrich et al. further elaborate that the IOC’s power is not given
by nature, but depends on the customers’ loyalty while loyalty is the result of two aspects: 1) investments into
the appearance of honesty and 2) the IOC’s “impression management”. Therefore, organizations such as the
IOC and FIFA face an optimization problem as investments in the investigation of unethical behavior increase
the number of cases that become public. On the one hand, these investments increase loyalty, while numer-
ous unethical behavior will decrease loyalty4. Therefore, it is in FIFA’s interest to invest in the investigation of
unethical behavior such as corruption to the extent that it does not negatively affect its revenue basis.

Thus, FIFA faces a trade-off between the use of its discretionary power and a certainmeasure of transparency
in its allocation process. In other words, securing its legitimacy with a ‘quid pro quo’-system comes at the risk
of a negative public reputation when corruption or shady deals become public (for a game theory perspective
of such a problem, see Büchel, Emrich, and Pohlkamp 2016).

With its organizational structure including a clear hierarchy and its internal processes, FIFA resembles a
political machine as known from other (historical) political organizations. A fundamental pre-requisite for the
existence of a political machine is the presence of an election that requires all candidates to accumulate enough
votes to be elected for a leadership position (Scott 1969). Scott (1969, 1144) – based on Banfield and Wilson
(1963) – defines political machines as “a non-ideological organization interested less in political principle than
in securing and holding office for its leaders and distributing income to those who run it and work for it.” In
the past decades, FIFA seems to have become a political machine: With Havelange, Blatter and now Infantino at
the forefront, there were clear leaders with the objective of getting re-elected irrespective of political principles
but rather driven by the constant use of discretionary power to get enough votes. Thereby, voters are only
concerned with the concrete benefits FIFA’s leadership can provide. Thus, the previously described ‘quid pro
quo’-system between FIFA’s leadership and the votingmember associations as well as other stakeholders keeps
the political machine running. As political machines work best when poverty is prevalent (Banfield andWilson
1963), the dominance of poor member associations from Africa and Asia further helps the persistence of FIFA
as a political machine. Similar to FIFA’s conflict between the (wealthy) Eurocentric voting bloc with a long
football history and the new (rather poor) Third World voting bloc, past political machines have often caused
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conflictswith other groups not so prone for financial inducements.Moreover, the existence of politicalmachines
is necessarily associated with corruption – an issue also FIFA’s leadership is (allegedly) constantly involved in
as shown in the previous paragraphs. Corruption as in FIFA’s case can take two forms: active corruption by
FIFA’s leadership as well as (passive) tolerance of corruption within the system (based on Scott 1969).

While shady and even illegal deals, as well as opaque selection processes, have already diminished fans’
trust in FIFA, revenue growth reduces the risk that member associations and other stakeholders, such as main
sponsors, will start questioning the legitimacy of FIFA. As long as all members benefit from financial growth,
theywill not question the system and the politicalmachinewill continue to exist. Even though fansmay criticize
processes, adverse effects on football consumption have yet to occur (Jahn 2019).

Consequently, the perceived reality determines if members continue to approve the allocation process, in-
cluding rule-based budgets and discretionary budgets. As previous studies on income inequality have shown,
actual and perceived differences can differ considerably (e.g. Hauser andNorton 2017). Especially in case of the
allocation of non-monetary benefits, a fair allocation can be challenging (Vanberg 1979, 107). Additionally, there
is no objective criterion to evaluate if FIFA operates successfully. Is it maximizing revenues or fan attendance
at the World Cup? Or something of a qualitative nature, such as fan satisfaction?

3 The Gianni Infantino Era

In 2015, with the FBI investigating leadingmembers of the FIFA Council, including its president, Joseph Blatter,
trust in the organization reached an all-time low, endangering the legitimacy of FIFA. At this point, the accu-
sations against Blatter and his colleagues got too serious to keep him in office (BBC 2015b). Therefore, Gianni
Infantino, the former general secretary of the European association UEFA and member of the FIFA network,
was elected as his successor. Infantino started his presidency – in what really was no surprise – by actively
supporting all investigations and reforming FIFA to ensure its legitimacy.

Despite the reform, which instituted a formal distribution of power, Infantino is still the one who decides
on the most important positions. Overall, Infantino’s role is ambivalent: he acts like a democrat to the public
and the FIFA Congress when agreeing to reform on the front stage; at the same time, he still has all the means
at hand to rule as a king and to remain untouchable on the back stage. A first example of the latter was the
replacement of both leaders of the FIFA ethics committee (Fritsch 2018).

Public opinion is that nothing has changed following the handover from Blatter to Infantino. Some argue
that things have even gotten worse. Ironically, at a time of severe moral doubts about FIFA, one of Infantino’s
promises before his election was to generate higher returns for the member associations, underlining the fo-
cus on revenues and profits irrespective of all ongoing ethical discussions (Kopp 2018). Moreover, FIFA under
Infantino still uses non-rule-based budgets to secure its legitimacy: in order to generate additional revenues
from the Middle East and to secure his re-election in 2019, last year Infantino suggested that one of Qatar’s
neighbors could cohost theWorld Cup in 2022 while increasing the number of participants from 32 to 48 (Kopp
2018). Thereby, the promise of increasing the number of World Cup participants to please small associations is
not new, but rather an adapted promise from Havelange’s playbook (Sugden and Tomlinson 1997).

However, resistance from the inside is growing. The European association UEFA and large associations
like the one in Germany have increasingly criticized the president, which should be a warning sign for FIFA’s
leadership not to overuse opaque processes to secure its power (Fritsch 2018). How the organization positions
itself on the continuum of communitarization and market orientation in the coming years will be decisive for
the cohesion of FIFA. But as long as the fundamental problem of the influence of the national organizations
remains, namely one vote per nation, this situation will not change, and in order to change this rule, those who
benefit from it would also have to agree. Thus, if the political machine continues to exist (i.e. FIFA’s leadership
continues to satisfy the needs of major voting blocs such as Africa and Asia), a change of the current system is
very unlikely.

It is not really surprising, but for the latest election of the new FIFA president, Infantino was the only candi-
date. Similarly, sponsors and partners are still willing to invest in FIFA projects and events, which seems like an
ongoing external legitimization of FIFA from the investors’ side (for organizing anti-corruption, cf. Lambsdorff
2009). In a nutshell, while the players might have changed, the game has not!

4 Concluding Remarks

To combat corruption, FIFA has tried in recent years to establish rules of conduct (e.g. the Code of Ethics)
and to monitor them (Gardiner, Parry, and Robinson 2017). Reform strategies have been announced and partly
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initiated, ethics committees have been set up (also dismissed, as in Zeit Online 2017), educational programs
have been drawn up, and regulations and penalties have been tightened (cf. Kihl, Skinner, and Engelberg 2017).

At the level of the leadership of sports organizations, past mistakes have resulted in research into the con-
cepts of good governance, corporate governance, and corporate social responsibility in order to examine the
transfer of problem solutions from ‘the real economy’ to sports. Indicators such as transparency, democracy,
social responsibility, mutual control, equal treatment, and diversity have been mentioned (Geeraert 2016, 57f.)
in order to evaluate and compare the quality of the management of sports organizations. In addition, there is
intensive involvement with ethical questions of sport.

Other research approaches, based on the Principal-Agent theory (for sports governance, cf. Geeraert 2016),
could show that trust and a sense of community are conducive conditions for the wide range of financial
decision-making leeway in sports clubs and low control activities: above all, trust is an essential factor in corrupt
relationships and therefore a central aspect in associated studies. In this context, the problem of the iron law of
the oligarchy (Michels 1915), which favors Old BoysNetworks and for which the type of voluntary organization
is particularly receptive, cannot be overlooked.

These approaches usually only address individual components of the fight against corruption. Reports
about their effectiveness cast doubt on the seriousness of such measures (cf. Gardiner, Parry, and Robinson
2017), as there are no signs of corruption having been curbed. Either the reforms do not fit in with the struc-
ture of the individual organizations (cf. Pielke 2013) or the will for serious change does not exist but is merely
communicated, as a kind of Cheap Talk (Farrell and Rabin 1996).

Focusing on FIFA in this article, FIFA is by no means the only global or national organization facing doubts
about its legitimacy. UEFA and even the German DFB/ DFL are just two additional examples. In the case of
the German Football Association, there is a constantly increasing gap between professional football and the
amateur leagues. UEFA faces criticism with regard to the handling of its Financial Fairplay regulation: while
small teams are severely penalized, other teams with potentially better marketing potential are exempted. The
name of the UEFA official who allegedly helped two teams to avoid penalties for breaking Financial Fairplay
rules: Gianni Infantino (Fritsch 2018)!

Notes
1 In a recent study, Waschbusch, Schuster, and Berg (2018, 29, translated) define trust as a “psychological state (confidence expectation)
of a decision-maker (trust-giver) that expresses a positive expectation in the behavior, the intentions or the function of persons or systems
(trustee) and leads to a voluntary provision of a risky advance (act of trust) […]”
2 A term used by Coleman for organizations.
3 Tomlinson 2014.
4 See Emrich, Pierdzioch, and Pitsch (2014) for more details on the model describing the IOC as an optimizing entrepreneur.
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