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Abstract  

The concepts of diversity and inclusion (D&I) as managerial values have become an integral 

part of most institutional policies, and sport organizations are no exception. Yet, notwithstanding 

their common usage in public and organizational discourse, there is no consensus on what D&I 

actually mean, nor about what their main dimensions are and how to manage them. The aim of my 

thesis is thus to better understand why sport organizations engage in D&I initiatives, how this 

commitment is translated into practice, what challenges they encounter, and what organizational 

practices may facilitate moving forward. In doing this, I propose a subversive functionalist approach 

informed by mainstream and critical management studies in order to produce theoretical and 

practical insights towards progressive change. In particular, I explore the potential of this construct in 

a case study of New Zealand Rugby and its public commitment towards greater D&I. Data were 

collected from 18 one-on-one interviews with executives and managers, analysis of relevant 

documents, and fieldnotes. Findings reveal that the way in which D&I efforts are rationalized is highly 

context specific and varies across, and within, organizations. The study also illustrates that creating 

and sustaining change, particularly related to D&I, is a complex, dynamic, and often “messy” 

undertaking. Nevertheless, findings suggest that mainstream organizational change models can 

effectively assist, in tandem with critical management studies, in advancing social change. Thus, this 

research encourages more sport management scholars to consider conducting their work from a 

subversive functionalist perspective, as it can provide a way forward to how the field seeks to 

transform sport management as it is practised, studied, and taught. 

 

Keywords: Diversity, inclusion, sport organizations, organizational change, resistance, critical 

management, New Zealand Rugby 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Purpose of the Research 

“Sport, by its very nature, produces and reveals inequalities in terms of physicality and 

athletic performance. In social terms, however, sport has often been considered the great social 

leveller” (Donnelly, 1996, p. 221). Despite this widespread belief, sport’s institutional, cultural, and 

structural inequalities have been well established (Donnelly, 1996; Jarvie, 1991; Hargreaves, 1994; 

Griffin, 1998; Messner & Sabo, 1990). More recently, many empirical studies have reported on the 

still numerous inequalities and discrimination in the context of sport, particularly around gender 

(Burton & Leberman, 2017; LaVoi, 2016), race (Apoifis et al., 2018; Bradbury et al., 2020), sexual 

orientation (Denison & Kitchen, 2015; Hargreaves & Anderson, 2015), and physical ability (Darcy et 

al., 2017; Wright & Cunningham, 2017). Arguably, sport participation has, in some instances at least, 

become more open and fairer (Dashper & Fletcher, 2013); yet, coaching and leadership positions 

remain largely dominated by white, able-bodied, and heterosexual men (Cunningham, 2019; Welty-

Peachey et al., 2015). Without a doubt, this has repercussions for both how sport is managed and 

how it is experienced by different people, across all levels (Dashper & Fletcher, 2013). 

Sport in the twenty-first century is a truly global phenomenon affecting millions of people 

around the world through events, stadia, media, manufacturing, retail, education, and within a 

diverse range of sport organizations ranging from non-profit community providers to commercial 

sport franchises, leagues, and teams (for an overview of the contemporary sport industry see 

Pedersen & Thibault, 2019). The growth and professionalization of sport over the last fifty years has 

increasingly attracted the attention of participants, supporters, sponsors, government agencies and 

researchers (Hoye, 2017). Part of this attention has been the result of concerns to develop 

appropriate standards of corporate behaviour amongst those leading sport organizations, a push by 
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governments that better governance will deliver better returns for sport policy objectives, and the 

rise of regulatory efforts across all sectors of the economy to improve corporate governance 

practices (O’Boyle & Bradbury, 2017). 

Against this background, since the turn of the century the concepts of diversity and inclusion1 

(D&I) have become pivotal issues for national policymakers and sport organizations (Cunningham, 

2019; Shaw, 2019; Spaaij et al., 2014). Political, economic, legislative, and social pressures, as well as 

(some) evidence that diversity can enhance organizational performance, have all contributed to a 

rising interest in the topic (Cunningham, 2016; Doherty et al., 2010). As noted by Spaaij et al. (2014), 

in countries such as England, Australia, and more recently New Zealand, sport is one sphere where 

diversity and inclusion have become “policy buzz word[s]” (p. 347). For example, Sport England has 

embedded D&I principles in its 2016–2021 strategic plan, recognizing that “every part of the sporting 

landscape needs to change. And that includes us, our partners, and those we invest in” (as cited in 

Cunningham, 2019, p. 3). In a similar vein, Australia’s Sport 2030 policy aims toward “a diverse and 

inclusive sport and physical activity sector that supports more Australians to be more active more 

often” (Australian Government, 2018, p. 3). Meanwhile, Sport New Zealand (2017d) states that “the 

bridging impact of sport participation does not occur organically and is dependent on providing 

equitable and safe options that are inclusive of the whole community” (p. 21).  

Yet, notwithstanding their common usage in public and organizational discourse, there is still 

no consensus on what diversity and inclusion actually mean, nor about what their main dimensions 

are and how to manage them. Moreover, research suggests that the status of D&I in government 

policy frameworks is usually not reflected in the way in which sport is delivered on the ground (Spaaij 

et al., 2020); whilst the way in which sport organizations effectively manage D&I is largely missing 

from the literature. In view of this, a number of scholars argue that D&I are among the most 

significant issues confronting sport today (Cunningham, 2019; Shaw, 2019; Spaaij et al., 2014). The 

 
1 For now, I use the terms diversity and inclusion indistinctly and in tandem referring to the promotion and 
appreciation of human differences, including but not limited to gender, race, sexual orientation, and physical 
ability (for a genealogy of the terms see Oswick & Noon, 2014). I will return to definitional issues in Chapter 2. 
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aim of my thesis is thus to better understand why national sport organizations (NSOs) engage in D&I 

initiatives, how this commitment is translated into practice, what challenges or difficulties they 

encounter, and what organizational practices may facilitate moving forward. The emphasis on NSOs 

is justified in the first instance as they represent the primary means of offering sporting opportunities 

and competition for residents of a country (O’Boyle 2015). 

A number of scholars have proposed models for understanding D&I in sport organizations 

(e.g. DeSensi, 1995; Doherty & Chelladurai, 1999; Fink & Pastore, 1999), driven by a series of 

hypotheses about the conditions necessary to maximize the benefits of a diverse workforce. Like 

most sport management research, these studies are primarily managerialist and instrumentalist in 

nature, that is, they pursue improved organizational efficiency and effectiveness (Knoppers, 2015; 

Shaw & Hoeber, 2016). From this perspective, individual differences can be a valuable asset for 

organizations if properly managed, postulating diversity management as a source of competitive 

advantage (Oswick & Noon, 2014). Another commonality among these models is a focus on the end 

state, or what the exemplary sport organization should look like in regard to D&I and D&I 

management (Cunningham, 2017). Largely missing from these efforts is, however, an understanding 

of how to actually achieve greater diversity and inclusion in sport (Cunningham, 2009), as well as the 

implications beyond the workplace to consider a broader range of stakeholders, such as players, 

coaches, officials, and volunteers.  

Whilst still largely built upon an instrumental view on diversity, Cunningham’s (2009) 

framework for examining the diversity-related change process in sport organizations represents a 

considerable development from earlier models. Rather than assuming that diversity is there to be 

managed, he argues that sport organizations, particularly contact team sports, are characterized by a 

“culture of similarity”, where those who are not members of the dominant group (i.e. white, upper-

to-middle class, heterosexual, able-bodied men) are actively or passively excluded (Cunningham 

2009, p. 409). From here on, Cunningham (2009) draws on organization theory to suggest that 

environmental forces serve as the catalyst for diversity-focused transformations in sport 
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organizations, a phenomenon called deinstitutionalization. This is followed by a three-stage change 

process. The first is issue identification, where organizations become aware of the need for diversity 

management and diversity is made a high priority. The change then enters the implementation stage, 

where structural and systemic changes are made. And finally, a maintenance stage, where changes 

become ingrained into the organizational culture. The efficacy of Cunningham’s (2009) model, 

however, has only been partially examined in an American university athletic department. Findings 

indicated that progress was hindered by a perceived low utility of diversity, resulting in a lack of top 

management support and strategic integration (Cunningham, 2009). This, in turn, revealed 

underlying power dynamics embedded in the organizational context, an issue commonly neglected in 

mainstream diversity management studies (Zanoni et al., 2010). 

More recently, Spaaij and colleagues (2020) noted that many sport organizations have 

already recognized the potential benefits of diversity, yet little has been done to ensure 

environments where those benefits may be realized. Although scarce, empirical research has shown 

that the diversity rhetoric does not necessarily translate into commensurate changes in actual 

practices within sport organizations (Shaw, 2019; Spaaij et al., 2014, 2018, 2020). Furthermore, 

critical scholars argue that the diversity management practices advanced in the organization 

development literature have not only been found generally ineffective in fostering D&I, but even 

counterproductive in some cases, by reinforcing power hierarchies through discursive practices of 

resistance (Janssens & Zanoni, 2014). In particular, Spaaij et al. (2020) point out how leaders in sport 

organizations may engage in rhetoric that seems to endorse the value of diversity to actually 

“(re)position themselves in their privilege, and/or to mask such privilege” (p. 365). Yet, while these 

contributions have significantly helped uncover some of the shortcomings of diversity management 

models, they have largely failed to mobilise in practice the insights that their criticism brings about 

(Holck et al., 2016). Rather than investigating the conditions faced by practitioners and accepted 

(perhaps too uncritically) by most sport management academics, critical scholarship seems to 
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position itself on a higher and more reflexive plane, focused on the problematic aspects, rather than 

on the improvement, of organizations (Hartmann, 2014). 

In sum, the theories to bring about diversity-related organizational change within the sport 

management scholarship tend to fall into two broad, often limited and antagonistic perspectives. The 

first, which I label mainstream or functionalist2, seeks to induce diversity-related change through a 

series of procedures and practices from within the boundaries of the social status quo. The second, 

which I will refer to as critical or subversive, attends to the sociohistorical aspects of diversity 

management, underscoring the case for questioning its apparent apolitical and value-free nature and 

dismissing its capacity to advance social change.3   

I suggest that rather than try to resolve the tension between mainstream and critical 

perspectives, it may be more valuable to engage with “rougher-edged” theoretical frameworks that 

can accommodate complexity and ambiguity (Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010, p. 119). I therefore 

argue that a nuanced analysis of D&I in sport organizations may benefit from a critical engagement 

with change models grounded in mainstream scholarship and practice, in order to produce 

theoretical and practical insights towards progressive change. In doing so, I begin to explore how a 

subversive functionalist (Hartmann, 2014) approach to diversity management can be articulated in 

the case study of New Zealand Rugby (NZR)4 and its recent public commitment towards greater 

diversity and inclusion (NZR, n.d. -a).  

The underpinning purpose of the thesis is not to produce a general theory of D&I-related 

change, but to empirically inquire whether it is possible to argue, from a critical stance, that 

mainstream change models (e.g. Cunningham, 2009) can support progressive transformation, even if 

 
2 It is worth noting that use the term functionalist in a pragmatic way to refer to studies designed to be 
practical and useful, not in a sociological sense where functionalism focuses on the contributions that social 
institutions make to the stability of society. 
3 The dichotomization of the management academic community into “mainstream” and “critical” scholars is 
admittedly an overly simplistic categorization. However, I propose to maintain this division for the sake of 
clarity, in which the mainstream is defined as all organization theory and research not explicitly positioning 
itself as Critical Management Studies, as conceptualized in Chapter 2. 
4 NZR is the NSO charged with leading, supporting, growing, and promoting the game of rugby in New Zealand 
(NZR, 2017). 
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they do not have, in themselves, a particularly pro-social-justice agenda. In other words, the intent of 

such an approach is not simply the subversive reading of mainstream theories but rather to 

(critically) adopt critical perspectives to contribute to those theories and practice (Hartmann, 2014). 

This requires reflecting on localized interpretations of the change process, problematizing taken-for-

granted understandings of reality, questioning means and ends of practice, as well as who benefits or 

not from particular arrangements. Thus, a subversive functionalist approach might be a strategy for 

change that “does not rest on the false comfort of knowing in advance what should be changed, and 

how it should change” (Clegg et al., 2006, p. 18). Instead, it may facilitate the possibility of drawing 

from a range of viewpoints and ideas to create a space where controversial issues can be analysed 

and discussed from different angles, contributing to an ongoing dialogue about the problems, 

opportunities, and risks that sport organizations face and how things may be done differently. 

 

Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis consists of eight chapters. In Chapter 2, I provide the theoretical framework for 

this research, which is informed by extant mainstream and critical studies of diversity in sport 

organizations and further elaborates the notion of subversive functionalism. In Chapter 3, I describe 

the research methodology, highlighting the issues that contributed to the research design, the 

research process, and what makes for good quality research. Since a subversive functionalist 

approach is grounded in a rich understanding of the local context, I devote Chapter 4 to examining 

the larger historical, political, social, and economic context in connection with the sport organization 

under investigation. In chapters 5, 6, and 7, I analyse the major findings in line with an adaptation of 

Cunningham’s (2009) diversity-related change model and through a critical lens. 

Deinstitutionalization is discussed in Chapter 5, including a current snapshot of the research site 

before moving into the first phase of the change process, that is, examining the pressures for change. 

The issue identification stage is addressed in Chapter 6, broken down into the analysis of three 

organizational practices: diagnosing the problem, leading for change, and strategic integration. The 
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implementation and maintenance stages are combined and addressed in Chapter 7; here I analyse 

four additional practices: managing for stakeholders, learning and development, storytelling, and 

keeping the score. Finally, in Chapter 8, I draw conclusions, make recommendations, and suggest 

future directions for research. 
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework 

Critical Management Studies 

Thirty years ago, Slack and Kikulis (1989) argued that sport scholars needed to adopt a 

sociological lens to the study of sport organizations. The potential benefits to be gained from greater 

interdisciplinary approaches have since been voiced by a number of academics (Frisby, 2005; 

Knoppers, 2015; Skinner & Edwards, 2005). Yet unfortunately, as noted by Knoppers (2015), there is 

still little overlap between those who author articles in sport sociology journals and sport 

management journals. Love and Andrew (2012) conducted a network analysis of scholars who 

published in both types of journals between 1987 and 2009; they found that sociological theory was 

used in less than 20% of the doctoral dissertations in sport management, and that only nine authors 

had published in sport sociology and sport management journals.  

The growth of the sociology of sport and sport management fields began around the same 

time, in the early 1970s (Slack & Kikulis, 1989). According to Slack and Kikulis (1989), the pressures 

for each area to demarcate its own territory resulted in an academic field blinkered by relatively fixed 

and rigid boundaries. While sociology sought to demonstrate its relevance by addressing the central 

issues of major sociological theories (i.e. gender, race, class, nationality), management undertook the 

study of sport organizations embracing the doctrines and standards of logical positivism (Frisby, 

2005). Positivists argue that knowledge simply reflects a real world which is independent from the 

observer and focus on the process of testing hypotheses and producing laws according with the 

principle of scientific rigour (Veal & Darcy, 2014). These approaches to sport management research 

continue to dominate the discipline (Knoppers, 2015). Relatedly, as Hinings and Greenwood (2002) 

argue in their critique of organization theory, the prime research questions investigated by sport 

management scholars tend to stress “how to understand and thus design efficient and effective 

organizations... The question of consequences, i.e. efficient and effective for whom? is usually left 
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unasked” (p. 413). The sociology of sport, on the other hand, has raised concerns about a lack of 

practical application and impact on actual sport practice (Chalip, 2015). In this respect, Thomson and 

Jackson (2016) call for scholarly research that “connects private experience with wider social 

structures, personal problems with public issues, and scientific analysis with political awareness” (p. 

100). 

In order to integrate sociological sensitivity into sport management research and practice, 

Frisby (2005) persuasively argued for the adoption of a critical paradigm. A key tenet of critical social 

science is the rejection of the authority vested in a value-free, objective notion of science (Adler et 

al., 2008). According to critical scholars, this notion leads to the unproblematized acceptance of 

reality and rationality, and as a result, it encourages us to experience the world as given, thus 

continuously perpetuating it and impeding attempts to change it (Adler et al., 2008). In contrast, 

from a critical ontological standpoint, reality is thought to be created and shaped by social, political, 

cultural, and economic discourses that have been historically crystallized into power structures that 

are taken to be natural or real (Guba & Lincoln, 2000). Discourses include language but also social 

identities, social structures, and social practices5. Thus, discourses are influenced by, and influence, 

organisational practices and the actions of individuals within organisations (Shaw, 2006). 

By extension, a critical epistemology is concerned with the meanings and shared 

understandings developed by individuals as they interact with the world they are interpreting (Levy 

et al., 2003). More specifically, critical scholars view “claims to truth as always discursively situated 

and implicated in relations of power” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000, p. 327), “with each set of 

meanings supporting particular power structures and resisting change towards greater equity” 

(Edwards & Skinner, 2009, p. 30). Since the researcher is not detached from this reality, it is 

acknowledged that personal viewpoints including the assumptions espoused above must be also 

subjected to critical analysis (Edwards & Skinner, 2009). Last but not least, research within this 

 
5 Organizational discourse is a large research field and references to discourse are numerous; for a critical 
review see Alvesson and Kärreman (2011). I provide a working definition in Chapter 3.  
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paradigm does not remain apolitical, as the ultimate goal is to confront injustices and promote social 

change (Frisby, 2005). 

As for applying a critical paradigm into sport management research, Frisby (2005) referred to 

the ideas of Alvesson and Deetz (2000), who suggested three overlapping tasks: insight, critique, and 

transformative redefinition. Insight involves questioning taken-for-granted assumptions and 

recognizing the influence of historical, economic, cultural, and political conditions on beliefs and 

actions (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). This requires an understanding of how discursive arrangements are 

(re)produced by specific visions and values and reinforced by policies and practices that have 

become ingrained as the “natural” way of doing business (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). It also highlights 

the importance of reflexivity in research, that is, the capacity to recognise how accounts of 

management, whether by academics or practitioners, are influenced by the social position of their 

authors (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009). The second task, critique, involves exposing how forms of 

knowledge and communication are not neutral but value-laden (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). When 

analysis draws from this perspective, sport management is viewed as a set of practices embedded 

within broader asymmetrical power relations, which systematically privilege the interests and 

viewpoints of some groups while silencing and marginalizing others (Frisby, 2005). Thus, 

“management” is understood as a powerful rhetoric that frames issues in particular ways, often 

(re)producing organizational and societal inequalities (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). The third task, 

transformative redefinition, consists of imagining and exploring extraordinary alternatives, leading to 

“managerially relevant knowledge and practical understandings that enable change and provide skills 

for new ways of operating” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p. 21). These are, broadly conceived, the key 

tenets of Critical Management Studies (CMS).  

It is largely accepted that CMS began with Alvesson and Willmott's (1992) edited collection 

Critical Management Studies, which brought together elements of organization theory, critical 

theory, and post-structuralist writings, but has since developed in more diverse directions (Edwards 

et al., 2002). Trying to provide a synthesized and useful overview of this heterogeneous body of work 
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has proven to be challenging. As noted by Alvesson and Deetz (2000), the differences and conflicts 

both within and between CMS’ foundational traditions have filled many pages (see Adler et al., 2008; 

Alvesson et. al, 2009; Fournier & Grey, 2000; Spicer et al., 2009), although “nothing fair, coherent 

and brief can be written on them” (p. 10). In agreement with this discouraging conclusion, Adler and 

colleagues (2008) recognize that the term CMS may be of limited use, yet its “fuzziness” also has 

advantages (p. 154). The lack of precise definition, they contend, brings together a community of 

management scholars who share a common critical sensibility, that is, who hold “deep scepticism 

regarding the moral defensibility and the social and ecological sustainability of prevailing conceptions 

and forms of management” (Adler et al., 2008, p. 119). Whereas mainstream management research 

is deemed as working for management and organizational efficiency, CMS is research on 

management and not necessarily directed towards advancing a managerialist agenda (Hartmann, 

2014). The ultimate goal, in principle pursued by all self-proclaimed critical scholars, is transforming 

managerial theories and practices to achieve greater social justice, that is, in broad terms, fairness 

and equality among people along various social dimensions. 

Notwithstanding its promising ideological premises, it would be accurate to argue that CMS 

is not a dominant research approach to organizational studies in general, and sport in particular 

(Knoppers, 2015; Shaw & Hoeber, 2016). Furthermore, a number of scholars who have been 

influential in shaping the CMS movement have expressed concerns that much of the existing critical 

research tends “not [to] step far beyond mere critique” (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009, p. 65; see also 

King & Learmonth, 2015; Wickert & Schaefer, 2015). Against this backdrop, recent efforts to engage 

with the intersections between critical studies and managerial practice have encouraged 

interventions in organizational life through more performativity (Schaefer & Wickert, 2016; Spicer et. 

al., 2009, 2016; Wickert & Schaefer, 2015). Referred to as Critical Performativity (CP), these studies 

lean towards the conventional interests of management studies in helping organizations perform, 

while also remaining committed to a social justice project (Cabantous et al., 2016). As will be seen 
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below, CP has stimulated heated debates in CMS, which are instrumental in advancing a theoretical 

framework for my project.  

 

From Critical Performativity to Subversive Functionalism 

In their introductory paper Critical Performativity: The Unfinished Business of Critical 

Management Studies, Spicer and colleagues (2009) define CP as the “active and subversive 

intervention into managerial discourses and practices” through a number of “tactics” (p. 538). These 

include: 

• Affirmation, by working in proximity to organizations and what is relevant to them;  

• An ethic of care, by engaging in open dialogue with participants while mutually 

challenging our views; 

• Pragmatism, by working with already accepted practices rather than imposing 

academically engineered frameworks; 

• Present potentialities, by uncovering feasible alternatives; 

• A normative stance: through clarifying what might constitute good forms of organization; 

and, 

• Micro-engagements, which allow critical researchers to identify internal allies and 

support their roles as agents of incremental change (Spicer et al., 2009; Wickert & 

Schaefer, 2015).  

Though promising, the main drawback of this tactical approach is that it does not provide researchers 

with a sound theoretical foundation to positive transformation of organizational practice, particularly 

because of the problematic (mis)appropriation of the term performativity, which I turn to next.  

CP rest on contending Fournier and Grey’s (2000) foundational proposition that CMS 

research is best characterized as anti-performative. Following French philosopher Lyotard (1984), for 

Fournier and Grey (2000) performativity refers to the optimization of performance understood as the 

enhancement of business efficiency. Anti-performativity is therefore a call for rejecting the 
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subordination of knowledge to the mean-ends rationality of corporate managerialism. From this 

perspective, as Cabantous and colleagues (2016) note, anti-performativity may be worth defending. 

Conversely, Spicer et al. (2009) suggest that “Performativity is not bad in itself. The problem is to 

carefully decide what kind of performativity we want” (p. 554). They argue that by shifting our 

understanding of what performativity means, it is possible to conceive CMS as a potentially 

performative approach. In particular, they propose that a more useful conceptualization of 

performativity draws on the work of Austin (1962) and Butler (1990, 1993) on the productive role of 

language. Although Spicer and colleagues (2009) do not discuss this work in detail, broadly speaking, 

the notion of performativity as conceived by Austin and Butler points to the idea that discourses are 

not merely describing reality but contribute to enact the reality they describe (Huault et al., 2017).  

Recognizing the complexity that characterizes these perspectives, it is clear that Austinian 

and Butlerian performativity is radically different from Lyotardian performativity; Austin and Butler’s 

postulates are by no means connected to the later (Gond et al., 2016). Such theoretical 

disconnection has led to an exhaustive critique of the appropriation of Lyotard, Austin, and Butler’s 

theories by CP scholars (Cabantous et al., 2016; Fleming & Banerjee, 2016; Gond et al., 2016), 

concluding that their slippery use of the concept of performativity makes it extremely difficult to 

understand what they are actually arguing for. According to Spoelstra and Svensson (2015), these 

texts could be interpreted as advocating for almost any research activity within an organization, 

which makes CP highly citable but also highly obscure. For Cabantous et al. (2016), CP seems to 

locate discourse as the sole cornerstone of social reality, ignoring material, structured power 

relations that condition language and its performative effects. Critics therefore argue that simply 

deconstructing managerial discourses about, for example, D&I, does not necessarily challenge the 

material basis that place certain people in subordinate positions (Fleming & Banerjee, 2016; Gond et 

al., 2015). In the same vein, a radical deconstruction of social categories could result in an absolute 

individualism that denies similarity of experience, thus leading to a depoliticized subject (Messner, 

2007; Zanoni & Janssens, 2015).  
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In a rejoinder entitled Extending Critical Performativity, Spicer and colleagues (2016) intend 

to address some of these critiques, although the piece fails to clarify their use of the term 

performativity per se, redirecting the argument towards CMS’ relevance crisis. Considering that CP 

emerged in response to increasing calls for CMS scholars to reach “beyond the self-referential sphere 

of scholarship” (Alvesson et al., 2009, p. 17) and engage more directly with organizational practice 

(Voronov, 2009), it would be sensible to assume that by performative research they actually mean 

practical. Yet the kind of performativity, or practicality, they call for is elusive. Spicer et al. (2009) 

suggest that these decisions must be grounded in a clear normative philosophy, a “systematic 

assertion of criteria used to judge good forms of organization” (p. 546). However, the authors do not 

prescribe a singular set of criteria to draw upon when assessing an organization. Thus, CP seems to 

be stuck in what Fournier and Grey (2000) see as an “irreconcilable tension” (p. 26). On the one 

hand, “championing the cause of the oppressed at the risk of further contributing to their 

domination by having our critique appropriated and translated into performative knowledge6” and, 

on the other hand, to “keep our critique to ourselves and simply relish in the aesthetic pleasure that 

writing critically may provide us with (or suffer in silence at our inability to make a difference)” 

(Fournier & Grey, 2000, pp. 26–27).  

Arguably, because of the woolliness and ambiguity around what type and mechanisms of 

impact CP actually does favour, there have been few worked examples of “performative” 

engagement into management practice (Butler et al., 2018). As a result, the debate around CP is held 

at an impasse, where concepts are suggested but not implemented, leaving the potential hurdles and 

consequences of action somewhat superficially understood (King, 2015). Furthermore, the small 

number of researchers that do engage empirically with CP reflect on the difficulty of applying it in 

organizational contexts, especially to initiate transformative social change (see e.g. Butler et al., 

2018; King, 2015; King & Learmonth, 2015). In their papers, authors argue that rather than simply 

 
6 Note that for Fournier and Grey (2000) performativity refers to the optimization of performance understood 
as the enhancement of business efficiency. 
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applying critical theories to management practice, as is implied within the CP literature, actual 

attempts at engagement are messy and complex. Part of the problem is, according to Butler and 

colleagues (2018), that the concept of CP still invokes the myth of the “heroic-transformational 

academic” who knows best and is effortlessly “able to stimulate critical reflection among 

practitioners and provoke radical change in organizations” (p. 428).  

Other critics also contend that critical approaches to management, as they are currently 

conceived, whilst useful for exposing processes of domination, may actually hinder the pursuit of 

practical transformation (Clegg et al., 2006; Hartmann, 2014). This is because critical scholars would 

typically insist on the presence of oppression within all managerial practices, and the failure to notice 

such oppression would easily be taken either as a form of complicity or naivety on the part of the 

researcher (Clegg et al., 2006; Hartmann, 2014). Self-positioned on a supposedly higher and more 

reflexive plane, CMS and CP fundamentally underestimate the capacity of mainstream management 

scholarship and managers themselves to instigate progressive change (Clegg et al., 2006; Voronov, 

2008).  

Against this background, Hartmann (2014) proposes to rethink the approach to critical 

research, namely, to move away from purely critical theoretical frameworks and shift towards a 

subversive functionalism. Although it has not been systematically or widely developed, this strategy 

would aim to capitalize on the transformative potential of mainstream management scholarship and 

practice by exploring their integration with CMS in a complementary effort. It has been argued that 

one of CMS’ key critiques is that organization theory is heavily managerialist and instrumentalist in 

its disposition (Frisby, 2005; Knoppers, 2015; Shaw & Hoeber, 2016). Taking a less essentialist and 

more potential-focused perspective, Hartmann (2014) notes, the question is whether mainstream 

perspectives could be critically leveraged to promote reflection about the nature of management 

and to encourage more progressive practices, both of which are aspirations of CMS and, particularly, 

of CP (pp. 620–621). Thus, the answer to increasing the practical relevance of critical studies may lie 
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not only in engaging differently but also in challenging how theory is mobilized to facilitate such 

engagement.  

Next, building on existing mainstream and critical studies of D&I in sport organizations, I 

develop a theoretical framework sensitive to the potentially negative consequences of managerial 

discourses and practices as well as the positive value of functional approaches to organizational 

change. My effort aims at a exploring an alternative theoretical perspective on diversity management 

in organized sport and I also hope to inspire new approaches to other aspects of sport management 

research and practice. 

 

A Subversive Functionalist Approach to Diversity 

I begin this section by offering an overview of the main theoretical models used to 

understand diversity work in sport organizations, as well as research focusing on change efforts 

towards greater diversity and inclusion. In assessing these approaches, I then turn to an emerging 

strand of literature that adopts a critical lens on diversity management. This work attends to the 

dialectics of change and resistance and the political aspects of organizational diversity, underscoring 

the case for questioning its apparent neutral and value-free nature. Nevertheless, it mostly posits a 

negative critique of management by pointing out more problematic features of the diversity 

discourse such as essentializing identities and legitimating exclusion. This means it largely avoids 

considering the progressive capability of diversity management efforts and pays limited attention to 

the experiences of managers and other practitioners. I supplement this discussion by postulating a 

subversive functionalist approach to diversity that simultaneously recognizes the limitations of both 

streams as well as their potential synergy in the study and management of organizational change.  
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From Diversity Management to Managing for Diversity 

In the twenty-first century, the concepts of diversity and inclusion as managerial values have 

become an integral part of most institutional policies, and sport organizations are no exception 

(Cunningham, 2019). Yet, notwithstanding their common usage in public and organisational 

discourse, there is no consensus on what D&I actually mean, nor about what their main dimensions 

are and how to address them (for a genealogy of the terms see Oswick & Noon, 2014).  

In the previous section I argued that most sport management research and the theories in 

which practice is framed are fundamentally managerialist and instrumentalist in nature (Frisby, 2005; 

Knoppers, 2015; Shaw & Hoeber, 2016). Managerialism emphasizes organizational efficiency, and 

from this perspective, diversity management is commonly understood as “the purposeful use of 

processes and strategies that make [...] differences among people into an asset rather than a liability 

for the organization” (Hayes-Thomas, 2004, p.12). This view is recognized as the business case for 

diversity and is arguably the most prevalent one in today’s organizations (Holck & Muhr, 2017). The 

business case is based on the idea that difference can be a valuable asset for organizations if properly 

managed, presenting diversity management as a way of benefitting from the unique competence of 

a diverse workforce and to create a “win–win” situation for employer and employees (Oswick & 

Noon, 2014). Conventional diversity practices include training, networking, and mentoring 

programmes largely focused on influencing individuals’ cognitive biases towards out-group members 

in order to better appreciate the value in diversity (Janssens & Zanoni, 2014).  

Oswick and Noon (2014) observe that in recent years, the term diversity is usually 

accompanied by the more “fashionable” concept of inclusion, regarded as a state where diverse 

people are valued, respected, and supported (p. 35). In operational terms, however, the distinction is 

not explicit, and leveraging the business benefits continues to be the case made for their promotion 

(Oswick & Noon, 2014). Upbeat accounts of the business case for D&I in the sport sector claim that 

its implementation can help organizations gain a competitive advantage by, for example, improving 

organizational productivity, enhancing organizational creativity and problem-solving capabilities, 
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expanding into new markets, and widening the pool of talent (Cunningham, 2019). Unequivocal links 

between diversity and performance have been, however, notoriously difficult to establish 

(Cunningham, 2019; Gotsis & Kortezi, 2015). Furthermore, others have pointed to the costs of 

diversity management, including opportunity costs, increased management for overcoming 

resistance to change, lower group cohesion, and the financial weight of planning and implementing 

new solutions (Ricco & Guerci, 2014). 

Most of the diversity research in sport originates in North America and focuses on collegiate 

sports, where changing demographics, legal mandates, and social pressures for organizations to 

become more diverse and inclusive have led a number of scholars to develop diversity management 

models for sport organizations. These offer a series of hypotheses about the conditions necessary to 

realize maximally the benefits of a diverse workforce. For instance, DeSensi (1995) emphasizes the 

need for a multicultural organization, one where diversity is valued, prejudice and discrimination are 

confronted, learning is continuous, and a diverse team holds positions of power. Similarly, Doherty 

and Chelladurai (1999) argue for an organizational culture of diversity characterized by a respect for 

differences, tolerance for risk and ambiguity, open lines of communication, multilevel decision-

making, and outcome-based reward systems. From a grounded theory perspective, Fink and 

colleagues (1999, 2001, 2003) empirically analysed several diversity strategies an organization could 

implement, with a proactive strategy being considered as the most desirable, and the least common. 

Proactive sport organizations adopt a broad view of diversity (including e.g. different values, thinking 

styles, educational backgrounds); are led by people who believe in the value of diversity and show 

their commitment through the allocation of resources; have policies, procedures and practices aimed 

at promoting a diverse workforce; and are characterized by flexible organizational structures and 

open lines of communication and decision-making (Fink & Pastore, 1999).  

A common feature among these frameworks is an emphasis on the end state, or what the 

ideal sport organization should look like in terms of diversity and diversity management 

(Cunningham, 2017). The authors claim that organizations with high employee diversity, a culture of 
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diversity, and a proactive diversity strategy will benefit the most (DeSensi, 1995; Doherty & 

Chelladurai, 1999; Fink & Pastore, 1999). Missing from these scholarly efforts is, however, an 

understanding of how to actually achieve greater diversity and inclusion in sport (Cunningham, 

2009), as well as the implications beyond the workplace to consider a broader range of 

stakeholders7, such as players, coaches, officials, and volunteers.  

 

Narratives of Change 

Cunningham’s (2009) framework for examining the diversity-related change process in sport 

organizations represents a considerable development from earlier models. Rather than assuming 

that diversity is there to be managed, he sympathises with the critical claim that sport organizations, 

particularly contact team sports, are characterized by a “culture of similarity”, where those who are 

not members of the dominant group (i.e. white, middle class, heterosexual, able-bodied men) are 

actively or passively excluded (Cunningham 2009, p. 409). Exclusion becomes institutionalized when 

the values, norms, beliefs, standards and expectations of this group persist over time, are 

perpetuated, and largely seen as “legitimate” in nature (Cunningham, 2009, p. 409). Thus, the 

outcome of organizational policies, practices, and structures results in an unequal distribution of 

benefits and opportunities that privileges the same group.  

A number of critical scholars have devoted their attention to how this culture of similarity is 

developed and maintained (e.g. Anderson, 2009; Coakley, 2004; Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). They 

explored the ways in which shared systems of meanings and norms both constrain the capacity of 

certain people to gain organizational access as well as privilege some groups whose interests are 

secured by prevailing rewards and sanctions. For example, Shaw and Hoeber (2003) showed that the 

criteria used for defining managerial success in sport organizations included various types of 

 
7 Many definitions of stakeholder can be found in the management literature, most of which share their roots 
in the definition from Freeman (1984, p. 46), i.e. “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the 
achievement of the organization’s objectives” (as cited in Crane & Ruebottom, 2011, p. 78). 
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desirable “masculinized” leadership traits, such as authoritarianism, paternalism, entrepreneurialism, 

and ambition. In a similar vein, Coakley (2004) found that “being tough, disciplined, and physically 

strong enough to dominate others often is the central criterion for evaluating everyone from coaches 

to business executives” (p. 268). Ostensibly, these positions are advertised as meritocratic and 

neutral, but the qualities associated with the ideal candidate remain lodged within a culture of 

similarity and access is hindered to those deemed “different”. As a result, women and ethnic 

minorities continue to be under-represented in coaching and leadership positions, support for 

women athletes and teams lags behind that of men’s, sexual and gender minorities often face hostile 

environments, and participation opportunities for people with disabilities are scattered, at best 

(Cunningham, 2019; for a similar argument in New Zealand see Ryan & Watson, 2018).  

If a culture of similarity is institutionalized within the organization of sport, how can change 

concerning greater diversity and inclusion ever take place? To answer this question, Cunningham first 

draws on Oliver’s (1992) concept of deinstitutionalization, defined as “the delegitimization of an 

established organizational practice or procedure as a result of organizational challenges to or the 

failure of organizations to reproduce previously legitimated or taken-for-granted organizational 

practices” (p. 564). Specifically, Cunningham (2009) contends that political, functional, and social 

pressures undermine the legitimacy of institutionalized similarity in sport organizations, provoking 

diversity-related change. Political pressures include performance shortcomings, need for innovation, 

and/or conflicting interests among internal stakeholders (Cunningham, 2009; Oliver, 1992). 

Functional pressures arise when external stakeholders withdraw the rewards associated with 

sustaining an institutionalized organizational practice; when traditional and economic criteria of 

organizational success begin to conflict with one another; and/or when there is an increased 

competition for resources (Cunningham, 2009; Oliver, 1992). Social pressures for 

deinstitutionalization, in contrast to political and functional pressures, refer to those conditions 

under which organizations are neither pro-active agents of change nor purposely intent on 

abandoning particular practices (Cunningham, 2009; Oliver, 1992). These include disruptions in the 
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organization’s historical continuity (e.g. leader successions), or changes in laws or social expectations 

that might interfere with the continuation of an institutionalized practice (Cunningham, 2009; Oliver, 

1992) (e.g. Title IX in the US; Equality Standard for Sport in the UK, board gender quotas in NZ).  

According to Cunningham (2009), any or all of these pressures might result in the 

delegitimization of a culture of similarity and the initiation of a diversity-related change process. To 

explain such a process, however, he moves away from the critical view of organizations as social 

constructs embedded within asymmetrical power relations, towards a mainstream approach to 

organizational change. Most of the literature that looks at organizational change does so from a 

functionalist perspective: organizations are there to be “fixed” and managers want “solutions” 

(Richardson & Monro, 2012, p. 107). These solutions are provided partly by the strand of 

organization theory known as Organization Development, which focuses on finding effective 

approaches for bringing about organizational change (Voronov, 2005). In particular, Cunningham 

draws on Agars and Kottke’s (2004) Full Integration Model to propose a three-stage diversity-related 

change process: (1) issue identification, where organizations become aware of the need for diversity 

management and diversity is made a high priority; (2) implementation, where systems and processes 

are adapted to make the changes possible; and (3) maintenance, where the revised “ways of doing 

things” become standardized (Cunningham, 2009, p. 411).  

Cunningham (2009) suggests that for diversity-related change to be successful, it is 

imperative to consider how it impacts the perceptions of internal and external stakeholders. 

Relatedly, he notes that during the identification phase, demonstrating the utility of diversity, in 

particular among senior leaders, is paramount (Cunningham, 2009, p. 411). He contends that 

although the imperative for fostering diversity should be moral in nature, “persons in positions of 

power are frequently more convinced of diversity’s value when they also observe its relationship 

with improved processes and performance outcomes” (Cunningham 2012a, p. 71). Thus, initiatives 

that are based entirely on social justice, with little or no consideration of other factors, namely “the 

business case”, are not likely to get the required support from top management. Cunningham (2009) 
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also observes that, as the organization moves into the implementation stage, less stress is placed on 

financial returns and the utility of the efforts recedes into the background. At the same time, the 

importance of perceptions of fairness and threat becomes heightened (Cunningham, 2009). If all 

these perceptions8 are effectively managed, the process will result in the establishment of a “culture 

of diversity”, and the goal is then to keep on reinforcing such a culture (Cunningham, 2009, p. 411). 

Whereas Cunningham does not provide a detailed account of the changes to organizational 

structures, systems, and processes that must occur for an organization to become diverse, Cox’s 

(1991, 1994, 2001) pioneering work in the business management field offers some valuable insights 

based on his experience as a change consultant and scholar. According to Cox (2001), a multicultural 

organization9 is characterized by 

an environment in which people from all social and cultural backgrounds are respected, 

where they are able to reach their full potential in organizational contribution and personal 

goal achievement, and where the power of diversity as an organizational resource is fully 

captured. (p. xviii) 

Success at institutionalizing a culture of diversity can be assessed by examining an organization's 

progress within five overlapping components: leadership, research and measurement, education, 

alignment of management systems, and follow-up (Cox, 2001). To become a multicultural 

organization requires a systemic approach to diversity management, with continuous advances, 

although uneven, in all of them; this is a point made by others as well, including Cunningham (2009) 

and Agars and Kottke (2004) (see also Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Meyerson & Kolb, 2000; Shaw & Frisby, 

2006). 

Cox (2001) emphatically argues that leadership is the first requirement for change, namely, 

“without it, nothing happens” (p. 18). Indeed, others have found that diversity efforts are likely to fail 

 
8 Following Agars and Kottke (2004), Cunningham (2009) also refers to a fourth perceptual process: social 
perceptions and social identities, although the theoretical underpinnings of this construct are not addressed in 
any of the papers.  
9 According to Agars and Kottke (2004), a “fully integrated” organization is similar to Cox’s (2001) 
“multicultural” organization (p. 67). 
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without strong top management initiative that establishes a direction for change and the necessary 

conditions for its implementation (Agars & Kottke, 2004; Cunningham, 2009, 2008). This includes 

integrating diversity goals with the organization’s strategy, adopting the right organisational design 

to facilitate the work of change teams (see also Cunningham, 2008), and effectively communicating 

the changes. Another key principle advocated by Cox (2001) is that change must be data driven; 

therefore, both research and measurement are necessary to define action agendas and assess the 

results of actions. Education is another central feature in Cox’s (2001) model (see also Cunningham, 

2019). Although there has been a great deal of activity in the area of diversity training, positive 

returns on its effectiveness are still inconclusive (Noon, 2018). Nonetheless, Cox (2001) argues that 

the use of education, coupled with the other components of the process, remains vital to 

communicate why the change is taking place and what it means in practice (see also Cunningham, 

2019). Equally important is to ensure the alignment of human resources (HR) practices with the goal 

of leveraging diversity; this covers activities such as recruitment, remuneration, and promotion, 

(Agars & Kottke, 2004; Cox, 2001; Cunningham 2008, 2009, 2019). Finally, the follow-up component 

involves planning reviews, establishing accountability for results, and managing the transfer of 

learnings to sustain continuous improvement (Cox, 2001).  

As a first attempt to develop a comprehensive model of diversity-related change in sport 

organizations, the integration of Cunningham’s (2009) and Cox’s (2001) work provides a baseline for 

examining some of the factors that may influence and facilitate the process in practice. Although, 

admittedly, this model may take many forms, I suggest the following schematic illustration (Figure 1) 

to partially guide my analysis: 
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Figure 1 

Integrated Model for D&I-Related Change (adapted from Cox, 2011 & Cunningham, 2009) 

 
 

The model highlights that change is a multilevel phenomenon, meaning it is important to 

take into consideration factors operating at the societal (macro), organizational (meso), and 

individual (micro) levels (Cunningham, 2019; Pringle & Ryan, 2015). It also provides a clear focus to 

the change effort and refers to management concepts and process commonly used in organizations, 

which might promote a certain amount of security amidst potentially daunting change (Cunliffe & 

Alcadipani, 2016). The efficacy of Cunningham’s (2009) model, however, has only been partially 

examined in an American university athletic department. Findings indicated that progress was 

hindered by the perceived low utility of diversity, resulting in a lack of top-management support and 

systemic integration (Cunningham, 2009). This, in turn, revealed underlying power dynamics 

embedded in the organization, an issue not directly addressed in his theoretical framework. It also 

exemplifies the lack of collaboration between mainstream and critical studies; as Voronov (2005, p. 

9) notes, “despite the plethora of research on power and organizational change by CMS scholars, 

their work has rarely been utilized” in the field of organization development.  
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Narratives of Resistance 

More recently, Spaaij and colleagues (2020) note that many sport organizations have already 

recognized the potential benefits of diversity, yet little has been done to ensure an environment 

where those benefits may be realized. Although scarce, empirical research has shown that diversity 

policies do not necessarily translate into commensurate changes in actual practices and behaviours 

within sport organizations (Doherty et al., 2010; Knoppers et al., 2015; Long & Spracklen, 2010; Shaw, 

2019; Spaaij et al., 2014, 2018, 2020). Furthermore, Janssens and Zanoni (2014) argue that the 

diversity management practices advanced in mainstream organizational literature have not only 

been found largely ineffective in fostering equality but even counterproductive in some cases, by 

reinforcing stereotypes and exacerbating the majority’s hostility towards minority groups.  

Research has also shown that a sole business rationale for adopting such practices, that is, 

the assumption that the presence of social difference contributes to organizational performance, 

may be detrimental to greater inclusion (Spaaij et al., 2014; Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010). This 

is significant because, while the business case may offer a more compelling and “saleable” argument 

to managers, it makes diversity contingent in nature; if a diversity-oriented initiative does not prove 

to be profitable, then it does not prove worth pursuing at all (Noon, 2007). Thus, although traditional 

social justice policies have been partly effective in their goal of equity outcomes, critical scholars 

claim that the moral case remains the strongest foundation for underpinning the promotion of D&I 

(Spaaij et al., 2014). Against this backdrop, more attention needs to be paid to the values and taken-

for-granted norms and assumptions underpinning managerial work, and how they contribute to the 

construction of particular approaches to difference and practices of homogeneity (Knoppers et al., 

2015; Long & Spracklen, 2010; Shaw, 2019; Spaaij et al., 2020). 

In line with organization development studies, Cunningham’s (2009) model is largely based 

on the assumption that diversity management is a linear, rational, and apolitical exercise concerned 

with attaining the instrumental goals of organizations. From this perspective, power is simply seen as 

legitimate authority exercised by those in top positions towards the achievement of such goals 
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(Voronov, 2005). Although Cunningham (2009) acknowledges the critical nexus between social 

categories and privilege within sport organizations, power differentials are, in general, seldom 

explicitly addressed in the mainstream diversity literature (Ahonen et al., 2014). This is partly 

because mainstream scholarship tends to draw on social identity theory (SIT), which, in its most 

elementary formulation, assumes that differences among people are apolitical, pre-determined and 

fixed for each individual, rather than socially constructed in specific and dynamic contexts (for an 

overview of identity and diversity literatures see Holck et al., 2016). Furthermore, the relations 

between power and socio-historical contexts are not discussed in depth, nor are the conditions of 

possibility in which particular kinds of difference are construed as diversity (Pringle & Ryan, 2015). 

On these bases, mainstream diversity management has been heavily criticized by critical diversity 

scholars, for whom its instrumentalist rationale obscures unequal power relations in organizations, 

hindering the capacity to challenge them (Holck & Muhr, 2017; Knights & Omanović, 2016; Zanoni et 

al., 2010). 

Critical diversity studies emerged as a sub-stream of CMS in the mid-1990s as a reaction to 

the dominant rhetoric of diversity as valorising employees’ individual differences and capacities for 

the sake of profitability or performance targets (Noon, 2007). A critical approach to diversity is based 

on the premise that diversity occurs when people of varied backgrounds in terms of gender, race, 

sexuality, or other socially meaningful factors are present and interact (Qin et al., 2014). Some 

characteristics are socially relevant because of historical, cultural, or systemic phenomena that have 

served to privilege some people over others, conditioning the opportunities that they have in life and 

the incidences of discrimination they may experience. As noted by DiTomaso et al. (2007), the 

differences perceived among individuals are unlikely to turn into discrimination and inequality unless 

there are socially constructed meanings based upon power hierarchies associated with the 

differences in question. Similarly, Konrad (2003) observes that “focusing on any individual difference, 

rather than differences having strong meaning and stemming from or coinciding with significant 
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power differences among groups, would make all groups diverse, and would therefore make the 

entire concept of […] diversity meaningless” (p. 7).  

The mainstream approach to diversity is also challenged for reproducing cultural and 

organizational contexts where white heterosexual middle-class men are the norm, and where 

“others” are construed as “diverse” and who need to be managed (Ahonen et al., 2014; Lorbiecki & 

Jack, 2000; Zanoni & Janssens, 2004). In particular, leaders are deemed to hold a great deal of power 

in creating their version of diversity and inclusion, and how they position themselves within its logic 

(Janssens & Zanoni, 2005; Knoppers et al., 2015). In sports studies, these ideas have recently been 

explored. For example, Knoppers et al. (2015) found that sport managers do value diversity but not 

among those who manage. In a similar vein, Spaaij and colleagues (2020) investigated how those in 

positions of leadership in community sport clubs (i.e. decision-makers, coaches, managers, and 

directors) engage in rhetoric that endorses the utilitarian value of institutional diversity while also 

resisting its implementation. They conclude that while the discourse of the “value of diversity” has 

become normalized at the policy level, much of the resistance to it seems to occur at the club level 

through six discursive practices: speech acts moral boundary work, in-group essentialism, 

denial/silencing, self-victimization, and bodily inscription (Spaaij et al., 2020, p. 3). Table 1 outlines 

the discourses used by leaders in these recreational sports clubs that enabled them to sustain their 

overrepresentation in both participation and decision-making. The authors call for future research 

that investigates “to what extent the discursive practices identified in [their] paper can also be found 

in major international and national sport organizations” (Spaaij et al., 2020, p. 10).  
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Table 1 

Discursive Practices of Resistance Used by Club Leaders (adapted from Spaaij et al., 2020) 

 

Discursive 
practice 

Underpinning 
discourses Description Examples 

 

Speech acts  
 
 

 

Discourses of 
colour 
blindness10 

 

Resistance that arises in the 
gap between speech acts or 
“happy talk” and how they 
are taken up 

 

• Appropriating language of 
diversity without altering 
ideologies, values or practices: 
“we are inclusive”, “everyone is 
welcome” 

Moral 
boundary 
work 
 
 

Neoliberal 
discourses 
such as 
meritocracy  

Creating moral boundaries 
between dominant and non-
dominant groups, while 
masking who defines 
qualifications  

• Emphasizing self-reliance, 
character and competitive success 
as key indicators of moral worth 

• Drawing boundaries against those 
who are perceived to be “in 
deficit” 

In-group 
essentialism 
 
 

Discourse of 
essentialism 

Advancing in-group identity 
in a simplified, collectivized 
way that essentializes its 
self and/or public image, 
and that downplays 
complexity and fluidity  

• Using an essentializing, 
homogenizing discourse to justify 
the status-quo: “how things are 
done here”, “we’ve always done it 
this way”, “tradition”, “normal”, 
“core business” 

Denial/ 
silencing 
 
 
 
 

Discourse of 
denial (of 
privilege) 

Marginalizing, ridiculing, or 
rendering (politized) 
difference and 
discrimination invisible 
 
 
 
  

• Accusing members of playing the 
discrimination card 

• Punishing “disloyal” members (e.g. 
“whistle-blowers”) 

• Masking and not penalizing 
expressions of discrimination: “just 
joking” 

Self-
victimization 

Discourses of 
victimhood 

Countering diversity claims 
and change efforts through 
playing the victim card  

• Pointing out barriers and 
challenges that the organization 
faces, hence their inability to 
promote diversity (e.g. lack of 
capacity and resources)  

• Self-pity: “cannot make jokes 
anymore” 

Bodily 
inscription 
 

Discourse of 
difference/ 
Other 
 
 
 
 

Inscribing on women and 
minorities’ bodies a sense of 
otherness, or in dominant 
groups a fear of the other  

• Using discourse of how black 
players are naturally gifted hence 
welcome to teams  

• Degrading women who do not 
perform heteronormativity; 
emphasizing women’s frailty 

 

 
10 Position that neither notices or focuses on any kind of biological or socially constructed differences, including 
gender, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc.  
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Critical scholars therefore note that despite increasing official commitments to D&I, many 

organizations continue to hinder them within their respective structures (Ahmed, 2012; Richardson & 

Monro, 2012). This “blocking”, Ahmed (2012) argues, is not done in visible ways, but through 

statements of commitment that create an illusion of commitment, a perception of “doing” (p. 118). 

Thus, being “good” at D&I becomes a form of organizational pride that circulates through the 

distribution of documents and “good feelings”, concealing the existence of inequalities and 

neutralizing histories of struggle within organizations (Ahmed, 2012; Bury, 2015). 

In sum, these studies share a non-essentialist understanding of diversity, rendering the 

categories and practices associated with the term as socially (re)produced in context-specific 

processes (Holck et al., 2016). In this vein, critical perspectives tend to reject SIT conceptualizations 

of identity and to view power as a socio-historical process of reality construction sustained by 

classed, raced, gendered, and sexualized discourses (Voronov, 2005). Thus, context, identity, and 

power are intertwined, in the sense that the former is not just a background for understanding 

diversity locally, but the conditions in which particular kinds of difference are discursively constituted 

as diversity (Ahonen et al., 2014). There is also a widespread recognition that categories of difference 

intersect11 in a multiple-axis framework; therefore, both discrimination and privilege may co-exist 

depending on the context and the subject (Collins, 2015; Marfelt, 2016). Thus, critical diversity 

scholarship asks a number of questions: What meanings can be attributed to such popular terms as 

diversity and inclusion? How is it that certain meanings become dominant within organizations and 

taken for granted? And with what consequences. As noted by Ahonen and colleagues (2014), “the 

analytical focus in critical diversity research is on establishing meanings and analysing their politics 

rather than causation and optimization for the purposes of performance” (p. 277). While these 

contributions have significantly helped understanding some of the shortcomings of mainstream 

 
11 A substantial body of work explores the concept of intersectionality within the diversity research field. For an 
overview, see Marlfet (2016). 
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diversity frameworks, they pay limited attention to empirical work aiming at developing practical 

tools and recommendations for change (Holck et al., 2016).  

 

Summing Up 

Drawing upon the literature review, the theories to bring about organizational change within 

the diversity management scholarship tend to fall into two broad, often polarized perspectives. The 

first, which I labelled mainstream or functionalist, presents the organization as working towards unity 

and cohesiveness, and seeks to induce diversity-related change through the adoption of 

recommended practices and building consensus from within the boundaries of existing power 

hierarchies. The second, which I referred to as critical or subversive, characterizes organizations in 

terms of deep-seated structural inequality and maintains that change is only possible by challenging 

dominant discourses and the accounts, assumptions, and values interlocked with local formations of 

power. 

As anticipated in Chapter 1, I suggest that rather than try to resolve the tension between 

mainstream and critical perspectives, it may be more fruitful to engage with “rougher-edged” 

theoretical frameworks that can accommodate complexity and ambiguity (Tomlinson & 

Schwabenland, 2010, p. 119). In this vein, I argue that an in-depth analysis of why and how sport 

organizations may be able to create and maintain diverse and inclusive environments calls for a 

critical engagement with diversity management models grounded in mainstream scholarship and 

practice, in order to produce theoretical and practical insights towards progressive change. In doing 

so, specific issues that are drawn from the literature that will be helpful in framing the discussion 

include the following: 

• The ways in which power and socio-historical contexts impact on organizational change 

initiatives.  

• The ways in which D&I are conceptualized and operationalized, and with what 

consequences. 
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• The ways in which narratives of change and resistance are (re)produced within D&I-

related change processes. 

By studying the ways in which these issues interplay in the experience of practitioners, I 

begin to explore how a subversive functionalist approach to diversity management can be 

articulated. It is worth reiterating that the intent of such an approach is not to “prove” the efficacy of 

organization development models nor simply a subversive reading of them, but rather to facilitate 

the possibility of drawing from mainstream and critical perspectives so that complex phenomena can 

be analysed from different angles, leading to a constructive dialogue between those who seek to 

transform sport management as it is studied and practiced.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology  

Methodology can be understood as the logic that links the research paradigm to the 

selection and deployment of suitable research methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). As advanced in the 

previous chapter, in this study I adopt a subversive functionalist approach informed by a critical 

paradigm (Frisby, 2005; Pringle & Booysen, 2018). Therefore, critical assumptions about reality (i.e. 

socially constructed), discourses (i.e. situated texts and social practices), and the relationship 

between different discourses and discourses and individuals (i.e. power based and relational) had 

direct methodological implications on how I produced and analysed data. An additional consideration 

was that, as I argued in Chapter 2, critical researchers are increasingly called to “move from the 

comfortable ‘armchair’ of critical theory to the unsettling ambiguities of empirical work ‘in the field’ 

of non-academic organizational settings” (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009, p. 62). In doing so, we are 

expected to act as co-agents of change, and to stimulate social transformation working through the 

intricacies of empirical work on organizational grounds (Wickert & Schaefer, 2015). 

Case study research may facilitate such work by highlighting the contextual complexity in 

which research occurs. Yin (2003) defines a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 13). This research methodology sits well with a 

subversive functionalist approach for a number of reasons. First, case study is particularly useful 

when scholars seek a better understanding of why, how, and under what conditions certain 

phenomena take place (Cunningham, 2009). Second, case study facilitates collaborative projects in 

which participants and researchers are able to jointly analyse contexts, practices, and meanings (Li et 

al., 2008). And third, because case study research encourages the use of reflective and participatory 

strategies (Yin, 2003), it may offer critical yet practical results for sport managers alongside an 

enhanced sense of ownership.  
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The research process took place in three distinctive yet overlapping phases: entry, data 

collection, and data analysis. As noted by Alderfer (1980), each phase has primary goals, which 

determine the major thrust of the work in that phase, yet these phases are not only interwoven but 

unfold in a recursive fashion. Similarly, Peticca-Harris and colleagues (2016) described the difficulties 

researchers may face when trying to manage a research process. They suggest that rather than a 

logical sequential model, the process should be seen as a game of hopscotch: a forward, sideways, 

and backwards-moving exercise requiring flexibility and balance where researchers may need to re-

strategize their approach or even exit the study. In their own words: 

Hopscotch can be played with several players or alone, much like research projects. The 

player (researcher) tosses a small object into numbered spaces of a pattern of rectangles 

outlined on the ground and then hops through the spaces to retrieve the object. Players do 

not need to hit every space in sequential order, and they have the ability to bypass certain 

spaces, depending on their play and opportunity. Hopscotch also allows players to move 

both forward and backward or to step on two spaces at once, demonstrating that the 

process of gaining access is not tidy or linear; rather, it is dynamic and, potentially, quite 

complex. (Peticca-Harris et al., 2016, p. 396) 

Using the hopscotch metaphor as inspiration, this chapter explores the methodological decisions and 

challenges I faced throughout my research project and how I addressed them, closing with a brief 

discussion on what makes for good quality research. 

 

Entry 

The primary objectives of the entry phase were to determine which organizations and 

individuals would take part in the case study and whether we could reach an agreement about our 

respective roles during the process (Alderfer, 1980). Based on how the process is usually described in 

mainstream management textbooks, we could think that this is a fairly straightforward task that 
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involves contacting a gatekeeper, negotiating with the gatekeeper, and then gaining the right to 

enter the organization (Louvrier, 2018). In reality, however, the process rarely unfolds in such neat 

and anticipated ways (see e.g. Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016; Peticca-Harris et al., 2016). Yet, as 

Louvrier (2018) suggests, reflecting upon and reporting about the “challenges, tensions and false 

starts” (p. 85) in the research processes can reveal many aspects of organizations: common values, 

power relations, as well as the very meaning(s) of diversity and inclusion. In this section I therefore 

discuss aspects related to obtaining physical access to the organization I studied, as well as the 

relationship building that granted me access to participants’ views and experiences within the 

organization (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016). For critical researchers in particular, the latter is a crucial 

part of the entry phase (Louvrier, 2018).  

 

Starting Line  

It was not until I started to draft this chapter that I noticed how many critical management 

scholars (including myself up until this point), continue to write in depersonalized third-person 

voices, as if the researcher and research process were somehow detached from the politics that 

mark social dynamics. This clashes with the ontological and epistemological assumptions we work 

from, which make it impossible to espouse the role of the distant, neutral, and objective researcher. 

Those aware of the conflict adopt various forms of positionality approaches, wherein researchers 

relate emotional aspects of knowing; they situate themselves in terms of, for example, gender, 

ethnicity, class, sexuality, and/or assess their participation in the politics of the research (Alvesson & 

Ashcraft, 2009). Typically, however, such admissions remain textually separated from the analysis 

and presentation of findings, such that the emotional and political dimensions of conducting 

research remain unmarked (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009). Taking the critique of positionality work 

even further, Patai (1994) situates those concerned with what she describes as “methodological self-
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absorption” (p. 64) as privileged scholars engrossed in the indulgence of their own intellectual 

games.  

How much, Pillow (2003) therefore asks, do we need to know about the researcher to trust 

what s/he is reporting? Relatedly, I have a sceptical view on Kincheloe and McLaren’s (2005) claim 

that critical scholars should “enter into an investigation with their assumptions on the table, so no 

one is confused concerning the epistemological and political baggage they bring with them to the 

research site” (pp. 306–307). Like Alvesson and Ashcraft (2009), I believe it is impossible to exercise 

full awareness and understanding over the content of such baggage, beyond acknowledging its 

general existence. Researchers work within the very power systems they attempt to critique, and 

although we may operate from a different perspective than practitioners, this does not necessarily 

translate into a privileged position with respect to self-awareness. On the other hand, because we 

are expressly committed to challenging dominant representations, reflexivity regarding our position 

and the politics of the research process is an essential component of critical empirical research.  

I believe the most salient aspects of my baseline position in this study were that I am a white 

lesbian woman of Spanish descent, a former sport management consultant, and a critical scholar. As 

a consultant, I have more than 10 years of experience in research, strategy formulation, and 

programme design for multinational companies and public administrations in Latin America, Europe, 

the Middle East and Asia-Pacific. As an academic, I hold a Master in Sport Management from 

Loughborough University (UK) and my research focuses on the inclusion of diverse communities in 

organized sport.  

To participants, I chose to introduce myself as a PhD student with the expectation they 

would see me as less threatening than a tenured academic (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016). However, I 

was concerned that the “student” label could compromise my credibility in the eyes of NSOs. I thus 

also decided to present myself as a former sport management consultant in order to reinforce my 

“professional” status and create a sense of shared knowledge and expertise with them (Cunliffe & 

Alcadipani, 2016). Not only my credentials but also my sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and other 
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social group memberships were expected to affect the dynamic of the researcher-participant 

relationship and, consequently, the information and views shared as part of the project. Yet as Griffin 

and Genasci (1990) note, “This is not a methodological deficiency. It is the nature of human 

interaction, not to be ignored, but acknowledged and accounted for in the research process” (p. 

217). 

 

Study Formulation  

Neither the choice of organizations to study nor the research focus was clear and easily 

definable at the outset of my project. Initially, I proposed to examine how NSOs understand, 

conceptualise, and address the challenges of LGBTI12 inclusion in sport. The question arose after the 

first international study on homophobia in sport, Out in the Fields (Denison & Kitchen, 2015), showed 

few positive signs in any participating country (including New Zealand) that LGB13 people feel 

welcome or safe in team sport environments. In New Zealand, the research undertaken by my 

primary supervisor was the first and, to date, only work to examine the challenges of homophobia at 

the organisational level (see Shaw, 2019). The study focused on the foundation of the Sport for 

Everyone Steering Group (SFESG) and comprised representatives from New Zealand Rugby (NZR), 

Netball New Zealand, Hockey New Zealand, New Zealand Rugby League, New Zealand Football, and 

New Zealand Cricket. In May 2016, these codes publicly committed to fighting homophobia and 

developing and implementing policies, programmes, and practices that encourage greater diversity 

and inclusion across sport (Sport for Everyone, 2016). Shaw gained access to the group after being 

introduced to its leader at the time, NZR’s Public Affairs Manager. Using a transactional approach to 

access (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016), she offered to write a report to assist the group in its initial 

 
12 Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex people.  
13 The report focuses “on issues of sexuality, rather than gender, which is why we use LGB rather than the now 
standard LGBTI” (p. 9). Recognising that there are many similarities between LGB and LGBTI experiences, the 
report explains that transgender and intersex athletes have even more complex concerns in sport, which were 
beyond its scope. 



 
 37 

stage, and in response, the members agreed to be (phone) interviewed. The report was completed 

and publicly released in October 2016. The initial intention of my research was to follow up the 

progress of the SFESG building upon the initial work of my primary supervisor.  

 

Gatekeeping 

The critical role of gatekeepers in the process of gaining access is highlighted in the existing 

academic literature (see Peticca-Harris et al., 2016). Relatedly, we expected that my primary 

supervisor’s previous working relationship would facilitate access to the SFESG; therefore, she made 

a first attempt at regaining contact with its leader in December 2017. After several weeks, however, 

we found out that the person had left the organization, and that the matter fell now into the hands 

of the General Manager Communications (GMC). The former leader of the SFESG agreed to fill in the 

GMC regarding the nature of our project, followed by a phone call made by Shaw to provide further 

details, particularly regarding our background and credentials. The latter was important since 

researchers usually find themselves in a weak position when negotiating organizational access and 

must therefore maximize their reputational capital (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016).  

By the end of the conversation, we were invited to the first SFESG meeting under the new 

leadership to take place in February 2018. The invitation was soon after withdrawn on the pretext of 

some NSOs wanting to “regroup” first, as their representatives were also new to their roles. In 

return, we were sent some notes from this meeting and an invitation to the next one, due in four 

months, which would never materialize. The notes from the meeting supported the initial 

observations made by Shaw (2019), in so far as the Steering Group members had identified their own 

diversity agendas, which were no longer related to sexuality. Another interesting observation was 

the Group’s composition, formed exclusively by Marketing and/or Communications Managers in 

their respective organizations. Not surprisingly, according to the notes, the purpose of the meeting 

(and future quarterly ones) was to share information and initiatives; to communicate, rather than 
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strategize. It might be for this reason that in the subsequent months it became quite clear that the 

Group had no intention of collaborating with us. It could also have been a matter of trust. In 

accessing the original SFESG, Shaw (2019) highlighted the importance of developing a trusting 

relationship with the participants, some of whom were afraid that she would go to the media, or that 

she would be unhelpfully critical.  

Denied the access to the SFESG, the project had to be therefore refocused, not only in terms 

of topic (i.e. from sexuality to a broader diversity agenda) but also of identifying organizations to 

study. Within the hopscotch metaphor, we were sent one square back. As noted by Peticca-Harris et 

al. (2016), given the intricate, and often frustrating, nature of gaining access, as well as the likelihood 

of being rejected, researchers must be capable of reconsidering their approach in order to 

accomplish their projects. In doing so, and amid this rejection, lies the potential to pause and 

discover alternative ways to address the issues impeding us from moving forward (Peticca-Harris et 

al., 2016).  

Indeed, entry is also a time for data collection, as I began to learn about the organization 

through conversations, observations, and documents (Alderfer, 1980). Thus, I learned from the 

SFESG notes that NZR had recently created a Respect and Inclusion (R&I) team as a result of the 

Respect and Responsibility Review (RRR) (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017) commissioned by NZR in 

November 2016. The review was triggered by a series of scandals involving players’ inappropriate 

sexual behaviour, drug and alcohol offences, and homophobic slurs. Conducted by an independent 

panel, the RRR was publicly released in 2017, including 90 recommendations to enhance rugby’s off-

field culture to be implemented over multiple years, by 2025. In April 2018, a Head of R&I was 

appointed to lead this process.   

The GMC facilitated the contact with the R&I team in July 2018 by e-introducing us to the 

Head of R&I and the Chief Operating Officer (COO), whom the former reports to. Since my supervisor 

had no previous relationship with these people, I took over the communication process. In an 

introductory email addressed to both, I started by highlighting that NZR’s initiative in the D&I space 
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was not only brave but unprecedented, which turned the organization into a superlative case study. 

Given the likely perception that academics are destructively critical (Shaw, 2019), it was important to 

acknowledge and celebrate what the organization was doing well. I then made explicit that our 

intention was to better understand why sport organizations engage in this type of work, what 

challenges they face, and what practices may facilitate the desired outcomes.   

This apparently “managerial packaging” of the project reveals a moral dilemma around the 

ways in which the ethical requirements of most forms of social science, such as transparent research 

goals and informed consent, sometimes work at odds with the aims of critical studies (Alvesson & 

Ashcraft, 2009). For example, I assumed that gatekeepers might be less likely to grant access to 

researchers overtly espousing a critical lens and investigating how organizational discourses of D&I 

may (re)produce societal inequalities. And yet, what Alvesson and Ashcraft (2009) call “critical 

deceptions” may understandably deem critical projects as arrogant, if not ironically unethical and 

exclusionary (p. 73). They may also pose a risk to the incipient trust built with the organization, if 

once access has been gained, the research changes tone and direction. In these cases, the scholars 

advocate grounded and practical collaboration, involving, for instance, challenging participants to 

consider roots, consequences, and alternatives to their current realities as part of the study; equally 

important is the researcher's openness to being challenged (Spicer et al., 2009).  

In light of the above, my email to NZR also emphasized our belief that conducting research 

with organizations, rather than on them can be a much more enriching experience for both 

practitioners and academics (Pillow, 2003). I also stressed that my findings were to be shared with 

them, as individuals are more likely to participate enthusiastically in research projects if they feel 

that they will be able to learn from the process (Alderfer, 1980). Last but not least, I reasserted my 

sport management credentials and experience. As a result, a first Zoom14 meeting was held with 

Head of R&I and the R&I Advisor in mid-July 2018. Following the corresponding introductions, rather 

than presenting a detailed research proposal, I asked them to brief us on their current activities. My 

 
14 Video conferencing system. 
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main goal was not to “sell” the project but to gauge what was seen as being important in the 

organization. Thus, I would be able to link up the research with organizational goals and provide 

gatekeepers with a narrative they could use to legitimate my entry (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016). As a 

result, my initial notes from the meeting captured NZR’s concerns around the following issues: 

• How to measure progress and success with the view of creating sustainable change – not 

just compliance. 

• A sound evaluation process to ensure we are meeting the needs of our customers and 

our intended outcome. 

• Establishing baseline metrics for diversity and inclusion within rugby.  

I felt that we were off to a promising start; however, the communication broke down and I 

did not hear back from the Head of R&I until September 2018. In line with what Cunliffe and 

Alcadipani (2016) call “the rhetoric of access” (p. 547), she admitted to being still not quite sure 

about what work we intended to do with them, which was difficult for me to further elaborate 

without a deeper understanding of their goals, programmes, outcomes, and challenges. As previously 

experienced by Shaw (2019), it also became apparent the existence of an organizational fear of being 

publicly exposed as a result of the research, and a certain distrust towards academic work and its 

purposes. In regard to the latter, I reassured them that nothing would be published without the 

consent of those involved in the process, as anonymity and confidentiality are essential to the trust 

relationship between participants and researchers, and to the integrity of the project. I also realized 

that I needed to proactively develop a research proposal with the scarce information that I had, as 

they seemed reluctant to share more at that stage. Drawing on my experience in sport management 

consulting, I had a reasonable idea of what would be necessary to understand from the 

organization’s perspective, so I suggested some framing questions for the project (see Appendix A) 

using a “business” language intended to resonate with them (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016).  

I also elaborated a tentative work plan including tasks, timeframe, and lead person. This 

approach set limits on how time, skills and knowledge were to be employed throughout the project 
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and developed general expectations about what participants and the researcher could count on from 

one another during the process (Alderfer, 1980). The plan was made to enable the main sources of 

data collection suggested by critical management scholars (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009): (a) 

unstructured observation, (b) examination of public and internal documents, and (c) individual 

interviews (these are further elaborated below). Accordingly, NZR was to provide me with relevant 

documentation not publicly available, such as plans, reports, reviews, newsletters, and to facilitate 

the identification and interviewing of key internal stakeholders. I was responsible for conducting the 

interviews, analysing the data, and preparing a final report on research findings and 

recommendations. I was well aware that soliciting any information beyond what was publicly 

available would raise questions about confidentiality (Alderfer, 1980), so I also made explicit my 

willingness to sign a confidentiality agreement. 

Despite the expressed interest generated by the proposal, the communication with the Head 

of R&I came to a halt once again. After several follow-up emails and cancelled “catch-up” calls, a 

Zoom meeting was finally arranged for mid-October 2018. The attendees this time were the Head of 

R&I, the COO, my primary supervisor, and myself. Morrill et al. (1999) suggest that researchers need 

to be sensitive to “organizational vocabularies of structure”, that is, the decision-making protocols 

that legitimate an organization’s activities (p. 52). From this perspective, the attendance of the COO 

indicated that I was one step closer to gaining physical access, or to definite shutdown. The agenda 

included the following: purpose and timeframe of the project; NZR’s involvement and expectations; 

University of Otago’s involvement; legal agreements between the parties; and embargoed media 

reporting. The meeting was fruitful, resulting in the COO’s approval to move forward. Thus, 

throughout the following couple of months a Confidentiality Agreement was drafted, reviewed, and 

signed between NZR and the University of Otago legal teams (Appendix B). The document 

established that all information exchanged between NZR, the University, and the researcher would 

remain confidential unless written agreement is given otherwise. This clause would not, however, 

unreasonably affect the researcher’s copyright or ability to complete her thesis, or the ability to 
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conduct the project according to usual academic standards. The outcomes of the research were to be 

shared with NZR.  

To summarize, 12 months passed from our initial contact with the organization to the signing 

of the agreement. During this time, I went on a roller-coaster of emotions, including joy, excitement, 

confusion, uncertainly, and even anxiety. Yet my experience is not unique (see e.g. Cunliffe & 

Alcadipani, 2016; Louvrier, 2018), and it shows that embracing ambiguity, being resilient, and 

embracing a ‘‘going with the flow’’ mentality are essential for engaging with organizations (Peticca-

Harris et al., 2016, p. 369). This also emphasizes the need to question research formulas and “steps” 

and to be open to playing with agility and creativity, as required with the game of hopscotch (Peticca-

Harris et al., 2016). 

 

Data Collection15 

The primary goal of data collection is to systematically produce information of interest for 

the project, to then prepare an analysis of that data for reporting (Alderfer, 1980). The question of 

the differences between, and respective merits of, quantitative and qualitative methods of data 

collection is one of the most discussed methodological issues in social research (Veal & Darcy, 2014). 

On purely technical grounds, quantitative methods produce numerical data whilst qualitative 

methods are concerned with textual data. But because the quantitative/qualitative methodological 

distinction is often taken to be equivalent to the positivist/constructivist epistemological distinction, 

the resulting conflation of quantitative research with positivism and qualitative research with 

constructivism has led to a great deal of confusion in regard to the selection of appropriate research 

methods (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009). The debate has been mainly led by proponents of the latter, 

 
15 Whereas the notion of “data collection” may be seen as conflicting with a critical paradigm by implying that 
data are simply out there for us to collect (Smith & Deemer, 2000), it is worth noting that “collection” is being 
used metaphorically in this context. And, as with any metaphor, although there are necessarily aspects in which 
it does not capture what it means to represent, this does not negate its value (Hammersley, 2009). 
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who aim to debunk traditional images of objective researchers safely secluded in sanitized 

environments, manipulating human dynamics and reducing their context-specificity into fixed and 

measurable variables (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009). While the dispute between defenders of 

qualitative and quantitative research can be historically associated with warring epistemological 

positions, it is now becoming increasingly accepted that the two approaches may complement one 

another, as long as the researcher is able to articulate and offer a reasonable justification for their 

choices (Shaw & Hoeber, 2016).  

Thus, although empirical inquiry within CMS could conceivably be conducted through a 

variety of techniques, most prevalent have been qualitative methods of data collection entailing 

interviews, unstructured observation, and/or, to a lesser extent, document analysis (Alvesson & 

Ashcraft, 2009). It can be argued that the same methodological freedom applies to the sport 

management field, where among the few scholars who are inclined towards qualitative approaches, 

the vast majority has opted for semi-structured interviews (Shaw & Hoeber, 2016). Shaw and Hoeber 

(2016) consider these methods to be “conservative” and partly responsible for the failure of sport 

management studies to “make a difference” (p. 259):  

Our carefully constructed case studies, interviews, and focus groups may well garner 

“interesting data”, and they may tick our institutional promotion and tenure boxes, but they 

do not always lead to meaningful social and organisational change. (p. 259) 

Therefore, they claim that, for the field to advance, we need to engage with new data 

collection approaches such as photovoice (where participants express their points of view by taking 

photographs), autoethnographies (where the author explores anecdotal and personal experiences), 

virtual ethnographies (i.e. the in-depth exploration of what happens in online settings), and narrative 

analysis (where participants engage in sharing and recounting an experience or event). Without 

detracting from the potential of these techniques to lead to some new and stimulating results, I 

argue that assessing the innovative capacity (or any other feature, for that matter) of a research 

method cannot be done in isolation but requires an understanding of the ontological and 
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epistemological foundations of the project (Amis & Silk, 2008). For example, interviews can be used 

with the intention of recording some “factual” aspects of an “objective” and depoliticized reality by 

those who endorse positivist or post-positivist orientations. They can also be employed by those who 

adhere to an interpretivist epistemology that searches for an approximation to reality by 

understanding and describing the often-divergent views and meanings proffered by organizational 

members and texts. Or by those influenced by critical traditions who are committed to illuminating 

power hierarchies and unearthing hidden mechanisms of social domination. Thus, it is not just the 

tools but, most importantly, how we use them that has the greater potential to help transform sport 

management in all its dimensions. This, in turn, leads to ongoing discussions about what constitutes 

“quality” research, which I address in the last section of this chapter.  

In conducting this study, I too have relied on the so-called “traditional” qualitative methods 

of data collection, in particular interviews, unstructured observation, and document analysis. In the 

following sections I discuss how such practices were understood and implemented throughout the 

project.  

 

Interviews  

Interviews are considered one of the most essential sources of case study information, 

particularly from a critical paradigm (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009; Yin, 2003). From this perspective, 

interviews are seen as fundamentally conveying the experiences and understandings of participants 

in specific contexts rather than providing realist accounts of actual events (Alvesson, 2003). 

Furthermore, they are also read as political action, in which researchers and participants may reify 

and/or challenge group identities (e.g. organizational, racial, class, gender, sexual) and favourable 

“truths” about the topic in question, the organization, or even themselves (Alvesson, 2003). Thus, as 

discussed in Chapter 2, language is used for productive purposes, which cannot be determined a 

priori. It is also assumed that the gap between the empirical material (i.e. the interview text) and 
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what it is claimed to refer to (i.e. organizational discourses) is not large (Alvesson, 2003), particularly 

in the case of institutional speech acts, which take the form of the first-person plural (Ahmed, 2012, 

p. 54). Some sceptics, however, express doubt about the capacity of interviews to reveal anything 

other than how people perform in interview situations, and do not capture the processes and macro-

dynamics so crucial in organizational settings (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). Contrasted with interviews, 

ethnographic observation is argued to offer deeper and richer findings through sustained immersion 

in organizational life (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009). Unfortunately, this approach was unfeasible 

because of the geographical distance between the university (where I am based) and the case study 

organization. Therefore, I endorse Alvesson’s (2003, p. 24) “reflexive pragmatist approach” to the 

research interview. Reflexivity in this context means recognizing the uncertainty of the empirical 

material resulting from interviews and working with multiple interpretations (Alvesson, 2003). 

Pragmatism involves a willingness to accept ambiguity and still use the material for the best possible 

purposes, which may differ from what was intended at the start of the research (Alvesson, 2003; 

(Peticca-Harris et al., 2016).  

A list of potential interviewees was first prepared by the Head of R&I. As Cunliffe and 

Alcadipani (2016) note, gatekeepers can have a strong influence over a project, not only by deciding 

whether to endorse the research but by determining who can or cannot participate. Although a lack 

of control over participants may represent a risk in terms of access to the information that the 

researcher is trying to gain, what Bryman (2012) describes as convenience sampling may be useful in 

accessing interviewees in positions of power that would have hardly participated in the project 

without the intervention of another powerful person within the organization, in this case, the Head 

of R&I. She personally designed and sent via email an invitation to a nominated group including the 

Chief Executive Officer (CEO), two Executive team members, seven Senior Leadership team 

members, six Managers, and two Advisors16; all agreed to participate.  

 
16 A second invitation was sent out to all staff on the same day that the scheduled interviews began, although 
no extra participants were recruited as a result. 
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The invitation highlighted my previous experience as a sport management consultant, as well 

as the potential knowledge to be gained from participating in the project, which aided in establishing 

credibility (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016). To the email were also attached the Information Sheet for 

Participants (Appendix C) and the Consent Form (Appendix D) that I had prepared in accordance to 

the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee’s (2017) Guidelines. The former included 

information about the background to the project and its aim, broadly defined as:  

to better understand why sport organizations engage in diversity and inclusion work, how 

this commitment is translated into policy and practice, what challenges or difficulties they 

encounter, and what conditions may facilitate moving forward. (Appendix C) 

The sheet noted that, should they agree to collaborate, participants would be asked to take part in a 

45–60 min digitally recorded interview involving an open-questioning technique. No quotation or 

information would be, under any circumstances, attributable to an individual interview source. It also 

specified that the participation was entirely voluntary, that withdrawal was possible at any time, and 

that the data collected would be stored for at least five years and then destroyed. Finally, it 

established that the methods and outcomes of the project were subject to the conditions outlined in 

the Confidentiality Agreement signed by the University of Otago and NZR; available on request. The 

Consent Form included a summarised version of the Participant Information Sheet.  

Interviews took place between December 10th and 14th 2018 at NZR’s headquarters in 

Wellington. Over the course of the week, I conducted a total of 18 one-on-one interviews: 14 face-to-

face, 3 via Zoom, and 1 by email. Among the different types of interviews (see Bryman, 2012), I opted 

for a semi-structured approach, as it facilitated systematicity while allowing for the development of 

unforeseen topics and provided opportunities to seek elaboration and/or clarification (Grix, 2010). 

Interviews lasted from 30 min to 3.5 hours, with an average length of 50 min. Time is an important 

consideration when interviewing higher ranks in organizations, as their attention is deemed 

particularly valuable and there may be only one opportunity to interview the subject (Harvey, 2011). 

Therefore, Harvey (2011) advises that the researcher must prepare carefully to make best use of the 
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time available and be ready to adapt their questions in the likely event that the schedule of the 

interviewee changes at the very last moment. As part of the groundwork for my interviews with the 

senior leadership of NZR, I reviewed all the documentation available to me in order to avoid asking 

questions to which I should already know the answers. I also gathered background information about 

each participant using search engines like Google and business-oriented social media sites like 

LinkedIn. This gave some insight into their career paths, professional networks and interests, and 

material for “breaking the ice” and finding common ground in order to establish initial rapport 

(Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016).  

Each interview began with questions about the role and the length of time the interviewee 

had been employed by the organization. The purpose of these questions was to gather and/or check 

background information, and to make the interviewees feel at ease and comfortable with the 

process (Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). The rest of the interview followed with the aforementioned 

“framing questions” intended to elicit individuals’ perceptions, experiences, and themes of 

significance around the R&I programme. The style of enquiring enabled a conversational tone to 

develop in the encounters, while still remaining on task to examine dominant discourses and the 

accounts, assumptions, and values interlocked with local formations of power (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 

2009; Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). Relatedly, Alvesson and Ashcraft (2009) advise against using local 

realities to illustrate already established critical claims; for example, by unreflectively blaming the 

usual suspects of dominance in sport (i.e. white, middle-class, able-bodied, heterosexual men) on 

complex tensions without first seeking to comprehend the situated realities of those who live them. 

Therefore, the interview dynamic also involved the participants and I critically reflecting on the 

rationale, goals, and expected outcomes of the planned action in the area of R&I.  

Exploring change, learning, and alternative scenarios was a central component of the 

interviewing process. According to Alvesson (2003), my stance on interviews could be categorized as 

romantic, as I advocate building rapport, trust and, I would add, complicity, with participants, 

particularly in the interview situation. However, I distance myself from the latter in relation to the 
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motivation behind this approach. While romantics assume that closeness reduces the risk of 

politically oriented reactions and favours “genuine” responses (Alvesson, 2003), I believe that such 

an approach actually embraces the political nature of organizations, interviews, and the accounts 

produced as a result, opening a more realistic space to co-reflect and explore alternative 

interpretations (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016). Thus, I also agree with Fontana and Frey (1994) that the 

researcher should reject techniques of avoiding getting involved and providing personal opinion, 

instead engaging in active conversation and “emphatic understanding”: 

This makes the interview more honest, morally sound, and reliable, because it treats the 

respondent as an equal, allows him or her to express personal feelings, and therefore 

presents a more ‘realistic’ picture that can be uncovered using traditional interview methods. 

(p. 371) 

For this approach to be fruitful, however, the researcher should also be seen and treated as 

an equal by the interviewees (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016). This is particularly significant when 

dealing with senior leaders and/or experts in organizational settings (Harvey, 2011). Relatedly, my 

background and credentials may have assisted in laying the foundations of peer recognition by 

participants, but painstaking preparation and critical listening were essential to gaining their respect 

and engaging in insightful and stimulating exchanges.   

With permission of the participants, the interviews were digitally recorded and subsequently 

transcribed verbatim. Although Glesne (2006) argues that “noting by hand is less obtrusive and less 

intimidating to some persons” than is audio recording (p. 89), I felt that the act of writing might 

disrupt momentarily the rapport with the interviewee, therefore no notes were taken during the 

interviews. I did take written notes after each interview: on the style of the meeting (formal or 

informal, relaxed or tense), my impressions of the participant (tone, body language, engagement), 

and key issues discussed (Harvey, 2011). Completing this task thoroughly was not always possible as 

the interim period between interviews was in occasions very brief. Even so, these data became 

extremely useful in adding character and texture to the audio recordings.  
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As argued by Cunliffe and Alcadipani (2016), interviewing has a relationship-building quality, 

which may open the communication channels between researchers and participants, reducing the 

dependency on gatekeepers. Thus, after the interviews, most participants provided me with their 

contact details in case I had follow-up questions, or simply to stay in touch. I was also given the 

opportunity to widen the scope of the research to include representatives of provincial organizations 

and professional clubs, which I suggested holding over as a potential phase two to ensure the 

manageability and delivery of the project.  

 

Unstructured Observation 

Alderfer (1980) advises that unstructured observation places lower demands on the 

organization-researcher relationship and should be maintained through all phases of the study in the 

form of a research journal. In the initial stages, I used it to keep a record of the communication 

process with the organization, gathering information from emails, phone calls, and video conferences 

(e.g. dates, names, roles, topics discussed, next steps). During the data collection at NZR 

headquarters, my journal entries grew considerably. This period represented a unique opportunity to 

examine organizational symbols (e.g. building layout, artefacts, dress codes) and how the 

organization responded when its boundaries became more permeable (Maitland et al., 2015).  

Because my presence had little to do with the everyday working of the NSO other than to 

conduct some interviews with a relatively small number of people, issues of defensiveness were less 

likely to arise (Rosen, 1991). Indeed, upon arrival I was received with friendly informality and given 

an access card to enter and move unrestrictedly around the building. I was also granted a meeting 

room to use as my office and invited to office perks such as free drinks and snacks. But as human 

beings themselves, Alderfer (1980) notes how researchers also live the period of entry as a time of 

anxiety, as they are dealing with the potential acceptance or rejection by the organization. Although I 

have years of consulting practice and was well prepared for the task ahead, this did not prevent me 
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from experiencing some anxiety during the days preceding the trip. At the time of departure, 

however, I felt not only analytically but also emotionally closer to the organization, sentiments that I 

too captured in my research journal.  

In addition to serving as a rich data source, the journal enables researchers to keep a record 

of how personal attitudes and perspectives influence their observations, their behaviours, and the 

overall research process (Cunningham, 2009). To be reflexive, then, not only contributes to a more 

nuanced understanding of how organizations work but also provides insight on how this knowledge 

is produced, accounting for how the researcher's intervention shaped the data and for the broader 

relevance of the research (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009; Pillow, 2003).  

 

Document Analysis 

Document analysis is a method of data collection that usually involves the gathering and 

analysis of written text (May, 2011). For this project I conducted a search for publicly available 

documents, which included NZR’s strategic plans and annual reports and newspaper articles. In 

addition, the Head of R&I provided me with internal documentation that she thought might be of 

interest, such as unreleased strategic plans, R&I newsletters and tracking sheets, scoreboards, brand-

tracking reports, and participant surveys.  

Although critical approaches to documentary sources are far from being a unified body of 

thought (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009), the significance of this method for contextualising, providing 

material for interview questions, and comparing individuals' views against organisational practice has 

been well established (Bryman & Buchanan, 2009). As in the case of interviews, documents “do not 

simply reflect, but also construct social reality and versions of events” (May, 2011, p. 164). From this 

perspective, it was not their specific content per se that I was interested in, but what they revealed in 

terms of the beliefs, values, and preferences of their authors, prioritising certain interests and 

excluding others.  
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Data Analysis   

Data resulting from interviews (over 400 pages of transcripts), organizational documents, 

fieldnotes and my research diary were thematically analysed. Thematic analysis is described by 

Boyatzis (1998) as “a process for encoding qualitative information” and involves the researcher 

discovering patterns in the data as being significant, coding them and interpreting them in relation to 

a theoretical framework (p. 4). 

According to Boyatzis (1998), there are three different ways of developing a thematic code: 

driven by prior research, theory- driven, and data-driven, which can be seen as a continuum. Some of 

the themes on which this project revolves emerged during the literature review and the 

development of my theoretical framework. It should be noted here that my intention was not to 

evaluate NZR’s performance against the integrated change model introduced in Chapter 2. Rather, I 

used the model and its components as referential “themes” to guide the first level of analysis and 

provide a preliminary structure to the three discussion chapters (i.e. Chapters 5, 6, and 7). 

By remaining open and flexible in considering further and secondary themes, others surfaced 

during the processes of data analysis through switching between mainstream and critical positions 

and the identification of negative cases (i.e. those that do not fit with initial themes) (Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003). In this instance, while the identification of themes was mainly an inductive exercise, 

it was underpinned by a specific form of critical discourse analysis. In this, discourses are defined as: 

[...] the structured ways of knowing which are both produced in, and the shapers of, culture. 

Discourses are not merely linguistic phenomena but are always shot through with power and 

are institutionalised as practices. (Soper, 1993, p. 123) 

Thus, discourses are influenced by, and influence, organisational practices and the actions of 

individuals within organisations (Shaw, 2006). Such a critical approach to discourse analysis is, 

therefore, sensitive to power relations in localized organizations, to the reified nature of much 

mainstream theorizing on diversity management, and it facilitates the problematization of the status 

quo (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). It is noteworthy that, in applying Spaaij and colleagues (2020) 
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nomenclature to analysing discursive practices of resistance found in my data, I became aware of the 

critical harshness of some of its concepts (e.g. self-victimization or denial), which I do not necessarily 

endorse. I decided to maintain this system for the sake of clarity, although I further discuss the issue 

in Chapter 8. 

I relied on Strauss' (1994) framework to identify the final themes. He suggested the most 

relevant themes should exhibit at least three of the following five characteristics (p. 36):  

• Centrality: Was the theme central to the understanding of diversity-related change 

processes in sport organizations? 

• Frequency: Was the theme discussed by many of the participants? 

• Interrelatedness: Was the theme related to other themes? 

• Theoretical implications: Was there theoretical support for the theme? 

• Allowance of maximum variation: Did the theme present positive and negative cases? 

The resulting thematic structure helped to illuminate how both mainstream narratives of change and 

critical narratives of resistance shape specific processes of diversity-related change in sport 

organizations.  

 

Feedback 

Alderfer (1980) notes that through entry and data collection, the researcher has been 

primarily taking from the organization; feedback is the time for the researcher to be giving back to 

the participants. In providing feedback, researchers “re-enter” the organization after having been 

away preparing the data analysis to present and discuss their findings. According to Alderfer (1980), 

feedback is probably the period of maximum tension in the researcher-organization relationship 

throughout the entire research process. All the work that the researcher has done (or has failed to 

do) to develop a meaningful working relationship with the organization will come to fruition (or 

frustration) during feedback.  
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The overall feedback design should bring together people who are interested in the 

information presented in a way that is most likely to promote learning from the experience (Alderfer, 

1980). In doing this, Alvesson and Ashcraft (2009) observe that ensuring accessibility while 

conforming to the values, norms, and associated politics of scholarly production are thorny 

challenges for critical researchers. As a way of minimizing this tension, within the first month after 

conducting the interviews, I prepared a 25-page report just for NZR. The purpose was to examine and 

provide a framework to support the organization’s efforts around the R&I programme. The report 

began by presenting the methods used to collect and analyse the data, followed by its limitations. It 

then provided a synthesis of the literature available on D&I management in sport organizations. 

Next, it set out the key findings from the data, and concluded with a summary of recommendations. 

Underlying the analysis of the data was the issue of representation, a frequent and important 

topic of discussion in the qualitative research area, particularly among critical scholars (Alvesson & 

Ashcraft, 2009). One aspect of representation is ensuring that the researcher's transcriptions of the 

data match that of the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A common method to accomplish this is 

to have respondents review the transcripts or the data analysis. I did not attempt to follow this 

practice as I felt most interviewees would not have the time nor be interested in undertaking such a 

tedious task. However, I did check my interpretations by periodically asking them during the 

interviews if my understandings reflected what they intended to say and by repeating or rephrasing 

what they were saying. I also encouraged them to contact me if there was anything they wanted to 

clarify, add, or remove from the interviews. A second aspect of particular concern is regarding the 

differences between the researcher's and respondents' understandings of a situation. Relatedly, 

Millen (1997) argues that participants maintain their interpretations of experiences independent 

from those ascribed to it by the researcher. That is why the resonance of qualitative research stems 

from the inclusion of multiple quotations from many respondents, thus allowing the reader to “hear 

their voices” about the research topic. Ultimately, however, I analysed my own interpretation of the 

data and it is the one that is presented here and to NZR.  
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Three months had passed since I submitted my report to the Head of R&I and heard back 

from the organization. As previously noted by Alderfer (1980), the waiting period was certainly one 

of anxiety and expectation. In the end, my work was well received by NZR and I was even invited to 

present my findings at their headquarters. Eventually this invitation did not materialize, which I 

somehow appreciated since I felt that my PhD was dangerously behind schedule owing to the 

laborious process of entry. I do believe though, that had I been more persistent, the presentation 

would have taken place. In any case, I feel confident that the project has laid the groundwork for 

developing a trusting longer-term relationship with the organization. This is not a minor point, since 

as noted by Shaw and Frisby (2006, p. 497): “Much of sport management research is conducted in a 

very short-term detached manner, where researcher study participant relations are rarely developed 

in a way that can foster collaborative action research to promote social change”.  

 

Research Quality 

Traditional and still dominant methods of assessing research quality are founded on a 

positivistic conception of academic rigour, widely operationalized as validity (i.e. whether the study 

measures what it set out to measure), reliability (i.e. whether same results can be obtained if the 

study is repeated), and generalizability (i.e. the extent to which the findings of a study can be 

applicable to other settings) (Amis & Silk, 2008; Pringle & Booysen, 2018). 

Within qualitative studies, the process of evaluating the quality or rigour of the research is 

more complex. Although there have been several attempts to standardize quality criteria in 

qualitative research (see Tracy, 2010), I followed Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) notion of trustworthiness, 

as it is arguably the most common substitute for the concepts of validity and reliability in positivist 

research (Pringle & Booysen, 2018). Accordingly, the researcher is expected to establish the 

trustworthiness of the project by demonstrating that their work has credibility, by adopting a sound 

and coherent research design, emphasising the independent status of the project, and providing rich 
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quotes from participants’ interviews; transferability, by providing detailed (thick) description of 

organizational context; dependability, by including detailed methodological descriptions and 

protecting participants’ anonymity and confidentiality; and confirmability, by providing a self-critical 

account that addresses inherent biases in the work (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Within this approach, 

quality becomes bound with convincing the reader that every effort has been made to legitimately 

represent the research setting and process (Amis & Silk, 2008; Pringle & Booysen, 2018). In doing so, 

the importance of reflexivity is emphasised; trustworthiness prompts researchers to leave a trail 

describing not only the rationale behind research decisions made a priori but those en route and the 

actual “messy” trajectory of the study, rather than the edited version that the reader is usually 

presented with (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).    

Some detractors argue, however, that even these reflexive-oriented attempts to unify our 

criteria of what constitutes quality research are inherently problematic, particularly when we work 

from a critical paradigm (Amis & Silk, 2008). Under the critical assumption that all knowledge is 

inevitably value laden, the researcher is placed in a position without external referent points against 

which to assess either the standards of research design and execution or, least of all, any findings 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Smith & Deemer, 2000). Against this backdrop, criteria for evaluating the 

quality of qualitative research must be based upon a moral and ethical appreciation of the 

scholarship (Amis & Silk, 2008; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Smith & Deemer, 2000). This consideration of 

morality within the research process resonates with the philosophical debates I presented in Chapter 

2, which argue for a shift of focus in sport management scholarship from understanding how to 

design ever more efficient and effective organizations to a concern with who controls sport 

organizations and with what consequences (Frisby, 2005; Shaw & Frisby, 2006; Thomson & Jackson, 

2016). Although these concerns are of crucial importance for sport management research, what this 

means methodologically, and how research is to be evaluated in such approaches has yet to be 

thoroughly debated.  
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In the meantime, I suggest that adhering to an epistemology that considers the moral, social, 

and political motivations and consequences of our work does not mean endorsing research practices 

where “everything goes”. As noted by Tracy (2010), criteria are useful not only to learn, practise, and 

perfect our research, but can also help us communicate value for our work to a variety of audiences, 

especially given governmental and funding agencies’ preference for research that is quantitative and 

statistically generalizable. Thus, demand for “trustworthy” findings should remain, but they should 

do so alongside a sense of moral responsibility towards CMS’ values of social justice, equity, and 

empowerment. Likewise, since critical research attempts to challenge the status quo, the 

“implementability” of research findings and their acceptance by the practitioners should not be 

taken for granted, particularly in light of CMS’ relevance crisis discussed in Chapter 2. Relatedly, 

consulting research may provide a complementary assessment approach based on a variety of 

criteria not usually found in peer review (Shugan, 2014). For example, gatekeepers might consider 

the extent of involvement in the direction of the project, the ability to interact with the research (i.e. 

learn from the research, rather than be told what to do by the researcher), and the ease-of-

implementing the recommendations (Shugan, 2014). To this, I would add the capacity to legitimize 

ideas and/or action plans already devised by practitioners, and the potential to build a long-lasting 

relationship with the organization (Frisby et al., 2005).  

In this study, I have strived for research that excels on relevance as well as rigour. In doing 

so, I have applied theories and concepts in the extant mainstream and critical management 

literatures while developing both new theoretical insights and addressing social problems in the 

context of a real organization. Admittedly, this type of research is extremely difficult to execute and 

flaws abound, but regardless of the end product, I cannot dismiss how much I have grown both 

professionally and personally and in the potential of my future contributions to the sport 

management field.  



 
 57 

Chapter 4 

Context  

From a critical perspective, as argued by Ahonen and colleagues (2014), “context is not a 

‘variable’ or ‘background’, but a complex of power relations, discursive practices and forms of 

knowledge that need to be analysed” (p. 278). In this chapter, I therefore trace the development of 

modern sport and its governance in New Zealand from its early colonial days up until today (for a 

comprehensive historical account, see Ryan & Watson, 2018). The analysis shows that sport is, and 

has always been, inextricably linked with wider historical, political, social, and economic influences. 

Hindson (2006) notes that “these influences have shaped what sport is played, who is able to play, 

and the management system it is played under” (p. 26). Thus, exploring contextual processes is 

fundamental to better understand the ambiguities of managing D&I work within specific sport 

organizations (Pringle & Ryan, 2015).  

 

The Making of Modern Sport  

Historians typically argue that modern sport originated in the male-only English public 

schools of the early 19th century as preparation for life, and British imperialism in particular (Mangan, 

1981). A common corollary is that sport served to promote nationalism and class cohesion among 

the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie (Crosset, 1990). Yet once a prerogative of the wealthy, with the 

development of industrialization in the late 1800s, the diffusion and institutionalisation of sport as a 

male preserve occurred rapidly (Elias & Dunning, 1986). The shift from an agrarian to a 

manufacturing labour model not only allowed some working-class men the time and resources to 

play sport, but organized sport was now seen by the elite as a means to instil the qualities of 

sacrifice, discipline, and obedience that were believed to be required to thrive in the new economy 

(Rigauer, 1981). Urbanization also facilitated the density and accessibility necessary for the 
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emergence of women’s political activism, which according to feminist sport historians, was perceived 

by men as a threat to their patriarchal power (Hargreaves, 1994). In response, modern medicine 

claimed that vigorous physical activity, such as was required in manufacturing (or in sport), would 

damage women’s “fragile” reproductive system and, ultimately, jeopardise their “natural” role as 

mothers (Ferber et al., 2009). Also implicit in this ideology was the notion that males are biologically 

distinct and superior to females, which systematically subordinated women’s sport for years to come 

(Hargreaves, 1994).  

Although nationalism, class and capitalism are important factors in unravelling the genesis 

and meaning of modern sport, a less well-theorized influence has been the changing understanding 

of sexuality during this period, a process that Katz (1995) has labelled the invention of 

heterosexuality. In his book of the same name, Katz argues that the deep anxieties of men regarding 

their shifting power over women intensified the need for physiological and gender dimorphism. 

Heterosexuality therefore became the paradigm in the construction of gender discourses from the 

late 19th century onwards (Burkitt, 1998). Accordingly, a hierarchical and complementary 

oppositeness of the sexes was alleged by modern scientists to be the basis for a universal, natural 

attraction between “masculine” males and “feminine” females resulting in the continuation of the 

species (Katz, 1995). Homosexuality, on the other hand, was conceived as an immature stage of 

gender development, which unleashed a moral panic in a Victorian era (Ferber et al., 2009). It was 

assumed that because industrialization deprived boys of the male presence necessary to 

“masculinize” (i.e. “heterosexualize”) them, it had created a social system producer of soft, weak, 

and feminine men: homosexual men (Anderson, 2010). Thus, sport became allied with a political 

trend to reverse these feminizing and correlated homosexualizing tendencies, operating as a catalyst 

in the creation and preservation of power relationships along the lines of gender and sexuality. 
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Colonial New Zealand 

The European settlement of New Zealand from the early 1840s ran parallel to the 

transformation of the Western sporting landscape. Broadly speaking, many of the factors I discussed 

above (i.e. rural economy conversion, industrialization, urbanization, and middle-class expansion) 

were the same that contributed to the mass migration from Great Britain in the search for promising 

opportunities in remote destinations (MacDonald, 2009; Ryan, 2007).  

New Zealand’s sport historiography shows significant variances in epistemological 

assumptions, yet there is a general consensus among scholars that sport, particularly rugby, played a 

significant role in the colonization process and development of a national identity (Booth, 2007; 

MacLean, 2010). Drawing on the foundational work of Phillips (1987) and Sinclair (1986), historians 

argue that the new colony developed its own value system centred on the construct of mateship, 

which embodied the hard work, team spirit, courage and athletic prowess required to survive the 

harsh conditions faced by the early settlers (see Ryan & Watson, 2018). It is also widely 

acknowledged those who migrated to New Zealand carried the moral and social values of organized 

sport, as they not only provided a sense of familiarity necessary to facilitate the transition into a 

colonial setting, but a common ground upon which to integrate the newcomers and assimilate the 

Māori population into the Pākehā community17 (Hindson et al., 1994; Hokowhitu, 2007; MacDonald, 

2009; Ryan, 2007; Thomson & Sim, 2007; Volkerling, 2000).  

As a nation founded on migration and the ideal of partnership between Māori and Pākehā 

stemming from the Treaty of Waitangi18 (1840), a number of historians infer that New Zealand’s 

sporting endeavours have been therefore marked by an ethos of camaraderie and egalitarianism 

(Laidlaw, 1999; Hindson, 2006). New Zealand was also the first nation state to grant women the right 

 
17 Although the etymology and political nature of the terms are subject to dispute (see Bell, 2004), Māori 
generally refers to Indigenous Polynesian people of New Zealand and Pākehā to New Zealanders of European 
descent. 
18 The Treaty of Waitangi is widely seen as the founding document of New Zealand. It was signed in 1840 
between the British Crown and Māori chiefs and expressed the intention to share power within the new 
colony. Transgressions to the treaty have been the focus of Māori struggles ever since (Pringle & Ryan, 2015).  
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to vote in 1893, reinforcing this egalitarian ideal (Ryan et al., 2014). More critical interpretations, 

however, suggest that there was a relatively greater degree of egalitarianism than in Britain, which 

was nonetheless restricted by structural and ideological forces (e.g. Booth, 2000; Hokowhitu, 2003; 

MacDonald, 2009; Ryan, 2007; Ryan & Watson, 2018). Critical scholars note that given the difficult 

terrain and travel, sport participation had a strong urban influence, disregarding the largely rural 

Māori iwi (tribes) and seasonal workers (Ryan, 2007). Sport also served to perpetuate dominant 

Western discourses of “natives’ natural physicality” that contributed to the intellectual belittlement 

of indigenous people (Hokowhitu, 2003). Likewise, Victorian notions about gender roles (including 

the criminalization of male homosexuality in 189319) and supposed women’s biological constraints, 

plus a certain desire to preserve a middle-class amateur ethos, also conditioned the sporting 

opportunities of many 19th century New Zealanders and beyond (Ryan & Watson, 2018). Against this 

background, MacDonald (2009) concludes that “sport has been a place for enjoyment and inclusion, 

but also a place of contention and division” (p. 270). If sport helped define a New Zealand nation 

across gender, sexuality, race, and class lines, “it also defined those who failed, or refused, to 

conform or comply as outsiders and others” (Booth, 2000, p. 38).  

Thus, having been created largely by and for (white, middle-class, heterosexual) men, the 

organization of sport in New Zealand has tended to (re)produce a social order in which particular 

forms of masculinity dominate (Ryan & Watson, 2018; for a similar argument in the US context, see 

Cunningham, 2019). Through history, tradition, and habit, organizational practices that promote a 

culture of similarity become standardized and highly resistant to change (Cunningham, 2009). These 

practices build the mechanisms that produce and legitimize the capacity to influence decision-

making processes and the allocation of resources and opportunities into the culture of organizations 

(Shaw & Frisby, 2006). As a result, there is considerable evidence that women, ethnic and sexual 

minorities, and those with lower incomes, have been not only under-represented in the leadership of 

sport organizations but also marginalized in community and elite sport participation (Cunningham, 

 
19 1893 Criminal Code, Part XIII – Crimes against Morality.  
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2019; Ryan & Watson, 2018). In the following sections I examine how the power positioning of these 

groups within New Zealand’s sport system, and rugby in particular, has been strongly influenced by 

the country’s colonial historical landscape coupled with government patronage and the early 

adoption of neoliberal politics. 

 

Introduction to New Zealand’s Sport Governance Landscape 

In New Zealand, National Sport Organizations (NSOs) began to form towards the end of the 

19th century (Booth, 2000). As in Britain, these resulted from a “bottom-up” system, with local clubs 

creating associations based on geographic regions which, in turn, gave rise to a national structure 

(Ferkins et al., 2013). By the turn of the 20th century, about 14 NSOs were established across the 

country providing a framework for direction and delivery of their respective sports (Booth, 2000). 

Influenced by public demands, local authorities began to invest in sport facilities (Ferkins et al., 

2013). Thus, participation widened considerably, offering greater although limited opportunities for 

the working classes and Māori, and tentatively extending to women (Ryan & Watson, 2018). Yet for 

decades to come, sport governance and participation in New Zealand was mostly considered an 

individual’s responsibility with minimal governmental involvement (Hindson et al., 1994).  

It was not until the 1970s that the government’s non-interventionist approach was revised 

and the recognition of sport as a significant policy arena emerged (Hindson et al., 1994). The Ministry 

of Recreation and Sport and the Council for Recreation and Sport were created in 1973 to encourage 

mass participation. A publicly funded private entity, the NZ Sports Foundation was established in 

1978 to care for elite sport. The sport sector gained traction in the 1980s, paradoxically at the time 

when the welfare state, a cornerstone of New Zealand’s governance, was dismantled followed by the 

sudden adoption of neoliberal policies (Sam & Ronglan, 2018). A number of events precipitated this 

change in the governance paradigm, including a decade of economic stagnation, a large external 

debt, and rising criticism of public sector bureaucracy (Martin, 2001). All this resulted in the 



 
 62 

privatisation of state-owned assets, marked benefit cuts, and the empowerment of the market 

economy (Sam, 2015).  

Against this background, two aspects were of particular relevance to sport and continue to 

be until today. One was the emergence of Crown entities designed to operate at “arm's length” from 

government. The first of its kind was the Hillary Commission for Recreation and Sport20 with the 

broad aim of promoting and developing sport and leisure among all New Zealanders (Sport, Fitness, 

and Leisure Act 1987). Regional Sport Trusts were introduced soon after to ensure more responsive 

service through contractual agreements at the local level (Ryan & Watson, 2018). The Commission 

also provided grants to NSOs, to the NZSF to deliver on high performance, and to local authorities to 

fund community initiatives. 

A second aspect to impact upon the organization of sport was the rapid and aggressive way 

in which the public sector adopted managerialism (i.e. private-sector management models), in 

relation to which New Zealand is considered a pioneer (Sam & Macris, 2014). Thus, the focus of 

government policy shifted to performance being measured quantitatively and the use of “evidence” 

to legitimize particular decisions (Piggin et al., 2009). Along with this also came the need for Crown 

entities to produce strategic plans, set targets and key performance indicators (KPIs), and ultimately, 

demonstrate a “return on investment” (Sam & Ronglan, 2018, p. 555).  

While the landscape of sport policy in New Zealand has had several iterations since the 

1980s, another significant change occurred in 2003, when a new Crown entity, Sport and Recreation 

New Zealand (SPARC), replaced the Hillary Commission. Declining levels of physical activity and the 

correlated health risks were key drivers behind the establishment of SPARC (Ministerial Taskforce, 

2001). An emphasis was placed upon promoting engagement from specific demographic groups (i.e. 

Pacific peoples, women, older New Zealanders, and people with disabilities) (Sport and Recreation 

New Zealand Act 2002), although the targeting rationale adopted by SPARC remains unclear, 

particularly considering the lack of participation statistics at the time. In addition to this, there was 

 
20 Renamed in 1992 as Hillary Commission for Sport, Fitness and Leisure. 
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an apparent decline in Olympic performance and the recognition of elite sports potential in achieving 

a core governmental goal: an enhanced sense of national image and identity (Ministerial Taskforce, 

2001). Thus, the agency absorbed the NZSF and, for the first time, responsibility for both high 

performance and community sport fell under the umbrella of one organisation.  

Like its predecessor, SPARC was required to submit a statement of intent and annual report 

to the Minister as an account of its performance. Through its annual reporting, the agency’s goals of 

“getting New Zealanders active, involved and winning in sport and recreation” featured prominently, 

as did the statistics to “prove” these outcomes (e.g. number of sport participants, coaches, 

volunteers, medals) (Sport and Recreation New Zealand, 2007, p. 3). SPARC also identified the need 

to “modernize” sport organizations, as improved governance and management practices were 

considered key means to achieving the goals of increased participation and elite success (Sam, 2009). 

Another reason was, with the growth of the commercial and industrialised sport sector, to make 

them more attractive to media and corporate sponsorship attention and, by extension, reduce their 

reliance on government grants (Sam, 2009). Thus, the traditional volunteer “kitchen table” 

management of NSOs was expected to be replaced with more professional staff and formal 

operations, such as strategic planning and the implementation of KPIs in alignment with SPARC’s 

mission and policies (Kikulis et al., 1992; Sam, 2009). 

In 2011, SPARC’s board determined that “a more focused approach was required to make 

real traction in the competitive world of elite sport”, and so established High-Performance Sport New 

Zealand (HPSNZ) to deliver on its high-performance goals (Sport New Zealand [Sport NZ], 2016, p. 2). 

In 2012, SPARC was “rebranded” Sport New Zealand (Sport NZ) (Sam, 2015). For 2017/18, the Crown 

entity allocated NZ$61.1m to community sport and recreation programmes, while HPSNZ received 

NZ$69.4m (Sport NZ, 2017a). These funds are distributed among Sport NZ’s strategic partners, that 

is, the New Zealand Olympic Committee and Paralympics New Zealand, Regional Sport Trusts, and 

NSOs (Sport NZ, 2016). 
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NSOs have historically been the main partners of Sport NZ, responsible for the overall 

development of their respective sports (Sam & Ronglan, 2018). Typically governed by a mix of 

independent board members and regional representatives, these organizations remain autonomous, 

that is, they are not formally affiliated to the central agency. There are currently 66 registered non-

profit NSOs in New Zealand, each affiliated to multiple regional associations (Sport NZ, 2017a). There 

are also over 15,000 independent legally constituted clubs across all sporting codes, affiliated with 

their respective regional association or, in some instances, directly with the NSO (Sport NZ, 2017a). 

These clubs, which in most instances are also non-profit entities, are governed and administered by 

an estimated one million volunteers (Sport NZ, 2016). Figure 2 illustrates the relationships between 

major public sector and non-profit sport organizations, highlighting categories and geographic levels. 

Figure 2 

New Zealand Sport System: Major Public and Non-Profit Entities (adapted from Ferkins et al., 2013) 

 



 
 65 

Sport New Zealand  

The way NSOs are governed and how they go about their management is substantively 

influenced by what Sport NZ and its predecessors have determined as good practice (O’Boyle, 2015; 

Sam & Macris, 2014). Thus, and despite overt stakeholder resistance to the use of conditional and 

targeted funding schemes (Piggin, 2010), the Crown entity continues to operate a system of 

performance measurement to finance sports that are best placed to help achieve the usual goals: 

more people, more medals. In its Strategic Plan 2015-2020, Sport NZ (2015) outlines a vision for New 

Zealand to be the “world’s most successful sporting nation”, as measured by “more kids in sport and 

recreation, more New Zealanders involved in sport and recreation, and more New Zealand winners 

on the world stage” (p. 3).  

From a critical management perspective, while the use of performance indicators may be 

instrumental in providing direction and accountability to the sport system, they are also inherently 

political (Sam & Macris, 2014). They draw attention, prioritize interests, and shape the outcomes of 

governance practices, displacing certain goals (such as diversity and inclusion) in favour of those 

linked to incentives (Sam & Macris, 2014; Shaw, 2016). Thus, an emphasis on increasing numbers of 

participants has shown to lead social service organizations to select high-value (e.g. elite athletes) or 

low-cost customers (e.g. traditional member profiles) over more challenging ones in order to meet 

their targets, a business practice known as “cream skimming” (van Dooren et al., 2010). Similarly, 

Sam and Macris (2014) argue that cream skimming has become the default “best practice” in New 

Zealand’s NSOs, in conflict with public goals associated with diversity and equity of access to services.  

The goals of diversity and inclusion are in fact absent in Sport NZ’s texts, whereas Asian and 

Māori21, young women, and lower socio-economic groups are identified in the Community Sport 

Strategy 2015-2020 (Sport NZ, 2015) as “examples” of potential targets because of their low or 

declining participation (p. 13). The complex power and sociohistorical relationships that are inherent 

 
21 Taking into account migration patterns and projected fertility rates, the proportion of people who identify as 
Māori, Pacific or Asian will increase significantly over the next 35 years (Ryan et al., 2014). 
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in considering the underrepresentation of these groups are not addressed. Neither is the assumption 

that increased participation in the short term would automatically lead to the alleged community 

cohesion, social integration, and national pride in the long term. As argued by Sam and Macris 

(2014), one of the most common criticisms of performance management approaches is that “they 

tend to account for the measurable rather than the meaningful” (p. 523).  

This last point was also highlighted in the 2016/17 Annual Review of Sport NZ (Government 

Administration Committee, 2018) conducted by the new Labour government, back in power after a 

decade of dominance by their National counterpart. Relatedly, the review recommended that Sport 

NZ developed measures and reporting processes to quantify the value of sport and the wider social 

return on investment. As a result, the Crown entity has been enhancing its research, evaluation and 

insights capability. It has developed a revised version of the Active NZ Survey22, as well as the Voice of 

the Participant Survey23 for sport club members. In 2017 Sport NZ (2017c) also released The Value of 

Sport study to “confirm” that being physically active “creates happier, healthier people, better 

connected communities and a stronger New Zealand” (p. 5). Yet with less emphasis, the report 

recognizes that “the bridging impact of sport participation does not occur organically and is 

dependent on providing equitable and safe options that are inclusive of the whole community” 

(Sport NZ 2017c, p. 21). This is how the notion of inclusion enters Sport NZ’s rhetoric for the first 

time. However, unlike the North American discourse where it is commonly associated with diversity 

and its business case, here it appears on its own as a means to achieve broader social outcomes. 

Relatedly, Sport NZ (2017c) explains:   

Our simple logic is that building a world-leading sport system that promotes equity of access 

for all and provides quality experiences for participants will lead to increased participation, 

which in turn offers health and education benefits and improved social connectedness. (p.7)  

 
22 Nationwide survey on participation in sport and active recreation across age, gender, ethnicity, and 
deprivation groups.  
23 Nationwide survey on the experiences of sport club members across age, gender, and ethnicity groups.  
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Yet, the conditions and mechanisms necessary for individuals and communities to attain the 

benefits of sport participation are not only absent in the study but also in the academic literature. As 

noted by Coalter (2007, p. 2) over a decade ago, there is still no body of evidence on “which sports 

and sports processes produce what outcomes, for which participants and in what circumstances” 

(Hartmann & Kwauk, 2011; O’Boyle, 2015). According to O’Boyle (2015), it is possible that 

interventions to stimulate diverse participation are simply not evaluated by sport organizations, or 

perhaps the results remain unpublished owing to negative findings. In any case, serious efforts to 

enhance the inclusivity of the sport system, or any other aspect for that matter, should start with a 

thorough examination of the issues that call for action in the first place. As already indicated by Shaw 

(2016), “the first step for Sport NZ to realise their vision is to get a better understanding of the size of 

the problem of discrimination in sport” (p. 13).  

As we shall see below, while Sport NZ’s continuance to define success in terms of number of 

people and medals may be a disservice to the promotion of more reflective sport organizations, 

pressures for change do not come from the central agency only. NSOs are also embedded in 

particular historical and socio-political contexts that need to be taken into account in order to 

appreciate the complexities of developing and implementing diversity and inclusion policies and 

practices (Pringle & Ryan, 2015). Next, I explore how historical, political, social, and economic 

influences operate within the specific context of NZR.  

 

Brief History of Rugby in New Zealand 
 

Rugby emerged as a modern game in New Zealand in the 1880s with the formation of 

Provincial Unions (PUs) (Canterbury and Wellington were the first in 1879) and particularly after the 

establishment of the New Zealand Rugby Football Union (NZRFU), now known as NZR, in 1892 (NZR, 

n.d. -b). Ryan and Watson (2018) note that the foundation of the NZRFU was probably the least 

straightforward of the national bodies in New Zealand, as several southern PUs initially resisted 

joining the Union owing to the perceived loss of their autonomy. The exclusion from touring teams 
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soon persuaded them to do so, although local jealousies and fractured politics persisted (Ryan & 

Watson, 2018).  

By the mid-1890s there were nearly 700 clubs throughout the country, and over 50,000 male 

players were affiliated with the NZRFU (Pringle, 2004). Phillips’ (1987) A Man’s Country? The Image of 

the Pākeha Male: A History, illustrates how the cultural dominance of rugby, forged by a need to 

preserve the “muscular virtues of the pioneer heritage” within a “civilized” setting, assisted Pākeha 

men in countering the threats posed by urban life (p. 86). Rugby fitted pioneer values such as 

physical strength, endurance, denial of pain, and mateship, enabling men to prove their “manliness” 

and willingness to sacrifice themselves for the common good (Phillips, 1987). Schools also seized 

upon rugby as a means to teach boys the importance of self-discipline, hard work, cooperation, 

loyalty, and courage (Phillips, 1987). Although by the end of the 19th century rugby was the top 

participation sport in New Zealand, a growing nationalism also helped cement rugby’s sociocultural 

dominance (Booth, 2000). The successful tour of England and Wales by the 1905 first All Blacks24 

team was strategically leveraged by politicians to aid in the construction of a selective national 

identity (Pringle, 2004). So fruitful were these projects, that rugby was soon portrayed in the media 

as the “national game” (Booth, 2000; Phillips, 1987).  

In addition to its proclaimed “kiwi” character and identity-building qualities, rugby also 

provided a suitable space for alcohol abuse, violence, and for male bonding free from women 

(Phillips, 1987). Yet this confluence of “reputable” and “disreputable” features did not undermine 

rugby’s appeal; on the contrary, it reinforced its popular support (Ryan & Watson, 2018, p. 200). The 

increasing popularity of the game was not circumscribed to upper/middle-class men as it was in 

England, although most international players were from urban centres and white-collar occupations 

(Ryan & Watson, 2018). Furthermore, the ethos of the codified game was unequivocally bourgeois. 

The moral superiority of the “amateur gentleman” meant a class superiority directed at the working 

classes and especially those who played for monetary gain (Pringle, 2004). According to this ideology, 

 
24 New Zealand national rugby union men’s team. 
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material incentives corrupted the sport because they shifted the objective from playing fairly to 

winning at any cost. Thus, despite rugby’s alleged image of classlessness, class tensions were as 

evident in New Zealand as they were in England (Booth, 2000). 

Rugby has also been portrayed as an engine underpinning the “egalitarian” culture of New 

Zealand since Māori took to rugby quickly and in large numbers (Laidlaw, 1999; Hindson, 2006). More 

critical interpretations, however, suggest that for Māori men rugby participation did not help 

construe them as modern gentlemen, as it did for Pākeha, but was instead used to reinforce the 

discursive framing of Māori as “brutes” and “savages” (Hokowhitu, 2004; Phillips, 1987; Pringle, 

2004). In doing so, this discourse affirmed the belief that whilst indigenous peoples may “contribute” 

to the game with their physicality, attributes of leadership in rugby (intelligence, ambition, 

decisiveness), hence its “ownership”, remained a Pākeha prerogative (Grainger et al., 2012).  

Most evidently, in making men, rugby relegated women to domestic labour, sexual favour, 

and motherly comfort (Booth, 2000; Thompson, 1988). Those women who rejected Victorian 

theories about the fragility of the female body and “natural” gender roles faced extreme pressure 

and harassment (Booth, 2000). Men also insidiously stigmatised physically competent women as 

deviants, muscle molls and lesbians who ruined the beauty, grace and femininity of “real” women’s 

sport such as tennis and netball (Booth, 2000, p. 43). Rugby was a game for “real men” only, an 

antidote to the softness and femininity, and in association, homosexuality, so feared among 

urbanites (Phillips, 1987). Relatedly, Park (2000) observes that “in a culture that offered little 

opportunity for physical or emotional intimacy for men, rugby provided one, but one which was 

homophobic and frequently misogynist” (p. 448).  

Premised as it was on a masculine, white, bourgeois, and heteronormative ethos, from the 

1920s to the late 1970s, rugby maintained its privileged status as an apparently “unifying force for 

the good of Aotearoa/New Zealand” with seemingly little resistance (Pringle, 2004, p. 113). It was in 

the context of political activism of the 1970s and early 1980s that rugby’s cultural dominance was 

finally called into question (Park, 2000). Within this period, concerns around capitalism, sexism, 
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racism, and homophobia became major political issues and rugby was at the core of some of these 

concerns (Pringle, 2004). The anti-racist protests against the 1981 Springbok25 tour of New Zealand 

was a prime example of the NZRFU misreading the changes in values and attitudes (Hindson, 2006). 

Women played a prominent role in a movement that polarised the nation, not only overtly opposing 

racial discrimination but many of the values and symbols that helped legitimate men’s greater power 

on and off the field (Thompson, 1988). However, as we shall see below, growing participation in 

rugby by women and increased representation in national teams by ethnic minorities challenged, but 

did not radically change, wider sporting and social trends in gender and race relations.  

The 1980s also witnessed the emergence of a vast global sport-media complex, heralding the 

beginning of partnerships between sport organisations and the corporate sector (Hindson, 2006). In 

a climate of aggressive neoliberal policies, this forced the transformation of rugby into an industry 

driven by commercial principles and fuelled by financial dividends (Sam & Macris, 2014). The ethos of 

economic liberalism also fostered the proliferation of individual sports, partially eroding the numbers 

involved in team sports and club membership (Ryan & Watson, 2018). Thus, by the mid-1980s, the 

NZRFU became active in attempting to conquer market share by “re-packaging” the game as 

wholesome family entertainment (Obel, 2001). As part of this strategy, in 1989 the Union chose and 

announced the first national women’s team, officially named the “Black Ferns” in 1998 (NZR, n.d. -c). 

The overall commodification process was also linked to the move to professionalization of the men’s 

game officially sanctioned by the International Rugby Board (IRB) in 1995, and reinforced by the 

inclusion of rugby sevens in the Olympics Games from 201626.  

Thus, by the end of the 1990s rugby was re-entrenched in a dominant cultural position in 

New Zealand (Pringle, 2004). However, competing discourses and practices of rugby began to exert 

 
25 South Africa national rugby union team. At that point in time, the country was governed by an apartheid 
regime that institutionalized racial segregation between “white” and “black” South Africans.   
26 Rugby 7s is a variant of rugby union in which teams are made up of seven players playing seven-minute 
halves, instead of the usual 15 players playing 40-minute halves. The inclusion of 7s in the Olympics also played 
a role in getting NZR more interested in supporting women's rugby development, because gender equity was a 
criterion for participation in the Games.  
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greater influence since the dawning of the 21st century. Presumably, the All Blacks are still New 

Zealand’s favourite team and national heroes, but they have also become consumer products and 

professional entertainers. New rules, video technology, and faster game strategies have replaced 

rough tactics and challenged the image and ethics of rugby (Booth, 2000).  

The number of women and girls who have since then taken up rugby has also helped dispute 

the discourse that constitutes it as a man’s game (Pringle, 2004). In 2011, NZR reported 14,950 

registered female rugby players; this figure has since been growing annually to reach 27,838 players 

in 2018, almost 18% of the total playing base (“Rugby: Females a Fifth of All Players”, 2018). In 

addition, the Black Ferns have dominated the game at the international level for much of the past 25 

years, winning the Women's Rugby World Cup five times between 1998 and 2017. Yet, they turned 

(semi) professional only in 2018. The previous year, a Sport NZ (2017b) workforce survey across sport 

organisations found governance was 27% female; NZR reported just 12.5% of board roles held by 

women with about 2% female representation at provincial level, and all Super Rugby27 clubs run by 

white, middle-aged male chief executives since the competition started in 1996 (Caldwell, 2019).  

The emergence of openly gay men teams has also served to defy dominating discourses of 

rugby and (hetero)sexuality (Pringle, 2004). The Ponsonby Heroes Rugby Club, now known as the NZ 

Falcons, was set up in Auckland in 1997 (10 years after NZ decriminalized male homosexuality28) with 

the mission to provide gay men a safe and supportive space to enjoy the game. Yet, for most of the 

time since its foundation, the Falcons remained New Zealand’s only gay rugby team. During this 

period, the country became the first in Oceania and 13th in the world to enact same-sex marriage in 

2013 (“New Zealand Legalizes Same-Sex Marriage”, 2013). In 2017 NZR became the first national 

sports body to receive official Rainbow Tick29 certification, and in 2018 a second gay team was 

formed, the Christchurch Heroes (“Gay and Inclusive Rugby Team”, 2018). Later that year, the All 

 
27 Professional competition involving teams from New Zealand, Argentina, Australia, South Africa and Japan. 
28 Homosexual Law Reform Act 1986. 
29 Rainbow Tick is a charitable company formed in New Zealand in 2014 to lobby for LGBT rights in the 
workplace and evaluates organizations for their LGBT policies and practices (Rainbow Tick, n.d.). 
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Blacks wore, for the first time, rainbow30 laces in their boots in support for Gareth Thomas, the 

former Wales captain victim of a homophobic attack (“All Blacks to Support LGBT Community”, 

2018); and a number of NZR high-profile personalities took a stand against the anti-gay comments 

made by Australian player Israel Folau (“All Blacks Past and Present Slam Folau”, 2018). At the same 

time, however, there is still not a single openly gay professional player in the country. Research also 

shows that the use of homophobic language continues to pervade New Zealand’s rugby (Denison et 

al., 2019), and team sports in general (Denison & Kitchen, 2015). 

Further, as media surveillance has become more prominent since the 1990s, the 

transgressions of male sport stars are more readily exposed. Images of drunken nights, reports of 

marital infidelities, school bullying, sexual harassment, and the occasional violent off-field exploits of 

professional players, have challenged the discourse that positioned rugby as a maker of gentlemanly 

character (Pringle, 2004). Simultaneously, there has been a growing concern among rugby followers 

and the media that Māori and Polynesian players are dominating New Zealand’s grassroots and top 

teams (Grainger et al., 2012). While the number of professional players is in fact above the 

demographic distribution of indigenous peoples in the country (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017), from a 

critical perspective, fears over the “browning” of rugby manifest a perceived threat to the managerial 

capacity of Pākeha men over the national game (Grainger et al., 2012, p. 270). Yet, to date, there is 

little evidence that the bicultural heritage and diverse cultural make-up of communities in New 

Zealand are reflected in all facets of rugby, particularly at decision-making level (Cockburn & 

Atkinson, 2017). Moreover, the emphasis on Māori and Pacifika as “naturally” good at rugby has 

seen them drawn away from academic and professional endeavours towards physical labour, 

potentially limiting their socioeconomic mobility (Hokowhitu, 2003). 

Nowadays, rugby is subject to an array of discourses that produce multiple and, at times, 

conflicting understandings. It is therefore difficult to analyse with any precision to what extent have 

the above challenges succeeded in counterbalancing historical power relations. Within the scope of 

 
30 The rainbow is often used as a symbol of the LGBTI community.  
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this project, however, the interest lies in examining how NZR interprets and negotiates these 

challenges, resulting in particular managerial approaches to diversity and inclusion. 
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Chapter 5 

Deinstitutionalization 

As detailed in Chapter 3, this research was based on the case study of New Zealand Rugby 

seeking to better understand D&I-related change within sport organizations. In this chapter, I present 

a current snapshot of the research site before moving into the first phase of the change process, that 

is, examining the pressures for deinstitutionalization.  

 

New Zealand Rugby  

For the first one hundred years of its existence, NZR was a non-professional organization, 

managing a non-professional game; today, it is a NZ$190 million enterprise (NZR, 2020), its income 

generated through broadcasting rights, sponsorship agreements, and gate receipts, plus a minimal 

contribution from Sport NZ (less than 2%). NZR is still a non-profit incorporated society charged with 

leading, supporting, growing, and promoting the game of rugby in New Zealand (NZR, 2017). More 

specifically, this involves community rugby, provincial and national competitions, Super Rugby 

games, international test matches, and resourcing national teams such as the All Blacks and the Black 

Ferns (NZR, 2019). In this way, NZR is mandated to govern both elite and now professional elements 

as well as grassroots participation in the sport.  

As New Zealand's largest NSO, NZR employs 160 people split among several functional 

teams, which represent the integration of community rugby and professional rugby (NZR, 2020). The 

organization is led by a CEO who is supported by an Executive Team (known as the “Exec”) and a 

Leadership Team. The CEO and Exec work closely with the NZR Board and provide a link between the 

latter and the staff (NZR, 2019). 

NZR board comprises nine members (for constitutive clauses see NZR, 2017). Before 2017, six 

members would be elected by PUs and the NZ Māori Rugby Board, and three independent members 
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would be appointed by an Appointments and Remuneration Committee (ARC). Since then, the 

process has been in transition to where by 2020 three board members will be elected, three will be 

appointed after personally applying to the ARC, and three will be nominated by a PU or the New 

Zealand Māori Rugby Board to be appointed by the Committee. One of the nominated board 

member positions must be filled by a representative of Māori, and that person is automatically 

appointed as NZR Representative on the New Zealand Māori Rugby Board. All board members must 

resign from, and be independent of, any PU office. They are elected for three-year terms and can 

serve a maximum of three consecutive terms; there is the option of requesting an additional year in 

special circumstances (so a person can have a maximum of 10 years on the Board). 

The board composition reflects the federated nature of the NSO's governing structure, 

ensuring each member organization has a mechanism for input at board level (O’Boyle, 2015). As 

stipulated in its constitution, the members of NZR are its 26 PUs, the associate members, the life 

members, and the New Zealand Māori Rugby Board31 (NZR, 2017). Considered this way, NZR is both 

“owned” by its members and reliant upon its unions as a crucial part of its governance system 

(O’Boyle, 2015).  

In 2019, NZR reported 157,218 players (500 professionals) registered to approximately 500 

clubs and a network of secondary schools across New Zealand which, in turn, are members of the 

PUs (NZR, 2019). Each PU is also a non-profit incorporated society. These organizations have a 

governing role in directing, coordinating, and monitoring administrative, developmental and 

promotional aspects of the game, including local community competitions, as well as the 

management and resourcing of representative teams at provincial level (O’Boyle, 2015). Therefore, 

while the entire New Zealand rugby network may be viewed as a federation with NZR as its prime 

governing body, there are also 26 “sub-networks” with a federated structure within them, creating a 

system of complex interorganizational relationships (O’Boyle, 2015).  

 
31 The NZMRB was established as an incorporated society in 2000, though its origins extend back to the 1870s. 
The Board is responsible for the development of Māori rugby in New Zealand. Māori rugby at the provincial 
level is typically administered by a Māori committee that is affiliated to their PU (NZR, n.d.) 
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From a financial perspective, PUs are mainly funded by NZR. As a participant observed:  

We’re lucky enough that we’re a sport organization where our funding goes down rather 

than up. So a lot of our funding is through broadcasting of games and sponsorship and so on; 

and from that, about 25% of the income is then paid out to the Provincial Unions. (I12) 

This places the NSO in a seemingly favourable position to set the strategic direction for the sport, 

although, as I will further discuss in Chapter 6, it does not always ensure an easy and straightforward 

alignment. As another participant observed: “We are a member owned or led organization, so we 

can’t force things upon the Provincial Unions if they don’t agree with stuff; and when we try, it bites 

us in the arse” (I8).  

The current funding formula is largely based on the number of registered players per PU, plus 

a “tagged” portion against the completion of certain activities (e.g. the employment of a 

development officer) or the achievement of a series of KPIs (e.g. increase female players by X%; 

improve coach/referee to player ratios). In the participant’s opinion, this scheme is “too prescriptive” 

and prevents provincial organizations from developing business models tailored to their specific 

needs, with the risk of performing a “charade” (I8). Further elaborating, he explained: 

Right now, [PU1’s] business looks just like [PU2’s] business because they all have a coach 

development officer, they have a referee education officer, they have all these roles because 

we prescribe them. Then what they do is, they say we’ll have that job description, and then 

the CEO changes all the things that they do under the job but they can still show us they have 

that role that we invest in. (I8)  

As also noted by Sam and Macris (2014), under prescriptive performance regimes, 

organizations tend to pursue outputs (i.e. performance indicators) rather than outcomes (e.g. having 

a coach development officer becomes the ends rather than coaches’ development) or avoid 

experimentation and risk-taking for fear of compromising performance in the short term. In either 

case, there exists the possibility for those being evaluated to “game the system” (Sam & Macris, 
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2014, p. 514). In response, the participant proposes to move to a funding model that is “less 

formulaic, more of an investing approach” (I8), in which 

NZR doesn’t tell [PUs] how to achieve certain outcomes, it just tells them what outcomes 

we’d like to achieve. Because, why would we invest in Provincial Unions if we didn’t expect 

them to be aligned? Also, when we develop a strategy, we consult with them; we don’t 

develop it in isolation from them. So they should buy into the strategy as well. (I8) 

When further asked about the consulting process, he admitted that when he first took his 

role back in 2016, “I went to see all 26 PUs with their CEOs, and what they told me is that we consult 

and then we do what we want to do anyway. So I’m working really hard to change that” (I8). This last 

claim points to the recognition that stakeholder engagement and consultation are important means 

for securing “buy-in” (Sam & Ronglan, 2018). However, despite his efforts, the participant reflected: 

Do I see a new funding model coming in, if I’m honest? No, I don’t. Because rugby is very 

traditional, we are very wedded to what we’ve always done. And we’ve always funded it this 

way, so it’ll be hard for people to move from it, even if it works. (I8) 

In Chapter 4 I argued that in New Zealand, the modernization of sport organizations has 

come to be tied with business practices that promise more efficient delivery of services and return 

on investment (Sam & Ronglan, 2018). As will be seen below, performance management constitutes 

a large portion of the daily operations of NZR. And yet, the participant’s account is important 

because it shows that even highly professionalized organisation such as NZR conduct themselves not 

only in accordance with a utilitarian means–ends efficiency but equally with a logic of institutional 

appropriateness (Sam & Macris, 2014). From a critical perspective, organizations shape and are 

shaped by sociohistorical factors that limit the range of options open to decision-makers; thus, they 

tend to produce different outcomes than those implied by managerial theories of rational strategic 

responses (Zanoni et al., 2010). Traditional arrangements are often reproduced because they 

become unquestionably accepted as “what we’ve always done”, or, as in the participant’s case, 

because possible alternatives are regarded as unrealistic (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).  
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Many NZR representatives stressed the difference between the management of the NSO and 

the PUs noting that “some [Provincial Unions] are very traditional in their views and approaches 

versus us, that’s more of a modern and professionally managed organization” (I17). Whilst based on 

my data I cannot comment on PUs’ views, Oliver (1992) notes that institutionalized norms and 

practices are more likely to ossify when organizational constituents are autonomous and 

geographically dispersed, an issue I will come back to in Chapter 6. Nevertheless, the homogeneity of 

private-sector management models and practices found in NSOs (see O’Boyle, 2015) is explicable not 

simply by reference to a rational process of “modernization” but also by the taken-for-granted 

expectations, norms, and values that permeate organizational life (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). Thus, 

in line with Sport NZ, NZR also produces strategic plans, sets targets and key performance indicators. 

The current Strategic Plan 2016-2020 is driven by NZR’s (2016) vision to “unify and inspire” and built 

around six Focus Areas (p.1): 

1. Teams in Black winning pinnacle events. 

2. Creating a more respectful and inclusive culture.32 

3. More players and more communities participating. 

4. Fans are engaged and numbers growing.  

5. Positive global presence.  

6. Develop, diversify and maximize commercial opportunities.33 
 

Annually, specific targets are set and broken down into priorities which form the basis of a 

scoreboard (Kaplan & Norton, 1992), capturing the organization’s raison d'être and the level of 

success at its various strategic priorities. The scoreboard is directly related to bonus remuneration for 

all NZR staff, with each priority given a specific percentage depending on its particular relevance 

within the annual plan (O’Boyle, 2015). Every employee qualifies for performance-based 

remuneration, including the CEO, and is assessed (as a group and as individuals) against the 

organization’s success in achieving its targets. As one participant explained: 

 
32 Introduced in 2017. 
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The bonus system for individual performance is based 60% on organizational goals, and it’s a 

very balanced scorecard: from staff engagement to All Blacks winning the world cup next 

year, to how many young children are participating. And then 40% is based on their 

individual goals, based on the type of roles that people have got. So we’re all linking back to 

the strategic KPIs of the organization, which are linked to our 2020 strategy. (I2) 

The respondent felt confident that all staff would be able to convey what the vision and 

annual priorities are for NZR, and this was certainly the case among those who took part in the study. 

Consistent with O’Boyle’s (2015) findings, participants attributed this to the fact that people have a 

true passion for their role within the organization; in the words of an advisor: “people want to work 

here because we are the national game, you know? And you are helping the game flourish” (I7). 

Others further supported this view, but from a fundamentally different perspective; for instance, a 

senior manager commented: 

We have a different lens on everything within rugby because we’re not here for the game. 

Um, even though I had to tell them that I was here for the game [laughs]. Of course it’s great 

when we win and I’m part of all of that, but ultimately, we’re here for the impact that rugby 

has on New Zealand, really. (I4) 

In a similar vein, a manager reflected:  

I came here because I love working in the community and having an impact on the 

community. Rugby is in every community, in every corner of New Zealand. So what better 

way to be involved than within an organization that touches every community? So I came to 

make a difference. (I13) 

Whether driven by the development of rugby or through rugby, participants also attested to 

the high level of engagement of individual employees, with a senior manager stating that “we score 

as one of the best places to work across 400 organizations in Australia and New Zealand” (I16). 

Personally, I felt that participants shared a real sense of pride in representing NZR; this feeling was 

also verbalized by a senior manager, who observed that “when you look at the people that we have 
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in our sport, and I’m not just talking about the athletes but actually the people who work in here, 

we’re pretty proud of who we have around our game” (I14).  

In sum, although a thorough examination of NZR’s organizational performance exceeds the 

scope of this research, the aspects discussed above (i.e. the adoption of the scoreboard; individual 

performance management practices linked to strategy; high-calibre boards; and a diverse range of 

income streams) are common to those of high-performing sport organizations advanced in the 

mainstream academic literature (see O’Boyle, 2015). Yet, for an effective high-performance culture 

to be established within an organisation, O’Boyle (2015, pp. 7–8) argues, people must feel a sense of 

ownership and responsibility concerning any changes to be introduced. The pressures for change 

examined below put NZR to the test.  

 

Pressures for Change 

According to the integrated model I introduced in Chapter 2, social, political, and functional 

pressures serve as the catalyst for diversity-focused transformations in sport organizations, a process 

called deinstitutionalization (Cunningham, 2009; Oliver, 1992). Oliver (1992) notes that an 

understanding of deinstitutionalization also depends on the processes by which organizations 

reconstruct reality when existing values and practices are challenged. This requires a deeper 

investigation of how people interpret and make sense of their environment and rationalize the need 

for change. Adopting a subversive functionalist approach, next I examine these issues to reveal how 

participants’ accounts are informed by both narratives of change and resistance when combining 

mainstream and critical perspectives in their analysis.  
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Social Pressures   

In seeking to ascertain whether pressures for deinstitutionalization were at work at NZR, I 

first turned to the Respect and Responsibility Review (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017), a document that 

led to the creation of the R&I programme. The review was commissioned by NZR in November 2016 

to an independent panel comprising high-profile sports administrators and consultants. The panel 

based their assessment on extensive desktop research and stakeholder engagement aimed at 

showing the positive impact rugby currently has, along with significant areas to work on. The 

document was publicly released in September 2017.  

The review begins by stating that “NZ Rugby’s mission is to inspire and unify” (Cockburn & 

Atkinson, 2017, p. 1). Yet,   

Events prior to and in 2016 began to undermine rugby’s place and contribution, with issues 

that no longer reflected contemporary New Zealand’s values and expected behaviours. In 

response, NZ Rugby commissioned this review of Respect and Responsibility. (Cockburn & 

Atkinson, 2017, p. 1).  

Although the document does not delve into the specific details of these “events”, several participants 

identified the Chiefs'33 scandal as the catalyst for change. In August 2016, a stripper made allegations 

of sexual offence by some of the players who hired her to perform at the Chiefs’ end-of-season 

celebrations. Although she did not make a complaint to the police, NZR held an in-house 

investigation concluding that the claims were unsubstantiated (“Stripper’s Allegations”, 2016). As a 

result, the players received an official warning for hiring a stripper for the event, rather than any 

abusive behaviour on the night. The investigation came at the same time as a similar complaint from 

a woman working at the event the previous year, and a Chiefs player’s apology for making 

homophobic slurs at the function where the sexual assault was alleged to have occurred (“Chiefs 

Under Fire”, 2016). In response, the New Zealand Human Rights Commission sent an open letter to 

 
33 The Chiefs are a professional Super Rugby team based in Hamilton, New Zealand.   



 
 82 

NZR urging the organization to address its internal culture issues, particularly in regard to women 

(“Human Rights Commission Pens Open Letter”, 2016). This was quickly followed by an All Black 

involved in a sexual encounter with a woman in a public toilet (Bracewell-Worrall, 2017) and a 

Wellington player discharged without conviction after a brutal assault on four people, including two 

women (Macdonald, 2016). The RRR was commissioned two months later.34 

This backdrop seems consistent with the emergence of social pressures for 

deinstitutionalization, where organizations are not pro-active agents of change but react to public 

demands and expectations that question the perpetuation of values, beliefs, and behaviours that 

were once considered acceptable (Cunningham, 2009). The effect of these pressures was evidenced 

in participants’ comments when reflecting on the circumstances that preceded the RRR, for example: 

We had a whole lot of issues in 2016 that put a spotlight on rugby that wasn’t pleasant. Even 

though some of the media attention of those issues was completely over the top and 

unpleasant, it did reflect that some things weren’t good. (I1) 

[The Chiefs’ incident] sort of highlighted that we were doing a really shit job in some areas, 

so you need to address that because everyone’s watching you, so you need to do something. 

(I10) 

There is no doubt that the issues with the Chiefs from a few years ago caused us to sit up and 

say: “we haven’t got this right; we’ve got to do more”. I think there was a degree of 

complacency before that time about where we sat and probably a relatively passive 

approach, but we have used that burning platform in a really productive way and started a 

process. (I3) 

Things don’t change without a crisis. And boy, did we have a crisis... And it’s changed things, 

which is good; but it does often take a crisis. (I8) 

 
34 Two other reports preceded and added to the momentum for the RRR to occur: the Bazley Report (2016) on 
player recruitment and behaviour management and the Diversity Report (2016) looking at achieving greater 
diversity on the NZR board (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017, pp. 11-12). 
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These comments also indicate that when organizational change is perceived to occur, it is 

likely to be episodic and dramatic, responding to external shocks, rather than endogenous, 

incremental, and smooth (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). Nevertheless, whilst most participants 

recognised the significance of the aforementioned social pressures, when adopting a critical lens, 

subtle ways of reproducing the status quo were also evident in the form of speech acts (Spaaij et al., 

2020). This discursive strategy operates by appearing to recognize the need for (some) change yet 

emphasising what the organization “has always done”, thereby preventing self-reflection and thus 

the creation of a genuinely progressive D&I agenda (Bell & Hartmann, 2007). For instance, those in 

the high-performance area pointed out “that much work around professional players’ behaviour was 

already taking place before the RRR was commissioned” (I14), although, as noted by a chief officer, 

“not in an integrated way, and not as consistently across the country as it could be” (I1). Similarly, a 

senior manager remarked: “The Chiefs’ incident indicated there had to be some change and certainly 

we’ve addressed that, but I think we do well anyway because we’ve always had a mantra; we always 

say: Better people make better All Blacks” (I14). This last quote also incorporates elements of in-

group essentialism and moral boundary work (Spaaii et al., 2020), other discursive practices 

identified by critical scholars as mechanisms that may serve to downplay the need for change. In line 

with the former, by framing the organization and its culture as internally homogenous and 

harmonious under one “mantra”, systemic inequality and normativity are likely to remain invisible 

(Spaaij et al., 2020). Informed by the latter, the social construction of what counts as “better people”, 

one of the keystones in the institutionalization of privilege in organizations, is often taken for granted 

and left unchallenged (Holvino & Kamp, 2009; Shaw & Frisby, 2003).  

The effect of these discourses was, however, not lost on other participants. For example, a 

member of the R&I team noted that “the high-performance management is of the opinion that the 

R&R report has not changed anything for the All Blacks; that they’ve been doing this stuff forever and 

that it was a Chiefs’ problem, not theirs” (I4). Similarly, others observed that before the RRR was 

released, some members of the organization seemed to safeguard NZR’s reputation by claiming that 
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the incidents were “personal issues, not rugby issues” (I5). In the view of an advisor: “some people 

were in real defensive mode; feeling like they had to defend the game that they loved and, to do 

that, they had to say no to everything else” (I5).  

The “personal issues” argument was admittedly difficult to sustain, since the RRR reported 

36 cases of misconduct, some described as serious. All but three cases involved players, two involved 

a whole team, and one an entire club. The offences included drunkenness, drugs, aggression, 

inappropriate sexual behaviour, and homophobic language. The panel therefore examined rugby's 

relationship with alcohol and prohibited substances, bullying and violence, sexism, racism, and 

homophobia across all levels of the game to conclude that 

Rugby has been a fundamental part of New Zealand communities and the nation for 125 

years. During that time, there has been considerable societal change, and in some settings, 

rugby has been dynamic and changed to reflect this. In other settings, there is a less 

noticeable change in the way rugby culture is expressed through attitudes that associate 

with it. (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017, p. 13) 

Against this backdrop, the RRR calls on NZR to lead organizational and cultural change in rugby, an 

endeavour that, as manifested by public opinion and the media, was well overdue (Williams, 2016).  

Social pressures also arise when changes in government policy prohibit or discourage the 

perpetuation of certain practices (Cunningham, 2009). In New Zealand, Sport NZ (2018), the 

government’s lead advisor on the sport and recreation sector, does proclaim in its Statement of 

Intent 2018-2022 that all efforts should be focused on “promoting the integrity, diversity and 

inclusivity of the sport system” (p. 3). However, as discussed in Chapter 4, the agency does not 

provide NSOs with specific strategies to identify, attract, and include diverse communities, nor links 

these aspects to its funding criteria. Although Sport NZ’s influence on NZR is limited because of the 

insignificant amount that their funding represents in relation to the code’s overall income (2%), some 

participants lamented the lack of leadership shown by the Crown entity. For example, a senior 

manager commented:  
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I’m pretty disappointed in their overall support of this space; it’s very little, if anything. It’s 

disappointing because it should have been a very easy stance for them to take, to be honest, 

and to support it would be really powerful. (I16) 

In a similar vein, another participant observed: “I think the feeling here is that they hope that Sport 

NZ will realize that they need to play more of a role because sports don’t have the resources to 

allocate to it themselves” (I4).  

Although not uncommon, it is concerning that an organization largely independent from 

government funding felt free and financially capable to initiate a process of cultural change in 

response to public demand (Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010). Yet, as Cunningham (2009) notes, 

when cultures of similarity are deeply embedded this process is likely to originate from various 

pressures. Thus, whilst in accordance with the organization development literature social forces were 

the most prevalent (Oliver, 1992), functional and, to a lesser extent, political pressures were also 

apparent.   

 

Political Pressures 

Political pressures manifest as a protective response to what the organization perceives as an 

“imminent threat of failure or obsolescence” (Oliver, 1992, p. 566). Unlike social pressures for 

deinstitutionalization, this type of pressure emerges from within the organization, eroding consensus 

on the validity of certain organizational aspects, such as a culture of similarity (Cunningham, 2009). 

For instance, a senior manager reflected:  

Some people still don’t understand that if rugby doesn’t reflect our communities, then we’re 

going to be a diminishing community ourselves over time by definition. So, the opportunity 

for us is to be more inclusive as an organization because that will underpin the survival of the 

sport. (I8) 
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Issues that are seen to threaten the survival of an organization, in this case a seeming lack of 

diversity, call into question the legitimacy of practices that have traditionally served the 

organization’s interests effectively (Cunningham, 2009). This provides the basis for internal dissensus 

over which organizational praxes need to be revised in order to address existing or potential 

problems (Oliver, 1992). Such dissensus, Cunningham (2009) argues, is more prone to arise when 

specific organizational members with greater power or visibility perceive the situation to conflict 

with their own interests, agendas or beliefs (see also Oliver, 1992). Note that drawing on 

organization development, Cunningham (2009) refers to the exercise of power in the conventional 

sense, that is, the ability to get one’s goals met often through managing power-dependency 

relationships (Voronov, 2005).  

As I argued in Chapter 2, whenever considering power, organization development has largely 

focused on overt exercise of power through managing authority-dependency relationships in a given 

context (Voronov, 2005). From this perspective, power is observable and identified by looking at the 

organization chart, which often places the board at the top. In the case of NZR, however, I felt a 

strong drive coming from the middle management, rather than the board, to challenge the necessity 

or appropriateness of maintaining a culture of similarity. When I expressed my observation to a 

participant, he emphatically replied: “Yeah! That’s it. It feels like we’re driving the change and it can 

be quite dangerous... You’ve got to be really careful of who you’re pushing and how you put it out 

there” (I16). The comment supports Plees and Maak’s (2004, p. 136) critique of hierarchical 

leadership conceptions, in which the authors note that, in a business culture that construes superiors 

as "thinking subjects" and managers as "executing objects", the latter are expected to adapt 

themselves to the way of thinking and behaviour of the former. Thus, independent thought and 

action potential are not only stunted but appear to be threatening and may be reprimanded (Plees & 

Maak, 2004).  

Since organization development studies often tend to universalize the values and interests of 

“top” management (i.e. board and CEO), a failure to acknowledge the legitimacy of conflicting views 
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within management may lead to a potential miss of risks and loss of learning opportunities. This is 

significant considering that while it is generally believed that leadership on increasing diversity in 

sport organizations should come “from the top” (I resume the discussion on leadership in Chapter 6), 

such change has been slow in coming and “the top” of sport organizations is also often not socially 

diverse (Sotiriadou et al., 2017). Furthermore, because mainstream scholars tend to focus on the 

surface manifestations of power and politics, exercising power involves working in a domain in which 

rules have already been largely defined (Voronov & Yorks, 2005). Thus, Cunningham (2009) argues 

that institutional nonconformists will be particularly likely to gain the support of organizational 

powerholders when there are mounting functional pressures on the organization to improve its 

performance and competitive advantage. These pressures are discussed below.  

 

Functional Pressures  

According to Cunningham (2009), the potential for political pressures to deinstitutionalize 

long-lasting organizational practices is strongly related to functional considerations that compromise 

or question the utilitarian value of an institutionalized practice. These functional pressures for 

deinstitutionalization are underpinned by an economic rationale that interprets the need for change 

in terms of the costs and benefits that it may bring to the organization (Cunningham, 2009). This is 

also the basic tenet of the business case for diversity, according to which, since promoting diversity 

and inclusion are not the legitimate business of sport organizations, the efforts must be therefore 

justified by sporting and/or financial returns.  

Cunningham (2009) argues that functional pressures are more likely to take place when 

there is intensified competition for scarce resources, which, in the case of sport organizations, would 

be the attraction of participants, volunteers, and commercial partners. Relatedly, a senior manager 

explained: 
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I think some people don’t realise that we’re in a change, but we are. Like any sport, we’re 

having to say: ok, there’s less volunteers, most families have less time, there’s a lot of 

options for young people now... So we’re in a much more competitive landscape, you know?  

(I4) 

Against this background, D&I are framed as a strategic response to these functional pressures. Thus, 

the participant further elaborated: 

There’s a whole lot of benefits that the organization should get as a flow-on effect from 

having a more diverse and inclusive culture: better positioning in the community, more 

corporate partners, more engagement from other funders, like councils and stuff. Happier 

staff, you know, all of those things. (I4) 

From a mainstream perspective, the respondent recognizes the way competitive forces drive 

organizations to use D&I as valuable resources and sources of sustained competitive advantage, 

providing the impetus for cultural change (Cunningham, 2010; Gonzalez, 2010). Critical scholars, on 

the other hand, note how the business case for diversity is located within a functionalist paradigm 

that privileges and universalizes managerial interests (Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010). From this 

perspective, the quote would suggest that organizations should invest in creating more diverse and 

inclusive environments, not because it is the ethical, moral, or “right” thing to do but because it is 

the self-interested thing to do (Litvin, 2006). Since the proper beneficiary of the interventions is the 

organization itself, not those excluded from it, existing privileges and power relations are likely to be 

maintained and reproduced. The potential tension between these approaches was, however, not lost 

on the participant herself, who pragmatically bridged it by concluding: “I don’t care what [argument] 

makes you do it, whatever makes you want to do it” (L4). This is indeed a key point of debate in the 

diversity management scholarship, which I resume in the final section of this chapter.  

Another example of functional pressures typical of sport organizations revolves around the 

ultimate need to win (Smith & Stewart, 2010), which positions diversity work as an ideal means for 
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widening the pool of talent and thus enabling improved performance on the field (Cunningham, 

2019; Spaaij et al., 2014). Relatedly, a chief officer commented:  

Ultimately, I believe [the R&I programme] will be one of the keys to allowing our teams that 

put on the black jersey to continue winning. With a little nation like New Zealand, you can’t 

afford to exclude a section of your community, or at least give the feeling that a section of 

your community is excluded, because we need all the best and truly talented players to be 

playing our game. (I3) 

Back in Chapter 2 I argued that in the language of mainstream diversity management, the quest for 

talent, where every organization should exploit the resources available within their communities, is 

pervasive (Holvino & Kamp, 2009). However, when read through a critical lens, the argument also 

highlights how meritocracy is at the heart of the business case for diversity, underpinning moral 

boundary work (Spaaij et at., 2020). This discursive practice serves to limit the access of certain 

people based on a seldom-questioned notion of “the best”, while masking who defines such a title. 

For example, several participants believed in the values of physical dominance, toughness, pain 

tolerance, and competitiveness as markers of talent and success, legitimizing the idea that “others” 

are welcome to “our game” as far as they are deemed to enrich the core according to these criteria 

(Shaw, 2019). Furthermore, critical scholars note that a preoccupation with winning, being goal 

oriented, demands a focus on results rather than on the largely processual and often “chaotic” 

business of diversity and inclusion (Rao et al., 1999; Shaw, 2019). Thus, and as I will further discuss in 

Chapters 6 and 7, asymmetric power relations are likely to be maintained through an aggregate of 

discursive practices that, although appearing to promote change, may actually reinforce the status 

quo.  

To summarize, I have explored what pressures for deinstitutionalization were perceived to 

be at work at NZR and how these are tied to discourses of both change and resistance, depending on 

the theoretical frame at play. Yet the impetus behind diversity change also depends on perceptual 

processes that influence managerial interpretations of the environment and the organization’s ability 
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to respond to its demands (Cunningham, 2009). This requires a deeper investigation of how people 

rationalize the need for change into a cohesive “case”, which I turn to next.  

 

Making a Case  
 

In Chapter 2 I noted that the tension between business and social justice arguments forms a 

crucial point of debate in the construction of organizational interpretations or “cases” for diversity 

and inclusion. Whereas the business case responds to performance-driven managerial interests, the 

alternative is to argue that diversity and inclusion are desirable ends in themselves, such arguments 

having a moral, rather than an instrumental foundation.  

In the face of the multiple pressures discussed above, when I asked participants what 

ultimately drives the organization to undertake such a change endeavour, they almost unanimously 

referred to NZR’s moral responsibility. For example, a senior manager observed:  

To me, the organization cares about people. It always has. And if we are to be truly 

representative of rugby being a game for all New Zealanders, indeed for anyone around the 

world, then we have to actually embrace that, I guess, first and foremost, from our own 

beliefs’ perspective. (I17) 

In a similar vein, another senior manager commented: 

I don’t believe that decisions that were made around establishing the Respect and 

Responsibility Review, and then the decisions that have come from that were motivated by 

business logic. I think they were motivated by a sense of “holy shit, we actually need to do 

things differently”. So I think it started with the right thing to do. (I8) 

Previous research also found that initial explanations for why change programmes were 

initiated, centred on the moral or social responsibility for a diverse sport organization. Yet relatedly, 

Cunningham (2009) noted: 
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In reflecting on the interviews in my personal journal, I wrote, “I felt some hesitance or 

resistance at first and some posturing [...] a bit of impression management. What is 

interesting is that the more I pressed the issue, the more they opened up”. (p. 416)  

When the participants in Cunningham’s research were questioned further, it became 

apparent that efforts to reach out to minority groups were largely driven by legal changes that 

disrupted the continuation of certain practices. From a critical perspective, this can be seen as a form 

of institutional resistance described as tokenism, that is, doing the bare minimum to comply with 

policy changes (Richardson & Monro, 2012). As argued by Christiansen and Just (2012), compliance, 

like the business case for diversity, does not sit well with ideas of social justice; if diversity and 

inclusion are a means to legal/business ends, what happens if/when they are not mandated or 

economically viable? 

For the reasons exposed above, back in Chapter 2 I argued that much criticism has been 

directed at the business case for diversity and its detrimental effect on social justice. However, the 

idea that these two approaches are inherently irreconcilable was challenged by a number of 

participants. For example, a chief officer explained: 

I don’t know if you could say that one approach is more powerful than the other. Certainly in 

terms of clubs, it’s indisputable that they need participants and members to survive, and 

sponsors, and all the rest of it. So being seen and actively working hard in the R&I space 

helps with all those things. But equally I think, this is an area of work if you do strive to make 

a difference and you start to drive some change in your community, that’s the social change 

argument, how the individuals within a club and the individuals who are driving this 

programme feel about that is important too; because most people like to think that, or 

would love to think that they’re able to drive some positive change in our society, and this is 

one area we actually can. So I think both of those arguments are complementary and 

compelling. (I3) 

In a similar vein, others commented: 
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I would say it all started with the right thing to do. But the right thing to do is the business 

rationale and you can’t actually separate the two. My observation would be that really 

quickly it’s become apparent that if we do the right thing, that’s going to make a lot of 

business sense. (I8) 

We engage in this work because: 1) it is aligned with the values of modern New Zealand, 2) it 

is the right thing to do to make rugby as inclusive as possible, and 3) it will help secure NZR’s 

future in the long run by drawing more people from different communities into lifelong love 

with rugby. (I11) 

I hope we don’t do it just because it’s the right thing to do. I think that as part of our business 

it’s important, as it is for commercial partners. But the most important thing is that because 

we want to do it. But there’s also that we need to do it; it’s not acceptable anymore. But 

within, we’ve still got to believe that it’s the right thing to do. (I10) 

These findings support evidence from previous empirical studies revealing that the way that 

greater diversity and inclusion are justified is highly context specific, and that the weight given to 

business and social arguments varies across, and within, organizations (Richardson & Monro, 2012; 

Spaaij et. al, 2014; Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010). However, whilst social justice advocacy has 

been commonly included merely to support the business case and broaden its appeal (see e.g. 

Cunningham, 2009, 2019), moral arguments were presented as the main driver for change in NZR, 

with utilitarian benefits regarded as positive spinoffs. This finding calls into question the observations 

made by North American scholars (e.g. Cunningham, 2009; Fink & Pastore, 1999; Fink et al., 2001, 

2003) that a recognition of the “utility of diversity” in terms of improved performance outcomes, 

particularly among senior leaders, is a prerequisite for action. A possible explanation for this variance 

might be that, as suggested by Jones et al. (2000), “the dominant discourse of ‘managing diversity’ 

has embedded in it cultural assumptions that are specific to the US management literature” (p. 364), 

where most sport teams are privately owned franchises rather than local clubs or associations 

(Andreff & Szymanski, 2007). As also argued by these scholars, this geographical focus does not mean 



 
 93 

that the US-based diversity scholarship is “wrong”, but that it has a historical and sociocultural 

specificity that should be acknowledged (Jones et al., 2000, p. 365).  

My research also suggests, now consistent with mainstream diversity literature, that the 

notion of the business case cannot be completely dismissed, even in organizations driven by motives 

other than profit (Cunningham, 2009; Fink et al., 2003; Janssens & Zanoni, 2005; Tomlinson & 

Schwabenland, 2010). As noted by Janssens and Zanoni (2005), instrumental aspects can never be 

entirely erased, because the demands on organizations imposed through their goals, resources, and 

performance expectations shape and constrain how diversity and inclusion are invoked and 

managed. In Chapter 4 I argued that sport organizations are increasingly engaged in managerialism, 

requiring that they demonstrate cost-effective management. Although NZR’s representatives tended 

to distance themselves from the idea that business considerations acted as a prime reason to 

commission the RRR, by presenting organizational responsibility as the key driver, social and 

utilitarian concerns were closely entwined so that R&I work both to make a social contribution and to 

enhance the organization’s performance. This dynamic is illustrated in the following definition of 

good performance offered by a senior manager:  

Good performance is two things: achieving technical goals and targets, and also going about 

achieving these things in a manner that is professional and makes a meaningful contribution 

to New Zealand society. How people do things is just as important, perhaps more so, as what 

they do. (I10) 

These “dual” narratives also supported the idea of active agency on the part of NZR, 

reconciling its effectiveness in achieving its goals with the active pursuit of greater inclusion. This 

could be interpreted as an attempt to minimize perceptions of threat and regain certain control over 

the social pressures for deinstitutionalization, which might leave the organization in a passive or 

reactionary role, in tension with NZR’s brand leadership positioning (Motion et al., 2003). Relatedly, a 

chief officer commented: “I take an enormous amount of satisfaction that you walk in here and say 
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that no one else is doing this. But we have to do it properly, we have to do it well, we have to be 

successful” (I1).  

Whereas from a critical perspective being successful at diversity and inclusion involves 

problematizing the very need for this type of work, organization development studies suggest that 

successful diversity management is evidenced by the implementation of functional models and “best 

practices”. In the following chapters, I use the integrated model introduced in Chapter 2 to critically 

explore the ways in which NZR framed the challenge. In doing so, it quickly became evident that 

despite the appearance of a united front against the pressures for deinstitutionalization discussed 

above, signs of tension and value fragmentation began to emerge as blurredness, ambiguity, and 

contradictions were noticeable in participants’ subsequent responses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 95 

Chapter 6 

Issue Identification Stage 

According to the model for change I introduced in Chapter 2, during this stage organizations 

become aware of the need for D&I management. Relatedly, organization development studies draw 

attention to the paramount importance of an accurate diagnosis of the problem, since a failure to do 

so may result in the selection of the wrong approach to meeting the challenges of diversity (Cox, 

2001). Successful progression through this stage requires that leaders are motivated to take action 

(Cox, 2001; Cunningham, 2009). Thus, the greatest obstacle at this point is expected to be garnering 

support from top management to ensure a proper integration between diversity work and the 

organization’s long-term strategy (Agars & Kottke, 2004; Cox, 2001). Adopting a subversive 

functionalist approach, next I examine these themes that both mainstream and critical scholars 

address in their respective agendas, albeit through a different lens, as significant to the study and 

practice of D&I in sport organizations.  

 

Diagnosing the Problem 

Organization development scholars suggest that the main cause of failure to manage and 

leverage diversity and inclusion programmes, or any programme for that matter, is a misdiagnosis of 

the problem (Cox, 2001). Problem analysis is often considered the most critical stage in strategic 

management, as it then guides all subsequent analysis and decision-making on priorities (Knights & 

Morgan, 1991). In doing so, it is deemed essential to ensure that root causes are identified and not 

just the symptoms of the problem(s) (Cox, 2001). This fundamental process was also acknowledged 

by a member of the R&I team, who recalled:  

I kind of came in and was like: “right!, we are gonna have some big forums on this and...”; 

and then I was like: “shit, like they’ll just all freak the hell out!” [laughs] And I realized I need 
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to take people on a journey for us to get there. Because for me, we must first understand the 

nature of problem in order to be willing to go deep enough. (I4) 

Although the need to correctly diagnose the problem may seem a fairly sensible and 

straightforward exercise, viewed from a subversive functionalist perspective, there is room for plenty 

of disagreement. That is because, as discussed in Chapter 2, mainstream and critical scholars present 

alternative versions of what are to be defined as “problems” and this reflects the kinds of solutions 

they offer to organizations. Whereas proponents of diversity management tend to see the lack of 

diversity as a competitive disadvantage to be offset by the insertion of “diverse” individuals, critical 

alternatives describe it as social justice imperative dictating both the acceptance and questioning of 

difference.  

In order to elicit participants’ own views about the problematic aspects of the existing 

situation, early in the interviews I asked them about their vision for the future of rugby. According to 

organization development scholars, a well-articulated vision that reflects a model organization must 

inform all aspects of the change process (Cox, 2001; Cunningham, 2009; Ricco & Guerci, 2014). But 

more importantly, individuals’ visions can also be interpreted as the positive reverse image of the 

major issues that they see within the game today (Alderfer, 1980). For example, and in remarkable 

alignment, several participants expressed their visions for rugby’s future along the following lines: 

We want rugby to be a more respectful and inclusive environment for people to come to. 

Whether they be fans, players, commercial partners, coaches, parents, referees; we just 

want everyone to feel that you can walk into a rugby club or a school team or this 

organization, or a venue where there are 45,000 people supporting the All Blacks and Black 

Ferns; we want them to be an easy place to come to, and a safe place to come to. (I1) 

In my view, the rugby community would be an accurate reflection of our whole community. 

So we would have different races, different sexual orientations, different belief systems 

even, in our clubs; and see it when you walk in the door. So stuff is not being driven 
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underground or people are not walking through the door because they don’t feel 

comfortable. (I8) 

I would like to see that clubs are places that they are sustainable both from people wanting 

to go down there and not seeing any barriers to doing that, they’re easily accessible, the 

doors are open and people feel safe. (I12) 

I think it’s an environment where everyone is safe and that we, within rugby, reflect the 

diversity of New Zealand and that everyone in those environments can thrive. (I4) 

Our game is safe and I mean on and off field. We always talk about be 100% who you are, so 

they can be genuine in who they are, that they can be vulnerable, they can feel safe; don’t 

change your persona to be in our sporting environment. (I14) 

I’d like for my children to be able to see rugby as a place they want to be involved with, 

regardless of whether they’re playing or not. That’s my vision for rugby. That my children feel 

safe and are happy and feel they are included regardless of what they bring, whatever 

format they are. (I7) 

While the quotes above lend themselves to numerous readings, on this occasion I am 

interested in highlighting how the ultimate goal of becoming a diverse and, particularly, “safe” space 

was recurrent in participants’ responses. The notion of safe space, however, is virtually absent in the 

diversity management literature. I also realized that it is still under-researched and underdeveloped 

in sport (organizational) management35. According to Spaaij and Schulenkorf (2014), “this is 

problematic because safe space is critical both to the provision of inclusive and equitable sport 

opportunities and to leveraging the positive social impacts that can flow from those opportunities” 

(p. 634). Although as a social science concept safe space remains blurred and contested, participants’ 

understandings seem to resonate with the multidimensional conceptualization advocated by the 

scholars, for whom a space is safe when people “can participate and express their identities and 

 
35 Here I draw from a recent body of literature that examines the concept of safe space in the context of sports 
events and sport-for-development projects (Forde et al. 2015; Maxwell et al., 2013; Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 
2014). 
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individuality without fear of physical or psychological danger, censure, exclusion, or exploitation” 

(Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 2014, p. 635). Back to my original point, as the creation of a diverse and safe 

space was common to NZR representatives’ visions, this reveals a widespread, although tacit, 

concern about rugby’s current homogeneous and unsafe environment and its problematic effects in 

terms of social exclusion and discrimination.  

In line with participants’ views, the RRR asserts that 

Rugby is not consistently welcoming and including all-comers from all walks of life. Gender, 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, (dis)ability, are powerful internal drivers of individuals’ actions 

and motivations, so most people thrive in environments where these differences are 

respected and acknowledged. (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017, p. 82) 

At first glance, the above statement seems to reflect the individualist stance usually adopted by 

mainstream diversity researchers (Janssens & Steyaert, 2019). By placing individuals’ attitudes and 

behaviours at the centre of attention, it is presumed that diversity (or the lack thereof) can be 

explained by properties of individual people and their relations (Schatzki, 2005). Critical scholars 

further note that this stance depends upon essentialist assumptions regarding the role of 

demographic characteristics in driving behaviour, understating the influence of socio-political 

contexts (Holck et al., 2016). Moreover, the view that all of us are inherently different overlooks 

systemic disadvantages and inequalities for members of historically disadvantaged groups, as 

attention is given to broader configurations of difference (such as gender, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation) rather than explicitly to women, ethnic or sexual minorities (Holvino & Kamp, 2009; 

Lorbiecki & Jack, 2000). Yet, on the other hand, if these groups become “targeted”, as Blommaert 

and Verschueren (1998) argue, it is they, rather than everyone, who may be labelled as different or 

“diverse”.  

In (deliberate?) response to this dilemma, when read in full and through a critical lens, the 

underlying problem posed by the RRR is not that there are not enough individuals of certain 

demographic makeup across rugby. Nor is one of making bigoted people more aware of their 
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discriminatory behaviours either, although this is certainly something that needs to be addressed 

(Cox, 2001). Although subtly, the most significant problem indicated in the review is a self-

perpetuating sport culture that still favours traditional constructions of masculinity and manhood 

around whiteness, gendered discourses, heteronormativity, able-bodied physicality, and the 

normalization of alcohol, violence and pain (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017). This is not to imply that 

rugby is governed by leaders who deliberately hinder change and progression, but simply that much 

of the effort to promote diversity and inclusion may be hampered by a lack of awareness regarding 

the role sport can play in the (re)production of certain societal issues and inequalities (Frisby, 2005; 

Hartmann & Kwauk, 2011).  

 

The Role of Sport in the Production of Social (in)Equality 

In exploring the relationship between rugby and societal issues, varying degrees of 

sophistication were evidenced in participants’ views. The most popular and passive of these 

perspectives was what Donnelly (1996, p. 222) calls “the reflection thesis”, according to which “sport 

is a mirror [or microcosm] of society”. For example: 

After the 2016 issues, we sat back and we assured ourselves that it wasn’t our fault, rugby’s 

fault, because it was just New Zealand and we are a big part of New Zealand, so if A&B 

happen in New Zealand, A&B will happen in rugby, because we just reflect society. (I1) 

In our sport we’re right in the, certainly at our end, the pointy end, we’re in the public eye all 

the time. So any indiscretions or anything is highlighted. But often, you know, it’s reflective 

of the rest of society; it’s just that ours is on the front page of the paper. (I14) 

I actually think that the negative behaviours we see in rugby are societal issues and we just 

happen to be quite a big part of society. We’re the biggest national sport, and so you see a 

greater percentage of those kinds of negative behaviours happening in rugby. (I16) 
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We’re only a sample of society, it’s not like we’re bad people, you know what I mean? These 

things happen up there on the street, it’s not like we’re a deeply homophobic or deeply 

sexist organization. (I13) 

Other respondents suggested that rugby has actually fallen behind society; for instance: 

I would say that rugby’s slow acceptance of the need for change has probably contributed to 

the issues that we have today. Because there was a time when these weren’t issues and I 

think probably being the reluctance or the slow adaptation of change that’s lead to us now 

finding ourselves sort of as a bit of an outlier. (I15) 

Society is changing and we need to keep up with it. (I12) 

Lastly, a few participants held a more critical stance, suggesting that rather than being a 

microcosm or simply mirroring societal issues and inequalities, rugby is actively involved in their 

(re)production. For example, reflecting on his own experience, a senior manager commented: 

My stock perception to the Respect and Responsibility Review, and it always has been my 

response when people in rugby stuffed up, was: “we’re just a cross section of society”. And 

then there was a point when we were in a meeting and I think it was [...] who was standing 

at the front of the room speaking of the review and she said: “I hear people all the time 

saying that rugby is a reflection of society”, and she said: “I’m challenging you to say that 

maybe society is actually a reflection of rugby, and that rugby has the power because it’s so 

significant in this country, to shape society”. That was a lightbulb moment for me. (I8) 

Although certainly more promising than the previous two viewpoints, the “reproduction thesis”, as 

Donnelly (1996, p. 223) notes and will be seen below, is not necessarily incompatible with 

functionalist thinking. In this, sport is seen to play a positive role in contributing to social system 

needs such as assimilation, respect for the rules, and goal attainment, all of which can actually serve 

to maintain the status quo (Donnelly, 1996).  

Relatedly, critical scholars argue that the role of sport in reinforcing and reproducing the 

social status quo is difficult for some people to comprehend not only because the notion is 
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cognitively novel and complex but because it may be disturbing as well (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). In 

support of this argument, a member of the R&I team observed:  

The stuff that I’ve found harder is there’s not necessarily a shared understanding that 

violence, social exclusion, and discrimination are something rugby needs to deal with; this is 

something that affects our players and our staff lives. So there’s still that sense, a little bit, 

that problems are somewhere out here and it’s nice for us to do something and that feels 

good, but how much people believe it’s really in the lives of the people in rugby goes up and 

down, depending on who’s gone to court recently... (I5) 

As the participant suggests, while the recognition of the potential negative impact that rugby 

may have on the (re)production of societal issues was somehow limited, the desire to harness the 

positive influence and possibly social transformation was unanimous. For example, a manager 

commented: “I don’t think rugby is responsible for the issues, for driving them. But I do think, and 

whilst it’s not necessarily the responsibility of ours to fix it either, I think we’ve got ample 

opportunity to do it” (I16). 

In a similar vein, others commented: 

I don’t know why it’s taken so bloody long, but it has, and I think we’re not even half-way 

through learning what the influence could be. You know, certain players, certain rugby 

environments, this [organization]... If you can harness that, then I reckon we’ve got a really 

cool opportunity to influence on a much wider scale than just rugby. And that’s what really 

excites me. (I18) 

The concept has always been that “rugby is rugby” and it reflects society, but it doesn’t drive 

society; and the shift is that we say, actually, rugby shapes society. We are one of the biggest 

social forces in the country and what we do matters because we do shape the country and 

that’s the shift that we’re in. (I4) 

You can argue that we just reflect society, but it doesn’t solve anything, it doesn’t fix 

anything. I genuinely believe we can change New Zealand’s society. If we change the way 
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rugby operates, rugby in a broader sense, then we will actually change society. That would 

be as good as winning rugby games... or better. (I1) 

These quotes reveal the widespread assumption that sport can help to address the 

multifaceted aspects of social exclusion (e.g. sexism, racism, homophobia) and contribute to social 

cohesion and community development (Coalter, 2007). Yet, upon further inquiry about the 

mechanisms and processes via which this is to be achieved, there was an absence of clear statements 

of rationale behind the presumed relationships between rugby and social change. Relatedly, a 

member of the R&I team commented: 

I think, in general, people don’t understand what causes racism or homophobia or any of 

those sorts of things, so they tend to look at single external causes [...] I don’t think that 

many people understand the interplay between things like gender equality, and attitudes 

towards minority groups, and alcohol and violence, and how they play out within rugby. (I5) 

Thus, whilst all participants agreed that sport is a powerful social force, just a few noted that it is not 

necessarily a positive, prosocial one. From a critical perspective, Patriksson (as cited in Coalter, 2007) 

outlines this concern by observing that “sport, like most activities, is not a priori good or bad, but has 

the potential of producing both positive and negative outcomes. Questions like ‘what conditions are 

necessary for sport to have beneficial outcomes?’ must be asked more often” (p. 3).  

In NZR, the general belief was that involvement in rugby leads to individual benefits (e.g. 

better health, improved self-confidence and self-esteem, character building and life skills). Such 

benefits are then likely to lead to positive behaviours (e.g. healthier lifestyles, less anti-social 

behaviour, improved educational performance and employability. More vaguely, the accumulation of 

such behaviours will result in wider social outcomes (e.g. greater social inclusion and community 

cohesion). Some or all of these claimed externalities have long been implicit in the neoliberal 

ideology of sport and in policy rationales (Coalter, 2007; Hartmann & Kwauk, 2011), however, they 

have seldom been systemically articulated, monitored and/or evaluated (Coalter, 2007; O’Boyle, 

2015). 
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In the absence of robust evidence, Long and Sanderson (2001) argue that such a belief in the 

positive power of sport is maintained by a mixture of faith, personal experience, and political and 

organizational self-interest. Although this is seemingly the case, in Chapter 4 I noted that in the face 

of recent governmental emphasis on measuring the value of sport and its return on investment, the 

relatively untested claims of sport’s wider social contribution have come under much closer scrutiny. 

As a result, Sport NZ has recognized that the benefits of sport do not occur organically but are 

dependent on providing “equitable and safe environments that are inclusive of the whole 

community” (Sport NZ 2017c, p. 21). Although the mechanisms and sufficient conditions necessary 

for individuals and communities to attain the benefits of sport are still unclear, a shift in the 

statements of rationale is noteworthy. Whereas sport participation was previously expected to result 

in social inclusion and community cohesion, now an inclusive environment is seen as a prerequisite 

for individual and social outcomes to be realised. This belief was also reflected in the view of a 

member of the R&I team, who commenting on rugby’s potential to be an agent of social change, 

observed: 

I think people are hesitant to own that if they don’t know what that means. And so I keep 

saying to people the first way that we can best impact communities is by the environments 

we set ourselves. So if children come into an environment in rugby and they feel safe, and 

they see positive adult interactions and stuff, they’ll start to normalize that outside. So first 

and foremost, it’s actually not about us directly impacting society, it’s us cleaning up our 

own, well, “cleaning up”, I wouldn’t use that with other people, but, us focusing on our own 

environment and the messages we send to the community through that. (I4) 

Critical researchers have long argued that the creation of a diverse and inclusive 

environment requires an understanding of “how identities are prescribed, knowledge is 

(re)produced, and relations of power are (re)enacted in the context of sport” (Hartmann & Kwauk, 

2011, p. 293). Such an understanding calls for the adoption of a critical stance towards the most 

fundamental aspects of the game: its language, meaning systems, values, and norms (Ely & 
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Meyerson, 2000; Hoeber & Frisby, 2001; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Without such an approach, 

subsequent efforts to contribute to more fundamental, systemic changes in social life are likely to be 

misguided. However, as I argued in Chapter 2, one major challenge that the extant critical diversity 

literature has left unanswered, at least in part, refers to the precise nature of a bundle of 

organizational practices that have to be revised and implemented to pragmatically address D&I 

concerns (Gotsis & Kortezi, 2015). In the following sections I therefore explore the key practices 

identified by mainstream scholars and practitioners as relevant to NZR’s diversity-related change 

process. In doing this, a subversive functionalist approach calls for switching between and integrating 

mainstream positions, which largely take for granted social and organizational contexts and 

practices, and critical positions, which question the status quo, emphasize reflective thinking, and 

aim for more egalitarian social relations. Thus, I seek to investigate the mechanisms by which change 

may be achieved and/or resisted and not just the activities or end states which are associated with 

change. 

 

Leading for Change  

Leadership has been widely recognized as the most essential lever of organizational change 

(Agars & Kottke, 2004; Cox, 2001; Cunningham, 2008, 2009). Although there is little agreement 

regarding how to exactly define leadership, organization theory broadly conceptualizes it as a 

process of social influence, which maximizes the efforts of others, towards the achievement of a 

shared purpose (Welty-Peachey et al., 2015). Focused on organizational goal attainment, this 

viewpoint is blind to how the construct of leadership may carry different meanings in different 

sociocultural contexts and what is considered a “good” leader is often open to debate. Therefore, 

from a subversive functionalist perspective the role of leaders and leadership in the change process 

needs to be critically addressed. In doing so, I agree with Alvesson and Spicer (2012) that “the 

alternative to the celebration and naturalization of leadership is not necessarily an equally naive 
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rejection of leadership” but a “suspicious engagement” with it, tracing out the patterns of power and 

meaning-making processes associated with leading (p. 368). I turn to this below.  

 

Top Management Initiative 

According to organization development studies, to be fully effective, leadership must start at 

the top (Agars & Kottke, 2004; Cox, 2001; Cunningham, 2008, 2009). Behind this claim is the 

assumption that those responsible for the strategic direction of the organization will also be better 

positioned to influence the attitudes and behaviours needed from others to ensure the successful 

implementation of a change initiative. Thus, leadership is directly related to positional power and 

control over resources in organizations. From this perspective, as I argued in Chapter 2, power is 

seen as legitimate authority and can be wilfully used by those in leadership roles towards the 

achievement of some intended goal (Voronov, 2005). Organization development scholars therefore 

note that unless the CEO and the board of the organization are committed to lead breakthrough 

progress on diversity and inclusion, the change effort is likely to fail (Agars & Kottke, 2004; Cox, 2001; 

Cunningham, 2008, 2009).  

The significance of top management engagement was a point also made by most 

participants, who perceived the NZR chief executive to be “personally committed to doing what is 

necessary so that rugby can be a force for change in the wider society” (I7). For example, a senior 

manager observed:  

I think for him this is the thing, this is really his next big win for the organization [...] And I 

suspect this is the legacy he wants to leave as the role that we play in New Zealand, so it’s 

exciting. (I4) 

Relatedly, a second manager assured:  
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He’s fully on board. As I say, you employ someone to drive it and then, you either hand if off 

and say: “go for it and just bring me back the heads when I need them”, or you can be a bit 

more engaged; and I think he’s a lot more engaged than that. (I6) 

Setting a personal example of new priorities is considered another important aspect of 

effective leadership for managing diversity change work (Cox, 2001), another point highlighted by 

participants. For instance, a member of the R&I emphatically recalled:  

[The CEO] attended the White Ribbon36 breakfast with [...] and he cancelled or changed a trip 

to Auckland in order to prioritize that. And rugby was the only civil society organization 

there, but he was like, actually, it’s really important that rugby’s there and it was important 

for him to hear what was going on. (I4)  

A further example of personal commitment and engagement from the CEO could be his willingness 

to take part in this study, dedicating more than an hour of his time to our interview, after office 

hours.  

The Board was also deemed to be supportive, particularly in the allocation of resources, 

which participants thought sends out a strong message regarding the priority given to R&I work 

across the organization. While the R&I team does not report directly to the board, it does hold 

monthly meetings with the Exec to test and get approval on diverse initiatives. Relatedly, an R&I 

team member commented: 

Having [the board] bought-in has been both really significant in terms of the momentum, and 

really the culture of this being normal and a key focus, which I think the organisation’s got. I 

don’t think there’s anyone here who would say it’s not really significant and important. They 

may not agree that it should be significant and important, but they can’t deny that it’s 

significant for the organization. (I4) 

 
36 White Ribbon Day (25 November) is the international day when people wear a white ribbon to show that 
they do not condone violence towards women (White Ribbon NZ, n.d.). 
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The critical role of top management’s leadership in fostering wider commitment to the 

change was recognized by other participants as well. For example, a senior executive observed: 

I have been surprised probably that if you show a commitment and leadership from the top 

and start to drive some change here, that the game is actually coming on board and 

embracing what we’re trying to achieve in the respect and inclusion space more readily than 

perhaps we had thought. (I3) 

In a similar vein, a senior manager noted: 

If I’m honest, I’ve been surprised at how willingly our stakeholders have embraced the 

changes that the organization is going through. You know, there’s a small number of 

naysayers and you hear them muttering at times and making comments. But by and large, I 

think they’ve genuinely embraced the change because the leadership of our game certainly 

has. (I8) 

Yet, critically examining how diversity discourses work in sport clubs, Spaaij and colleagues 

(2020) argue that expressions of commitment are often made by leaders in situations where 

commitment is not given in the sense of being bound to action. For example, speech acts in the form 

of “NZR is committed to diversity and inclusion and welcomes people from all walks of life” (NZR, n.d. 

-a) may simply be what the organization says. The risk of a “lip service” approach (Ahmed, 2012 p. 

58) was, however, recognized as detrimental to NZR leadership’s efforts. In the view of a chief 

officer:   

It’s key that people buy-in and recognize that implementing the RRR is fundamental to our 

game remaining relevant to New Zealand. That we’re not paying “lip service” and this is not a 

side show, this is just totally fundamental to what we’re doing. (I3) 

Indeed, research has shown that violated psychological contracts lead to cynicism and apathy 

(Gonzalez, 2010). This occurs when people believe the organization is not sincere in its change efforts 

or a public relations (PR) agenda drives the change rhetoric (Avery & McKay, 2006). Both apathy and 
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cynicism may lead organizational members to say they endorse the change programme but behave 

according to political correctness and minimal involvement (Gonzalez, 2010; Thomas & Plaut, 2008). 

Against this backdrop, top management’s commitment to the RRR seemed to play a binding 

role between the organization and a course of action towards greater diversity and inclusion. 

Diversity teams, Ahmed (2012) observes, tend to inhabit this gap between what organizations are 

expected to do and what they do do, pushing them to “catch up” (p. 140). Thus, a senior member of 

the R&I team explained:  

I have held all of those recommendations and not let anyone walk away from any of them 

because that’s what I’ve got to kind of cling to [...] I’m just like: “the board has committed to 

implement this; we have to implement it”. And so if anyone tries to say: “oh that’s, you 

know, blah blah blah, we shouldn’t do that”, I’m like: “board’s accepted it, my job’s to 

implement it, we’ve got to do it”. So I’ve held to [the RRR]. (I4) 

Several participants noted that the RRR encouraged the organization to adopt a more critical 

approach when examining their own governance, processes, and practices. There was an equally 

shared sense of pride in the brave and transparent response from NZR in publishing the review. As a 

senior manager observed: “In 2016 they could have not done the report, or they could have done it 

in a much less... in a light touch way tone or put it on a shelf” (I4).  Similarly, a manager remarked: 

It kind of takes courage for an organization to do that... Because, again, this is deep in 

tradition as well. This is the old rugby, you know? so... You’re putting yourself out there, 

right? You could just bury that. But they put it out. Made it very public. I think it’s really cool. 

(I18) 

There were also high expectations that the review represented an opportunity to step forward and 

be a champion of change within rugby and beyond. In the words of a senior officer: “We didn’t write 

it just to read” (I1).  

As part of the RRR recommendations, another significant signal of top management 

commitment to diversity was the modification in 2017 of the selection processes for NZR’s board 
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candidates, expected to lead to a greater range of backgrounds, skills, and experiences being 

represented.37 At the time of the study, however, Farah Palmer38 remained the only woman among 

NZR’s nine board members.39 Reflecting on this, a manager noted: 

Constitutions don’t always allow an easy change to how our boards are made up. And so 

sometimes we have to rely on the Provincial Unions nominating people to put into board 

seats, so therefore we’re relying on them putting forward Māori, Pacifica or female 

candidates in order to get that diversity, which doesn’t always happen. (I16) 

From a critical perspective, this is not surprising, since the values, beliefs, and assumptions inherent 

in an organization’s culture strongly influence which behaviours and outcomes will be rewarded 

(Ragins, 1995). The reward system, in turn, determines who moves into positions of power and 

leadership. People with power are invested in maintaining their influence and resources, and may do 

so by supporting norms, policies, and practices that exclude others from power (Alvesson & Spicer, 

2012).  

Against this backdrop, a number of participants pointed to moral boundary work (Spaaij et 

al., 2020) as a discursive practice employed by those in positions of leadership to resist diversity. This 

practice draws on neoliberal discourses such as colour blindness and meritocracy to create a 

hierarchy of sociodemographic categories while masking who defines such echelons (Spaaij et al., 

2020). For instance, the same participant commented:  

I don’t want to point the finger at anyone but just as an example, when you think about 

boards, there is still that old mindset of, you know, why is it 50/50 [men & women], and the 

best person should win on the day. I think it’s going to take a bigger mindset shift in order to 

 
37 NZR board is composed of nine members. Before 2017, six would be elected by PUs and three would be 
appointed by NZR. Since then, the process has been in transition to where by 2020 three members will be 
elected, three will be appointed, and three will be nominated by a PU. 
38 Dr Farah Palmer was elected to the Board in December 2016 and serves as the New Zealand Rugby Māori 
Representative and chair of the New Zealand Māori Rugby Board. 
39 In 2019 NZR joined the Champions of Change initiative to encourage diverse leadership in New Zealand 
businesses (Stock, 2019). In April 2020, Jennifer Kerr joined NZR as an Independent Board member and Nicola 
O’Rourke became an ‘Aspiring Director’ involved in Board meetings with no right to vote. 
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get greater diversity on boards than just using that as an excuse, that the “best person” 

should get the job. Because, are you thinking about the best person in the right ways? How 

do you define ‘best person’? And I’m not sure they’ve really accepted that yet. And for these 

four walls only, I’d say that of our own board; they’re really challenged by that concept. 

They’re getting better but it’s taking time. (I16) 

Critical theory reveals how discourses exert power by endorsing particular kinds of meanings 

and practices “so that certain possibilities and outcomes become more likely realized than others” 

(Janssens & Steyaert, 2019, p. 521). Thus, a number of researchers have shown how the criteria 

commonly used for defining “the ideal candidate” for leadership roles in sport organizations included 

various types of “western masculinized” traits, such as individualism, authoritarianism, and ambition 

(Coakley, 2004; Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). To further illustrate this point, a member of the R&I team 

argued that the organization is “structured” in a way that “white men primarily thrive” (I4). By way of 

example, she noted: 

Pacific people will only really go into leadership positions if they think it serves their 

community and if they’re asked. Whereas in our environment, you have to tell people that 

you’re great and to get a promotion, you have to apply for the job... White people, and in 

particular more confident men, will go better with that, right? They sell themselves better, 

they’re more likely to put their hand up [...] We’ve just done performance reviews and the 

men are rating themselves higher than the women; of course, that’s what always happens. 

(I4) 

Thus, moral boundary work (Spaaij et al., 2020) also overlooks how the disadvantages 

experienced by historically marginalized groups have resulted in their members lacking the skills, 

confidence, and/or support to access and advance within sport organizations (Prasad et al., 2006). At 

the same time, by assuming that social identities are basically irrelevant, discourses of meritocracy 

ignore the less obvious forms of institutional privilege and exclusion that pervade organizational life. 
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For example, reflecting on the lack of Māori and Pacific peoples in leadership positions, another 

member of the R&I team expressed:  

I would guess for say one of the reasons why we don’t see Māori and Pacific leadership, I 

imagine, is either outright racist attitudes, or the more unconscious bias stuff of what makes 

a leader and looking for traits and not recognizing what leadership maybe looks like in Māori 

and Pacific cultures. And so not valuing leaders when we see them from those cultures. (I5) 

These insightful observations point to how deeper structures of power may be sustained 

through the meaning systems that are produced in organizational contexts (Voronov, 2005). They 

also reveal how other ways of constructing meaning, such as Mātauranga Māori40, are suppressed 

and silenced with resulting inequities of power. Once these dynamics are exposed, critical strategies 

for change call for examining, not only leaders’ commitment to lead the change but the meaning(s) of 

leadership itself and the patterns of power associated with it. In so doing, it becomes apparent that 

leadership is not a neutral descriptive term associated with certain organizational positions. In both 

discourse and practice, leadership has power effects which benefit some people materially and 

symbolically to the detriment of others.  

 

A Look at Provincial Unions. Those critical researchers who have actually attempted to 

address deep power differentials in organizations found their efforts largely resisted by those who 

benefited the most from the existing organizational arrangements and whose privilege was 

questioned (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Meyerson & Kolb, 2000). In a similar vein, most participants 

recognized that changing mindsets was particularly difficult among top management at the provincial 

level, where pressures to perform intersect with more traditional views, or “PALMALSTAL41 issues” 

(I9). Whilst overt resistance from the leaders of PUs was not reported, a senior executive observed:   

 
40  Mātauranga Māori is “the body of knowledge originating from Māori ancestors, including the Māori world 
view and perspectives, Māori creativity and cultural practices” (Māori Dictionary, n.d.).  
41 I.e. pale male stale.  
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I think notionally [PUs] are all supportive, but how does that demonstrate itself through all 

their behaviours, and their language, and what they do when they’re not with us?... They 

intuitively say: “yes, getting more women on our boards will be good”. But how aggressively 

are they going out and looking for women to make sure that they’re in the candidate pools 

to come through the system, or pulling one woman up, or creating internships and things like 

that? (I2) 

Similarly, a manager noted: 

I think generally [PUs] will all say 100% we support this, it’s just whether or not they’re 

willing to give it time. So I don’t think I’ve really had many people sort of saying this is a 

complete waste of our time. But I think if you say: “I 100% support it” but then it doesn’t 

take up any of your time in terms of what you’re actually doing, then you don’t really support 

it, you just don’t mind if it happens around you. (I5) 

Although I did not interview PU representatives as part of this study, the comments above 

closely resemble those encountered by Spaaij and colleagues (2020) when examining resistance by 

sport clubs to the involvement of historically under-represented groups. The researchers found that 

whilst club leaders were “able to invoke diversity as an institutional value, often no genuine attempts 

[were] made to ensure or enforce diversity in organizational policy and practice”, a discursive 

practice referred to as speech acts (Spaaij et al., 2020, p. 364). In line with Spaaij et al. (2020) 

conclusions, participants’ comments also seem to indicate that the D&I discourse was less influential 

at the local level, while at the national level (i.e. NZR) it was given greater weight and appeared to be 

more meaningful. Participants attributed this difference to the fact that NZR is a “modern” 

organization, whereas PUs are more “traditional” in their views, or, “pale, male, stale”. These 

observations are consistent with Oliver’s (1992), who argues that institutionalized norms and 

practices “are more likely to atrophy [...] when organizational constituents [are] geographically 

dispersed, non-interacting or autonomous” (p. 577). 
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Against this backdrop, the need to engage with the willing PUs to create a broad sense of 

ownership and “get the ball rolling” (I3) was deemed to be a top priority by executives and managers 

across NZR teams. For example, a chief officer noted: “we’re trying to work with the willing and let 

them be the role models. We can bring out the stick, but at the moment we’ve tried to have a carrot” 

(I2). In the same spirit, a member of the R&I team observed: 

I think that the fear from Provincial Unions is always that NZR will come and say: “you have 

to do this, or we’ll cut your funding”. So, I said earlier on, I don’t want to position R&I as a 

compliance thing where we’ll cut your funding if you don’t do it and people feel forced, 

because you can get so far with that, but you can’t get deep. People actually have to own this 

and come on the journey with us. (I4) 

Interestingly, in Chapter 5 I argued that moral arguments were presented as the main driver 

for change in NZR, which called into question the need to demonstrate the “utility of diversity” as a 

prerequisite for action, as often claimed by organization development scholars. However, when I 

asked participants what would drive PUs to “come on the journey”, responses brought opportunity 

costs (i.e. the cost of not doing something) to the forefront, underpinned by perceptions of threat. 

For example, a manager observed: “I think initially the driver will be the cost of not changing; 

Provincial Unions are recognizing the impact of not changing in terms of falling numbers of sponsors, 

participants, and volunteers, which are essential to their survival” (I14). In a similar vein, an advisor 

commented:  

If the door is squeaking, you go and put oil on it; so those [Provincial] Unions that have 

identified that there’s some issues threatening their clubs and they want to do something 

with it, it’s quite easy to get them, they actually come knocking. (I6) 

Whereas this approach can also be interpreted as compliance (i.e. you do it because you 

have to), participants tended to frame it as a business case. For instance, a manager explained: 

In order to convince [PUs], I provide their arguments back to them that: “oh we are losing all 

these players and it’s harder and harder to keep going and be relevant” and the rest of it. 
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And it’s like, well, you know, this is an opportunity; so putting in child protection, running 

unconscious bias, getting rainbow ticked. These sorts of things, don’t look at them as 

compliance, look at them as ways of actually getting your organisation set up so people see 

rugby is ready for a wider scope of players and people being involved in the game. (I12) 

These findings are also consistent with those encountered by Spaaij and his colleagues (2014) when 

examining diversity work in sport clubs. They concluded that whilst the notion of social justice was 

practically absent, the dominant discourse was underpinned by a business logic which interpreted 

D&I in terms of benefits and costs to the organization (Spaaij et al., 2014). Yet while the business 

case may offer a more compelling and “saleable” argument to provincial CEOs, back in Chapter 2 I 

argued that unequivocal links between D&I initiatives and organizational performance have been 

notoriously difficult to establish (Cunningham, 2019; Gotsis & Kortezi, 2015). Effectively, the 

participant noted that the challenge was “proving that it actually works” (I12). Along the same lines, 

a manager commented:  

We’re all crossing our fingers and we’re hoping that it then has that knock-on effect next 

year that they do see an increase in junior and senior registrations, because that justifies the 

investment for it all. Because then we can pick it up and say: “hey, it does have that impact 

flow on of actually growing your bottom line, growing your game”. [The PUs] have already 

seen it with sponsors, so they’ve got sponsors coming in and saying: “hey, we want to be part 

of this”, so that’s a big step. But it’s that next one around participation, where we want to be 

able to say: “this is almost the path of the future”. (I14) 

Previous research has also shown that a sole business rationale for adopting D&I practices, 

that is, the assumption that they will ultimately contribute to “growing the bottom line”, may be 

actually detrimental to greater inclusion (Spaaij et al., 2014; Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010). This 

is because the business case makes diversity contingent in nature; if a diversity-oriented initiative 

does not prove to be profitable, then it is not worth pursuing (Noon, 2007). Thus, critical scholars 

claim that the “moral case remains the strongest foundation for underpinning the promotion of 
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diversity in sport”, although traditional social justice policies have been only partly effective in 

achieving their goals (Spaaij et al., 2014, p. 362).  

Against this background, and in order to accommodate the complex and varying dynamics 

that exist at the local level, each PU is encouraged to “identify what they want to do themselves and 

really own it; and then, through the Chairs and CEO’s meetings and the R&I newsletter, [NZR tries] to 

support, celebrate and showcase that” (I4). This approach is expected to enable NZR to experiment 

with those PUs that “put their hands up” (I4) and identify outcomes and best practices that could 

form the basis of a scalable and flexible R&I programme.  

Thus, rather than centrally prescribing specific diversity-related actions or targets, and in 

accordance with D&I practitioners in other non-profit sectors (Ahmed, 2012; Richardson & Monro, 

2012), building alliances and networks and supporting the development of leaders at provincial level 

was recognized by participants as a more politically astute and sustainable approach to meaningful 

transformation. For example, a manager explained: 

I’ve definitely learnt in this job, pick your battles, pick your battles because there’s no use in 

banging your head against a brick wall sometimes, when you’ve got other areas that are keen 

to help. Quite often we find that if you work with those that want help or want to do stuff, 

the others will slowly come along. (I9) 

This approach might also ensure that change is manageable and prevent the backlash that has 

resulted from large-scale initiatives and auditing measures (Ely & Thomas, 2001; Shaw, 2007). 

Furthermore, it might encourage the recognition of multiple organisational assumptions and open up 

a space for self-critique, developing alternative meanings of leadership that acknowledge diversity 

more fully (Shaw, 2007). I resume this discussion in Chapter 7. 
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The Role of Change Teams  

Organization development scholars claim that strong support at the top is a necessary but 

not sufficient condition for effective leadership on managing cultural change; successful 

organizations develop change teams that serve to lead and sustain change efforts (Cox, 2001; 

Cunningham, 2008, 2019). From this perspective, and as also acknowledged by several participants, 

the creation of a full-time R&I team is another significant indicator of NZR’s commitment to 

meaningful change. For example, a senior manager commented: “the work that [the R&I team] are 

doing is very important to us in terms of showing the commitment and ability of rugby of being very 

supportive of anyone” (I17).  

Cox (2001) notes that being specific about the role of this team provides a sense of direction 

to the efforts. Relatedly, participants broadly agreed that the main role of the R&I team was to 

deliver on the recommendations of the RRR. As a chief officer explained: “We have a long list of very 

specific recommendations, but more generally, it’s just captured by the title: we want rugby to be a 

more respectful and inclusive environment for people to come to” (I1). 

One thing that immediately caught my attention was the replacement of the word 

responsibility in the title of the review for inclusion in the naming of the team. When enquired about 

this, participants offered diverse accounts. For example: 

Respect and Responsibility was actually stolen from the AFL [Australian Football League]. 

They have a programme covering harm prevention called R&R, and when they launched this 

review, they obviously liked the sound of that so they called the review the same thing. And 

then once the work started, they changed it from respect and responsibility to respect and 

inclusion. (I5) 

The word responsibility had negative connotations, for some; it was more of a “corporate” 

taking responsibility. So after the release of the report we rebranded it internally as respect 

and inclusion. So it’s how we create respectful environments in a more inclusive way. I’m not 

quite sure... (I2) 
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I think we identified early that respect and responsibility as a term was fine for the report 

itself, but actually people find it hard to identify with. And I think people will obviously really 

identify with diversity and inclusion as a term. You know, it’s easier to wrap your hands 

around and loosely understand what that is. Respect and responsibility, you kind of go, well, 

what is that? And so, I think there was some... I’ll call it “marketing”, but it’s around being 

able to connect with it. (I16) 

The exec changed it. I think it was exec... or was it board...? and I was just like, whatever, I’m 

not going to battle over a name. (I4) 

The lack of homogeneity and precision in participants’ responses exposes some of the 

implications and limitations of mainstream accounts of diversity management, according to which 

the role of change teams is relatively straightforward and clearly defined. Critical theory, on the 

other hand, highlights that the way accounts and definitions are used is not accidental, or benign. 

These are conceptualized as micro-level forms of discourse, which index macro-level expressions of 

power relations within sport organizations and society as a whole (Lorbiecki & Jack, 2001). From this 

perspective, scholars note that a common problem with the uncritical use of terms such as respect, 

diversity, and inclusion is that it allows inequalities to be concealed and reproduced (Ahmed, 2012). 

However, as I argued in Chapter 2, even within the academic literature there are numerous internal 

disagreements about such things as the breadth of the issues to be covered by the concepts of D&I, 

what their components are, and how does the formulation of strategies and programmes relate to 

implementation (Oswick & Noon, 2014; Weisinger et al., 2016). My aim in this section is therefore to 

examine the extent to which participants’ comments reflect the complexities inherent to NZR’s R&I 

programme; and to consider whether the acknowledgement of a lack of homogeneous 

conceptualizations may point to alternative ways of addressing D&I-related change.   

For most participants, diversity was a matter of demographic representation, whereas 

inclusion was about respecting different views and beliefs. This conceptual distinction is consistent 

with the latest discursive trends examined in the management literature, particularly those adopted 
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by practitioners (Cunningham 2019; Oswick & Noon, 2014). Some respondents saw diversity and 

inclusion as interdependent; inclusion was deemed a necessary antecedent to diversity, while 

diversity was the expected outcome of an inclusive environment. In the words of a manager, “[an 

organization needs] first to recognize the importance of diversity and then a commitment to 

inclusion, in order to attract and enact the value of diversity” (I15). This approach resembles the one 

put forward by Chavez and Weisinger (2008), who see D&I as intersecting concepts and argue that 

inclusion shifts the purpose from managing diversity to “managing for diversity” (p. 333). Thus, the 

role of the R&I team was largely seen to be “the creation of a culture that respects and values 

different viewpoints and opinions and welcomes people from all walks of life” (I3).  

The “valuing all differences” discourse has long been challenged by critical scholars, who 

argue that moving beyond the traditional group-based characteristics (e.g. gender, race, sexuality) to 

include all individual differences may be of little value to those groups that historically have been 

excluded (Holck et al., 2016; Oswick & Noon, 2014). Indeed, very few respondents drew on 

discourses that described the role of the R&I team as a political project of empowerment of such 

groups. These findings are partially consistent with those encountered by Spaaij and his colleagues 

(2014) when examining the discursive practices around diversity in sport clubs. They observed that 

questions of unequal power were sidelined or taken off from the agendas, and that a business 

rationale dominated the discourses for change (Spaaij et al., 2014). However, as discussed in Chapter 

5, NZR’s representatives tended to distance themselves from the idea that business imperatives 

underpinned the R&I initiative, which is also reflected in the quotes presented in this section. 

Instead, moral arguments (i.e. “the right thing to do”) were put forward as the main driver for 

organizational change, with utilitarian outcomes deemed to be positive spinoffs. This suggests that a 

moral argument can be adopted without necessarily challenging existing power relations and the 

established order, which calls for a more nuanced investigation into the nature of such morality and 

who is constructed as different and with what consequences. I further explore these issues in the 

final section of this chapter and Chapter 7, respectively.  
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Organizational Structure  

In terms of the organizational structure adopted to drive the change, NZR is in line with 

recommended practices for large organizations, with the appointment of a Head of R&I reporting 

directly to the COO and a small support staff of two or three people (Cox, 2001). The key operational 

function of this team is to facilitate the launching of change initiatives and to shepherd the overall 

process. Yet, if the ultimate goal is to eventually mainstream respectful and inclusive practices 

throughout the business rather than within a specialized R&I team, this calls for a collaborative 

enterprise across the organization. Therefore, another staple of good organizational structure for 

undertaking R&I work has been the appointment of a project team comprising ten senior leadership 

members charged with the delivery of the RRR recommendations in their respective areas of the 

business. The team is coordinated by the R&I team, also responsible for monitoring and 

communicating the efforts.  

According to Cox (2001), a project team should be of a manageable size, usually no more 

than ten members; NZR meets this requirement after noting that “we probably had too many people 

involved at one point. So that was one learning; it’s ok to actually restrict it a little bit” (I16). People 

should also understand that this is now part of their job and team members should be freed from 

some other responsibilities so that their role is not an overload (Cox, 2001). Relatedly, a participant 

explained: “this was one of the reasons we undertook the restructure at the beginning of the year, to 

try to align some of the resources around what we needed to deliver and the Respect and 

Responsibility Report” (I16). Lastly, Cox (2001) observes that the project team should be supportive 

of the organization’s commitment to the diversity and inclusion space. The opinion of those who 

express reservations needs to be heard and their concerns addressed, but it will not benefit the 

process if they are on the team (Cox, 2001). This point also resonated with the experience of a senior 

member of the R&I team, who recalled:  



 
 120 

There was an R&I project team that was set before I started, and then we kept going until 

maybe middle of the year. Um... there were a couple of people in it who were actively 

disruptive and were really undermining and actually making it a really unpleasant 

environment, and I was not willing to have any more meetings where people tried to 

undermine me in front of all my peers so I, I kind of shut the thing down. (I4) 

Despite NZR’s “textbook” delivery structure, and that project team members widely 

recognized the commitment and drive shown by their colleagues, there was a general sense of 

misalignment, isolation, overlap, and inefficiency in the work system. For example, a number of 

participants noted: 

There’re no personality fights but the system is clunky. (I4) 

What I find is that we are actually quite compartmentalized and we’re locked in our own 

worlds of existence. So there’s a few of us in the team and there’s other teams as well who 

are all working in this space and it’s very messy to go at this separately. (I6) 

Sometimes we feel like we’re a little bit isolated in our team; because sometimes people 

don’t know what we’re doing, or sometimes they just go ahead and do their own thing 

although it’s affecting us. (I9) 

Pless and Maak (2004, p. 136) note that cohesive and collaborative teamwork is a crucial element in 

cultural change processes, yet this is practically unfeasible within organizational structures that are 

underpinned by a “survival of the fittest" imperative, as the quotes above insinuate. For creating 

inclusive environments, critical scholars have long argued that reflection work is fundamental since it 

can shed light and help challenge those assumptions that prove problematic to progressive change 

(Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Pless & Maak, 2004; Shaw & Frisby, 2006).  

In doing so, Shaw (2019) argues that organisations should not only articulate clear and 

accountable responsibilities for addressing D&I but also call upon people within organisations who 

have experience of exclusion and discrimination and take those experiences seriously to make 

change. Relatedly, another team member recalled: 
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We did an exercise when [the Head of R&I] first took over saying: “if we’re the people who 

are leading this stuff”, and we got people to put themselves on the continuum, “would you 

feel confident knowing how to go on a Marae? Would you feel confident knowing what 

pronouns to use for someone who was trans? [and so on]?” And it was like: “ok, so none of 

us who are leading this work are particularly high along those spectrums ourselves”, so part 

of what we have to do as a team is model the learning that we need to do as well. (I5)  

Cox (2001) also notes that an advisory group may offer support to the project team. This 

group should comprise not necessarily people with responsibility for implementing change initiatives, 

but those who are willing to make specific sacrifices and exert considerable effort to support 

diversity and inclusion (Cox, 2001; Cunningham, 2019). These “allies” are not always in a position of 

authority; their legitimacy comes from their passion and the trust their peers have in them (Cox, 

2001; Cunningham, 2019). Relatedly, several participants made reference to an “informal group” that 

had started before the RRR. In the account of a former member:  

There was a group of us around the business that would meet, we called ourselves the 

“diversity and inclusion group”, and we were looking at projects and ways in which we could 

influence things and get things going. Then [the RRR] came out and it became kind of 

formalized, and so that group kind of disbanded because we didn’t really have a role 

anymore; which is a bit of a shame because we were interested and we were doing things off 

our own back and pushing stuff through... We just felt like there wasn’t so much of a role for 

us anymore. (I13) 

From the point of view of the R&I team, however, a member observed: 

There was a couple of people who I think thought this was their kind of area, and then when 

[the project team] came in and it became a much bigger thing, they kind of got their noses a 

little bit out of joint, you know? I thought it should keep going, it had a function, I thought it 

was great, but a couple of them decided to shut it down; the rest of the people not having a 

say in it. (I4) 
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Others agreed that the project team has a different nature and function, as a participant 

explained:  

The formal group tends to be more business and outcomes orientated, whereas a lot of this 

work comes into conversations, challenges, and the shared understandings. Also, the 

“action” sort of orientated group is based on role, whereas an informal group can be based 

on lived experience, so you can get more diversity; there’s not sort of a hell of a lot of 

diversity if you do it based on roles. (I5) 

Although for dissimilar reasons, mainstream and critical diversity scholars argue that people with 

backgrounds and experiences that differ from existing team members bring into the organization 

alternative interpretive frameworks that may act to question the adherence to taken-for-granted 

practices (Cunningham, 2019). However, and as suggested by the data, there are also numerous 

research findings pointing to the detrimental influence that diversity may have on organizational 

politics and efficiency, particularly through misunderstanding, conflict, and inhibition of inclusive 

decision-making processes (see Gotsis & Kortezi, 2015).  

In light of the above, Cox (2001) suggests that since D&I issues bring their particular tension 

to any organization, the involvement of an external consultant can be of assistance, first, as a means 

to extending guidance on the best way to conduct the change efforts. This potential benefit was also 

insightfully recognized by a senior member of the R&I team, who noted: 

We must be willing to have different views and external perspectives [...] because we are, 

you know, we’re living and breathing it. And I’m not as institutionalized because I’ve only 

been here a year, but give me a couple of years and I’ll be even more used to being around, 

you know, you accept, you get used to things that just are the norm and when someone says: 

“oh but is that working?”, you say: “oh no but I’ve got used to it”. (I4) 

An independent expert, Cox (2001) adds, can also help facilitate team building among 

members of different teams and further engagement with key stakeholders. Because external 

researchers are not enmeshed in organizational politics, their credibility and motivations are not 
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questioned in the same way as staff members (Cox, 2001). In my own experience, I felt most 

participants treated me as a confidant and, in occasions, as a potential facilitator. However, this had 

seemingly more to do with my consulting research experience rather than academic. For instance, a 

senior manager commented: “I don’t think that NZR are super open to working with academics [...] 

because they are, you know, quite critical without necessarily knowing what’s really going on” (I4). In 

a similar yet blunter vein, a chief officer expressed:  

I have a bit of a mixed view of the academic world. Academic stuff isn’t practical. I find it 

funny when academics discuss practical problems, because they haven’t actually dealt with 

practical problems in their bloody lifetime, and they’ve got no idea how hard it is to do 

something. (I1) 

Indeed, academic research (and here I mean not just CMS) is often criticized for a lack of relevancy 

for managers (Shugan, 2004; Sutton, 2004), and whereas consulting is the form of research that 

appears most objectionable to many critical and mainstream scholars (Voronov, 2009), a way 

forward seems to exist in the interface between scholarly and consulting research (for similar 

arguments see Shugan, 2004; Voronov, 2008, 2009). I further explore this space in Chapter 8.  

 

Strategic Integration  

In Chapter 4 I argued that the notion of strategic management plays a central role in the way 

in which sport organizations in New Zealand are expected to operate. According to the tenets of 

organization theory and embraced by the government, Sport NZ, funding agencies and sponsors, 

every sport organization should have a strategy, because otherwise it is directionless in an 

increasingly competitive environment (Hoye et al., 2008; Sam & Ronglan, 2018). From this 

perspective, strategy is largely understood as a set of rational and value-free techniques for 

managing complex and changing scenarios, leading to organizational success (Knights & Morgan, 

1991). Critical scholars, on the other hand, see strategies as part of ongoing organizational processes; 
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they embody cultural expectations and power relations that cannot be reduced to rational decision-

making processes (Knights & Morgan, 1991). Notwithstanding the different lens, both critical and 

mainstream diversity management studies suggest that one of the most serious sources of 

suboptimal results for diversity work is locating it on the periphery of the organization, and therefore 

failing to properly integrate it with its long-term strategy (Cox, 2001; Cunningham, 2009; Friday & 

Friday, 2003; Shaw & Frisby, 2006; Spaaij at al., 2018). This risk was also acknowledged and 

particularly significant for the members of the R&I team; as one participant observed: 

The biggest barrier actually, and it may be an excuse but, is people are so stretched; people 

are time poor, and exhausted, and stretched, and that’s why it is so important embedding 

[R&I] within existing processes and existing planning and seeing it as about changing how we 

do business as usual, not just adding on a few activities over here. It’s fundamental that 

people don’t see this as an “add-on” but actually as a core part of how we’re going to solve 

the challenges that exist. (I4) 

The quote also points out two common forms of self-victimizing discursive practices found in 

previous research (Spaaij et al., 2020): stressing the challenges that the organization faces, hence 

their incapability to promote diversity; and the reference to this work as an “add-on”, or as 

something that is deemed to be beyond the “normal” domain of sport organizations’ roles and 

responsibilities. In those cases, researchers found that D&I initiatives were discursively linked to 

marginal aspects of the organizations without revising their fundamental strategies (Spaaij et al., 

2020). 

According to organization development studies, the first type of strategic integration that 

must occur is that of R&I with the overall purpose of the organization (Agars & Kottke, 2004; 

Cunningham, 2009; Ricco & Guerci, 2014). This involves making changes to the organization’s vision, 

mission, and goals to allow for greater diversity and inclusion (Friday & Friday, 2003). Cunningham 

(2009) argues that the greatest obstacle at this stage is convincing top management that these 

initiatives have value to the organization by demonstrating the utility of diversity. Relatedly, 
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however, in Chapter 5 I argued that the way in which change efforts were justified by NZR’s 

representatives were primarily driven by moral arguments. When I further enquired with participants 

about the source of this morality, they almost unanimously referred to NZR’s vision to “unify and 

inspire” as the ultimate organizational ambition. Although the 2020 strategy (NZR, 2016) does not 

provide an explicit articulation of this vision, participants across teams interpreted it as an 

opportunity and responsibility to positively influence communities and societal change. For example: 

At the highest level, we’re trying to unify and inspire New Zealanders. That’s our vision. And 

we do that by trying to promote the game of rugby in a way that’s both excellent, but also 

inclusive. (I3) 

Unify and inspire is our vision, right? And my personal interpretation on that, I know it’s a 

global vision to unify and inspire, but I really believe that my part of the business is about 

unifying and inspiring communities in New Zealand. So we are trying to, first and foremost 

grow and sustain rugby but, through rugby, have a positive impact on our society and on our 

communities. (I8) 

So, our vision, inspire and unify, which for some people, you know, it’s a bit glib, but that for 

me it is about unifying. So we’re all coming together and having these national teams, and 

building a strong brand, and rugby being part of our fabric, of our nation. But also inspiring, 

and that’s not just inspiring at that top level but also through the community game. (I12) 

We’ve realized that if we are to achieve our vision of unifying and inspiring, we can’t sit back 

and be passive. We’ve got to play a leadership role and, by playing a leadership role we can 

potentially change the kind of tolerance levels, not only in our game but in society. (I3) 

Whereas critical scholars tend to assume a fundamental incompatibility between business 

and social interests (e.g. Noon, 2007; Spaaij et al., 2014), the quotes above show that not all 

organizational ends are expressible in terms of winning and/or profitability (cf. Hoye et al., 2008; 

Smith & Stewart, 2010). As I argued in Chapter 5, in the case of NZR moral and business rationales 

appeared closely intertwined in support of a socially committed purpose. From an ideological 
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perspective, by defining the vision of the organization in terms of “unifying and inspiring”, the 

relationship between social and utilitarian motives can be interpreted as synergistic, where D&I work 

to address social issues whilst enhancing organizational performance. Thus, NZR has also made R&I a 

strategic priority included in the 2018 and 2019 scoreboards, which, according to participants and 

consistent with the academic literature (Friday & Friday, 2003), sends a strong message in terms of 

organizational commitment to this piece of work and its implications in relation to the overall success 

of the business. 

A closer look at NZR’s (2016) strategic priorities, however, reveals that “All Blacks and other 

national teams winning pinnacle events” is placed at the top (p. 5), representing 30% of the overall 

scoreboard. This means that winning pinnacle events is deemed by the organization as the main 

contributor to the accomplishment of its purpose. Thus, efforts to directly promote the inclusion of 

diverse communities were perceived by some to come at the expense of the “core” business of NZR: 

to win. For example, in the view of a member of the high-performance team:  

There’s an expectation for us to continue to win on the world stage, but also in the 

background do all of this [R&I] work. So we’ve got some challenges financially and need to 

prioritize some critical things, because we’ve still got to deliver. Otherwise we’re going to get 

to a point where we’re not retaining people, we can’t generate interest in the game, and 

that’s our core or fabric, the pathway through. (I14)  

This quote suggests, as argued by Smith and Stewart (2010), that the dichotomy between winning 

and profitability has been eroded with sport’s commercial expansion, and that it is now 

acknowledged that winning is a function of a strong stream of revenue. Moreover, that competitive 

success continues to be the single most important performance yardstick (Hoye et al., 2008). From a 

critical perspective, the quote also illustrates the use of self-victimizing discursive practices referred 

to in the beginning of this section, where R&I is seen as an “add-on” and hindered in action by the 

lack of capability to effect change (Spaaij et al., 2020). In a similar vein, a chief officer observed:   
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The thing for us is just always around resources and capacity. We would love to have more 

women playing rugby, we would love to have more women’s competitions, we would love to 

have these things, but we’ve just got to make sure that it’s sustainable. (I2) 

Thus, as noted by Spaaij and colleagues (2020), underlying values and ideologies may remain 

concealed in such statements. For example, the assumption that significant investment in a small 

number of high-performing athletes will result in increased public interest and, therefore, 

participation levels, known as the trickle-down effect, has been long contested by critical scholars 

(Storm et al., 2018). Mixed findings point towards the need for more research into the dynamics 

between community and elite sport, particularly regarding how the latter influences people’s 

involvement and the value they assign to sporting success. Yet, a chief officer asserted: 

According to our own polls, 90% of the population is interested in watching the Rugby World 

Cup next year. If the All Blacks portrays itself as caring, inclusive, respectful, but a high-

performance team that goes there to win, it can certainly influence all of those people. (I1, 

emphasis added) 

Another example of ideologies veiled behind discourses of victimhood is the presumed 

superiority of the men’s game which supposedly establishes a stronger interest in the public and, 

therefore, a more legitimate claim to investment. This view was further illustrated by a manager, 

who observed that “some provincial CEOs are concerned whether the All Blacks in the future will still 

be winning with all this focus and resource being put into the women’s game, because their budgets 

depend on this and women’s sport doesn’t make any money” (I12).  

Considering that the Black Ferns have won more Rugby World Cup championships and have a 

higher winning percentage than the All Blacks, the quotes above would suggest that not all “wins” 

are worth the same. As bluntly noted by Bennet and colleagues (1987) 30 years ago, “The real 

message [seems to be] that winning against men is impossible, winning against other women is 

irrelevant, winning the public is unlikely, winning is everything, and therefore [women] do not even 
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belong in the game” (p. 372). This underlying logic was, however, questioned by some participants. 

For example, a manager recalled: 

I had a conversation with a provincial CEO this morning and he was saying: “how are we 

going to afford the women’s game?” And I said: “well, how much are you spending on your 

women’s team?” and he said: “oh $40,000 last year”, and we’d just gone through looking at 

the rest of their financials and they’d spent over $2 million on their men’s team... So their 

view of the world is that the women’s team need to start pulling in the same level of 

sponsorship money and broadcasting to then get the investment coming through, rather 

than the other way around. (I12) 

In a similar vein, in response to those who justify the salary gap between All Blacks and Black 

Ferns based on their revenue generation, a senior manager vehemently commented:   

My counterargument to that is, well, how much support do you put around the All Blacks to 

make money? Pretty much 95% of this business, so you’re never going to get any other team 

making money if you don’t put any support around them to make you money. So, you gotta 

get the product right on the field, but you also get the people selling, promoting, growing the 

fan base, all those things. If you want the women’s game to make money, you’re going to 

have to invest a shitload of people, and money. (I10) 

What is the response to that, I asked? And so she acted it out: “’Oh...’ like a light-bulb moment. And 

then it’s: ‘OMG, we’re going to have to take some funds out of somewhere’. Panic” (I10).  From a 

critical perspective, while these comments may serve to challenge the assumption that financing 

women’s sport comes at the expense of revenue generation, by tying gender equity to money, it is 

possible that not only will the ethical principles of equity be lost within the pursuit of securing rugby 

games and income streams, but also that dominant discourses of what truly constitutes 

organizational success will be reinforced (Shaw & Frisby, 2006).  

Thus, the tensions manifested in the comments above are not just a matter of scarce 

resources but question the extent to which strategy actually reflects rational processes. They 
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highlight the socially constructed and thereby political character of strategic management, where the 

discourse of strategy constitutes a field of knowledge and power which defines what the legitimate 

ends are within organizations, and what are the parameters of the legitimate means to achieve them 

(Knights & Morgan, 1991). Further illustrating this point, a manager noted: “It’s a bit of a balancing 

act in that we do talk about moving towards the community good and the value of sport, but we still 

find it hard to get away from our roots of ‘we want results’” (I12).  

The call for a “balancing act” reveals the assumption that fostering diversity and inclusion 

can only be achieved at the expense of organizational performance and effectiveness (Ely & 

Meyerson, 2000; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). In a similar vein, a senior officer commented: 

 Not everyone is completely convinced that sport should be the tool for social change, or that 

we should be more caring and inclusive, particularly in high-performance environments. 

Some people think you gotta be tough; if you are not tough, you can’t win. (I1) 

A reconciliation of both is most easily achieved at the ideological level, where there is a clear overlap 

between NZR’s vision to “inspire and unify” and the inclusion of diverse communities. As noted by a 

senior officer: “I think that unless we appeal to everybody, then we’re not going to be able to 

genuinely claim to inspire and unify, and that’s fundamental” (I3). Where the overlap is less clear, as 

in the top strategic priority to “win pinnacle events”, the value of R&I is framed by some in relation 

to what it “costs” to the organization, rather than what it does for these communities. If the social 

significance of NZR’s vision becomes diluted in relation to the need to “win”, then the organizational 

case for D&I seems to lose coherence and strength. In this uneasy balance, NZR seems to be faced 

with the challenge of maximizing commercial value from its brands without jeopardizing its social 

responsibility. Whereas critical researchers argue that social justice is at risk whenever sport 

commercialises itself to secure larger market shares (Shaw & Frisby, 2006), others note that unless 

sport commercialises itself, it will be unable to survive in the contemporary competitive landscape 

(Smith & Stewart, 2010).  
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Against this backdrop, I agree with Shaw and Frisby (2006, p. 503) who recognize that it 

would be naïve to dismiss increased performance as a “hook” to appeal to managers in promoting 

diversity and inclusion. Therefore, a second aspect of strategic integration proposed by organization 

development studies is articulating the priorities for managing D&I that contribute to making all 

other aspects of the business strategy such as Participation & Development, High-Performance, 

Sponsorship, Marketing, and Communications plans achievable (Cox, 2001). For example, as I noted 

in Chapter 2, advocates of this approach argue that increased diversity and inclusion can help sport 

organizations to grow their membership base, widen their talent pool, lift brand image, and attract 

sponsors and funders (Cunningham, 2019). This exercise can be a valuable mechanism to ensure that 

D&I are seen as a systemic issue, rather than an “add-on” or a “minorities” issue. Where perceptions 

exist that improvements on diversity and inclusion involve a “zero-sum game” (Shaw & Frisby, 2006, 

p. 497), it becomes particularly important to clearly identify and communicate the potential benefits 

of D&I across the board.  

This is not to imply, however, that a morally driven approach to promoting D&I should be 

simply replaced by utilitarian arguments. While my research supports the notion that a business case 

cannot be completely dismissed (Cunningham, 2009; Fink et al., 2003; Janssens & Zanoni, 2005; 

Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010), the logic of instrumentality may shift. By narrowly defining NZR’s 

“business” in terms of winning [All Blacks] games, the “cost” of managing D&I can only be borne if 

sporting performance justifies it. Yet, if the business itself becomes to unify and inspire in the terms 

expressed by participants, valuing and promoting differences for their own sake reinforces the 

legitimacy of claims to such a purpose. Thus, D&I work can be re-inscribed within a business logic 

because the organizational ends are themselves concerned with social justice (Tomlinson & 

Schwabenland, 2010). 
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Chapter 7 

Implementation and Maintenance Stages 

According to the integrated change model I introduced in Chapter 2, successful navigation 

through the issue identification stage leads to interventions in organizational processes and practices 

intended to sustain the implementation of D&I work (Cox, 2001; Cunningham, 2009). Just as in the 

previous chapter, my intention here is not to assess NZR’s performance against the model nor to 

“prove” its efficacy, but to critically study its key elements in relation to my own fieldwork within the 

organization.   

 

Managing for Stakeholders 

Organization development studies suggest that for D&I-related change to be successful, it is 

crucial to consider how it influences the perceptions, needs, and wants of key stakeholders 

(Cunningham, 2009); indeed, a recurrent topic during the interviews with NZR representatives was 

the need to “take our stakeholders with us” (I3). According to stakeholder theory, organizations can 

be understood as a set of value-creating relationships among groups that have a stake in the 

activities that make up the business (Freeman, 2017). Thus, the satisfaction of stakeholders is the 

most consistent determinant of organizational performance proposed within the extant sport 

management literature (O’Boyle & Hassan, 2014). A major challenge is, however, determining which 

stakeholders are critical to the organisation and then understanding the criteria they value and use in 

assessing its performance (Slack, 1997). Yet, for an organization looking to determine the 

stakeholders that they want/need to engage with, the theory provides little guidance (Crane & 

Ruebottom, 2011).  

Over time, a generic list of basic stakeholder categories has become the unquestioned 

standard, typically including owners/financiers/stockholders, customers, employees, suppliers, and 
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competitors as the primary groups identified by their economic relationship to the organization, and 

“community” as a catch-all for those who do not fall into any of the primary stakeholder categories 

(Crane & Ruebottom, 2011). Similarly, the sport management literature proposes a categorization of 

stakeholders according to a functional view of sport organizations, such as the organisation’s own 

staff, volunteers, players, coaches, officials, media, and the public (O’Boyle, 2015). NZR 

representatives admitted “going by feel” (I9) when identifying and managing stakeholders, yet when 

enquired about whom their stakeholders actually were, similar categories emerged. Whilst some 

focused on NZR staff and/or PUs, others included clubs, schools, players, coaches, managers, 

officials, volunteers, fans, other sport organizations, funders, the government, and “basically 

everybody” (I7). This all-encompassing view was further elaborated by a senior manager, who noted: 

We’re a small rock in the middle of the South Pacific Ocean that is known throughout the 

world often for our rugby teams more so than who we are as a country. So in some ways, 

rugby defines us as a nation, rugby defines us as a people. (I17) 

Following stakeholder theory, the quote above leads to at least two immediate ethical and 

social implications: First, the scope of NZR’s responsibility is extensive to the entire society; second, 

any social actor is legitimately concerned with organizational decisions and actions (Antonacopoulou 

& Méric, 2005). According to Antonacopoulou and Méric (2005), the strength of such a theory is 

based on the belief that this extended responsibility is a positive as much as a self-evident one. From 

a critical perspective, however, the comment can be interpreted as a discursive practice of in-group 

essentialism (Spaaij et al, 2020); through expressions such as “rugby defines us as a nation” or “rugby 

defines us as a people”, New Zealand’s national identity is advanced in a seemingly unified way that 

downplays the complexity of the country’s social fabric.  

Dunham and colleagues (2006) argue that this approach is not only unrealistic but can “only 

result in superficial and broad-brush ethical consideration and will inevitably ignore or fail to take 

account of important and marginalized interests” (p. 24). Indeed, when faced with the question of 

which stakeholders may feel excluded from the game, some initial reactions drew on subtle 
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discourses of denial (Spaaij et al., 2020) rendering exclusion a matter of “misperception”. For 

example, a chief officer commented: “I don’t think anybody’s overtly excluded. But we need to work 

hard at it and make sure that people who may have a perception that they’re less welcome than 

some others in our game don’t have that perception” (I3). In a similar vein, a manager observed: “I 

think there’s a general perception of negative masculinity around the game. You know, that rugby is 

a very masculine thing, very alpha male. And so anyone who isn’t supportive of that, or into that, is 

excluded” (I13). When probed further on the basis of such perceptions, the participants admitted 

that there was also an element of “reality” since “rugby comes from a male, ah, probably straight... it 

sounds strange, but probably a straight white male background” (I3). Along the same lines, others 

referred to “historical models” and “outdated stereotypes” to justify potential perceptions of 

exclusion, often accompanied by speech acts (Spaaij et al., 2020) highlighting that now “everyone is 

welcome” (I3). Thus, underpinned by an ethos of universal egalitarianism, critical scholars note how 

discursive practices of resistance can serve to legitimate and rationalize the existing social status quo 

and minimize the need for change (Hartmann & Kwauk, 2011; Spaaij et al., 2020). 

Nevertheless, while most participants struggled to identify which stakeholders may feel 

excluded from the game, I rephrased the question by asking to whom the goal of inclusion was 

particularly aimed. Thus, women were undoubtedly recognized as the main priority, followed by 

Māori, Pacific, and Asian ethnicities, and, in some instances, members of the rainbow community. 

This seemingly simple shift in the rhetoric yielded two interesting observations. First, the use of 

positive language rather than the harsh terminology often employed by critical scholars may 

facilitate receptivity and reflection on the part of practitioners. Second, rather than referring to the 

standard functional-based framework of stakeholder categorization typically suggested in 

mainstream studies, participants invoked markers of social identity such as gender, race, sexuality, 

and, to a lesser extent, class, (dis)ability, and age. This shows that stakeholder management, identity, 

and diversity are entwined in ways rarely made explicit by scholars, particularly within the 

mainstream management literature. All three concepts are tied to questions of difference, that is, 
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how are people similar or different from others, and how does this impact on organizational 

decisions? I address these issues below. 

 

Diversity, Difference, and Identity  

Back in Chapter 2 I argued that mainstream approaches to diversity management are largely 

underpinned by social identity theory (SIT), which views identity as having a core that is fixed and 

stable for each individual (Holck et al., 2016). Critical perspectives, on the other hand, understand 

identity as emerging and situated, shaped by power differentials within and across demographic 

groups (Holck et al., 2016). In examining how NZR representatives viewed identity and difference, I 

noted that, in line with SIT, most participants used the categorization of “in” and “out” demographic 

groups to navigate the challenges they encountered when pursuing greater diversity and inclusion. 

For example, a manager commented:   

Reaching all those groups [i.e. women and girls, ethnic minorities, LGBT] is going to be one of 

the challenges; because all those groups need to be reached in different ways. A second 

challenge is celebrating new participants coming into the game but without disenfranchising 

current members, so we’re not just replacing one group with another group. (I15) 

In a similar vein, a senior manager observed: 

I suppose the challenge, and look, I’ve been in the game a long long time, the challenge is 

making sure that we don’t forget about the core, the fabric of our game which has made it 

pretty special and unique to this country. So how do we retain that so we don’t, not 

“disillusioning” a group, but we lose some people who are rugby purists and so on. So getting 

that balance, I think is a challenge. (I14) 

When viewed through a critical lens, a SIT perspective facilitates the engagement in 

discursive practices of bodily inscription, that is, inscribing on women and minorities a sense of 

“otherness” (Spaaij et al., 2020), (re)producing the binary “us” and “them”. Thus, as noted by Shaw 
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(2019, p. 249), “they” are “they” and “we” are we”, and while “they” may be instrumental to 

diversifying “our” organisation, “they” are unlikely to become “us”, who tend to be in more central 

or “core” positions. Furthermore, because SIT ignores how social categories and identities are 

historical, contextual, and socially constructed (Zanoni et al., 2010), reflection on “our” positions is 

implausible as change is usually limited to interventions that target specific players (“them”) but “not 

the game” (Shaw, 2019, p. 249).  

Certainly, the majority of NZR representatives did not note how social exclusion may be 

maintained through discourses that reinforce a dichotomy between the core (“us”) and the periphery 

(“them”), resulting in power differentials within and across demographic groups. However, they did 

acknowledge the existence of “structural barriers” preventing some people from being included 

along the lines of gender, race, and sexuality. In other words, as I discussed in Chapter 6, whilst the 

shared systems of meanings, norms, and assumptions that give rise to and sustain these barriers 

remained largely unquestioned, participants were able to recognize some of their problematic 

consequences. 

For example, in Chapter 4 I argued that the number of women and girls who have taken up 

rugby since the new millennium has challenged but not radically changed the discourse that 

constitutes it as a men’s game. Relatedly, a manager noted: 

We’re seeing really exciting kind of appetite for the game from girls and women but [pause] 

it’s questionable about that whether the game is designed to suit their needs and give them 

everything that they’re looking for in terms of both fit, suitability, access, and equity of 

resource allocation with coaches, referees, fields, equipment, promotion, etc. (I15) 

Whereas the comment may initially appear to support the inclusion of women and girls, a critical 

read suggests it also serves to reify gender differences by (re)producing binary views on male and 

female needs and expectations, instead of raising questions that challenge the assumption that 

rugby is a men’s game “by design”. A number of critical scholars have devoted their work to note 

that much of what we think of as the effects of belonging to particular identity groups, such as 
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gender, are actually produced by the ideals society ascribes to those groups (Griffin, 1998; 

Hargreaves, 1994; Messner & Sabo, 1990). For instance, the belief that “most girls prefer a non-

contact version of the sport” (I18) is not the result of an innate “femininity”, but socially constructed 

dichotomies of men as masculine (i.e. athletic, strong, tough) and women as feminine (i.e. passive, 

delicate, lithe) that dictates the appropriateness of certain preferences, and even sports, for each 

(Griffin, 1998; Hargreaves, 1994).  

Furthermore, critical scholars argue that providing equal opportunities and resources to play 

reflects a liberal ethos that does little to challenge the conditions that create and sustain inequalities 

(Shaw & Frisby, 2006). As contended by Meyerson and Kolb (2000), interventions aimed at structural 

barriers, although have been instrumental in opening a space for gender to be discussed, “do not 

sufficiently challenge the systems of power that make them necessary in the first place” (p. 562). For 

example, a manager recalled:  

When [Black Ferns captain] Fiao'o Fa'amausili stood down this year, she had an interview 

with [the press] where she asked New Zealanders to support our women playing sports. And 

then when I read all the comments people were just like: “women shouldn’t get out of the 

kitchen”, or “why would I ever want to spend my time watching women play rugby”, 

“women shouldn’t play rugby”, “women shouldn’t even play any sports”. It was horrific. I 

was just horrified and I nearly cried because, what else can we do? The Black Ferns have won 

five World Cups and the men have won three. They’ve got a higher win-rate percentage than 

the men. They can’t perform any better... (I9) 

As this quote indicates, although reducing structural barriers may level the playing field for (some) 

women, it does not challenge the discourses that legitimize existing power differentials (Shaw & 

Frisby, 2006). In addition, these interventions can also generate backlash among men who see them 

as providing unfair and undeserved advantages to women (Ely & Meyerson, 2000), as reflected in 

previous comments regarding the fear of some provincial CEOs that the men might stop winning if 

resources were put into the women’s game.  
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Despite this gloomy picture, the participant felt that “it could potentially be that 40 plus age 

group where sometimes you might just have to write it off and go, but the next generation hopefully 

we won’t even have a battle because it will just be normal for them” (I9). In a similar vein, a chief 

executive noted that 

In a generation you can’t change people’s biases towards gender, race or other things, but 

what we can do is say, actually, this is the filter for participating in our environment and start 

to set clearer expectations around behaviour and language use. (I2)  

When read from a critical perspective, the quote points to the need to assess and revise rugby’s own 

environment, including its language, meaning systems, values, and norms. This, in turn, may respond 

to Shaw and Frisby’s (2006) call to “address the complexities of gender relations that remain 

unresolved when women simply secure more [resources] than in the past” (p. 490).  

Structural issues around game design were also identified as the main constraint to the 

access of “diverse ethnicities” (I12), particularly the “growing Asian market/demographic” (I12). For 

example, a manager observed: 

New groups are emerging in New Zealand that don’t necessarily see how they might be able 

to access the game. So we’re doing work in Chinese and Indian ethnicity groups at the 

moment, around how do we understand their propensity for the game, and how we might 

promote that game to them, and how we might then create the right product for them. (I15) 

Once again, it may be argued that the respondent draws on discourses of bodily inscription (Spaaij et 

al., 2020), advancing Chinese and Indian identities in a simplified, collectivized way that understands 

difference as pre-determined and fixed. According to critical scholars, this view could be in danger of 

reinforcing stereotypes and managing the targeted groups (“them”) to fit within “our” organization, 

rather than managing sport organizations to make them more welcoming and inclusive (Shaw, 2019).  

Nonetheless, although participants did not explicitly acknowledge power differentials within 

and across ethnic groups, they did recognise the need to revise current practices and make them 

more welcoming to others. For instance, a senior manager explained: 
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If you’re to have more Chinese team members in your club then, you might need to have a 

slightly more welcoming environment for those new members, which might mean you need 

to change things like club décor, and club menus, and club approaches, and what you 

celebrate on your calendar. (I14) 

In a similar vein, whilst still distant from the fluid conception of identity of a critical approach, 

another participant commented: “When there’s a big Chinese New Year festival or things like Diwali, 

rugby should be there. We should be there saying you are part of our community, we are part of 

your community, come and play rugby, you are welcome” (I13). Thus, although this discourse does 

not challenge the dualist construction of “us” and “them”, it does suggest that there are areas of 

similarity between individuals and groups where only difference might otherwise be seen (Shaw, 

2019).  

Critical scholars also critique SIT perspectives for informing a business case rationale 

according to which inclusive practices “must be the consequence of particular organizational 

circumstances and managerial evaluation” (Noon, 2007, p, 780), such as the need to be attractive to 

the “Asian market”.  In the case of Māori and Polynesian communities, the number of professional 

players is well above the demographic distribution of indigenous peoples in the country (Cockburn & 

Atkinson, 2017), and for some, this was a sign of healthy integration. However, other participants 

questioned whether New Zealand’s bicultural heritage was actually embedded in all facets of the 

game, not only at decision-making level. For example, a senior manager noted:  

We have low levels of Māori and Pacific people in non-playing roles, but one of the pieces of 

work I’m looking at commissioning next year is to look at the experience of Pacific Island 

rugby players. There’s a lot of anecdotal stuff that they are really not treated well and are 

not supported and struggle. So I want to end up with a thing that says basically if you want to 

bring someone over from the islands, here’s what you have to do. You must understand that 

you have an obligation and that dumping someone into the environment that you thrive in 

doesn’t mean they are gonna thrive in. (I4) 
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Once again, while the participant makes no direct reference to the competing discourses and power 

differentials through which ethnic identities emerge, the comment calls for the examination of 

organizational structures and practices, which, from a critical perspective, are also shaped by power 

relations (Frisby, 2005; Shaw, 2007; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). 

To a lesser extent, sexuality was also identified as a potential axis for exclusion, although 

barriers were perceived to be mainly perceptual than structural. For example, a manager observed:  

Whereas opening the game up to female players and ethnicities is more about where, when, 

and how the game is being played, I guess that for sexual diversity it’s not so much a game 

design issue but probably more an off-field issue around people’s perceptions. (I12) 

While sport’s role in structuring gender, heteronormativity42, and homophobia has been lengthily 

problematised in the academic literature (Brackenridge et al., 2008; Hargreaves & Anderson, 2015), 

Shaw (2019) notes that sport organizations have historically shied away from the topic. This was 

partly evidenced when I asked the participant to clarify what he meant by “sexual diversity”; he 

added: 

Well, I think rugby has been a really scary place for people of different gender, what is it? 

sexual orientation? I’m still not good with the terminology, lesbians, gays, transgender, all 

those people. Rugby has not been a comfortable environment for them. (I8) 

This response, in which the participant establishes himself as “not good”, may be critically 

read as a discourse from which to resist or slow change since, drawing on SIT, managers can claim a 

lack of expertise regarding the terminology and position that group outside the organisation in the 

form of “those people” (Shaw, 2019). If this was the case, then it would be another example of 

speech acts (Spaaij et al., 2020), where organisational members appropriate the language of 

diversity, yet, by expressing naivety in the area, they are also able to deflect accountability for 

seeking change. As argued by Shaw (2019), this may not be intentional, and, ultimately, the intent is 

irrelevant. What it does, though, is inscribe on gender and sexual minorities’ bodies a sense of 

 
42 I.e. the social and cultural normalising of heterosexuality (Elling & Janssens, 2009).  
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“otherness” (Spaaij et al., 2020), reinforcing the normalization of heteronormativity. At the same 

time, however, the participant recognises the existence of problematic aspects within rugby’s 

environment, rather than placing the blame on individual “homophobes” or pointing to a wider 

“social evil”.   

Indeed, many were the participants who, while “still waiting for a first All Black to announce 

himself as gay” (I1), pointed to underlying environmental conditions leading to discrimination based 

on sexual orientation. For example, a senior manager reflected: 

To be an All Black you’ve come through our environment, right? and so I think we probably 

“weed out” gay people well before the All Blacks. Because if you don’t feel supported in an 

environment, I’m not saying they can’t play, but saying if you don’t feel supported in an 

environment then you’re not going to keep playing, right? And so I think it’s not just about 

the All Black environment, it’s about all of our environments across rugby so that people can 

feel, can be out and feel supported and therefore eventually we’ll get someone come 

through into the All Blacks. (I4) 

In a similar vein, another senior manager made reference to “a process of natural selection” (I8), and, 

presumably prompted by my silence, he proceeded to elaborate: 

When I say natural selection, I mean at the point where boys might start to recognize that 

they’re gay, then they’ve gone: oh I don’t want to be in a rugby club anymore because it’s 

not a safe environment for me. And so maybe by the time we got to a point where we were 

professionals, any of the gay men in the game had dropped out because it wasn’t for them. 

(I8) 

After a pause, the same participant reflected: “I’ve often thought that, if you look statistically at the 

number of gay people in the world, then rugby in my experience was really statistically abnormal” 

(I8); to which, in confidence, a chief officer admitted that “there have been gay players in the [All 

Blacks] team. I know some. But no one wants to be the first person to come out; don’t want to be 

made a fuss of, it’s my life, leave me alone” (I1).  
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Research shows that heteronormativity and homophobia are prevalent among both men and 

women (Denison & Kitchen, 2015), but transgression of gender norms are perceived to be primarily 

sanctioned among (young) men (Griffin, 2015). Certainly, most respondents associated the problem 

of homophobia exclusively with the men’s game. For example, the chief officer noted that “In the 

women’s game homosexuality has been a prominent feature of the culture; there’s always a large 

group, it’s a good mix. It is not an issue; it has never been an issue” (I1). In a similar vein, a manager 

commented: “I feel like in the women’s space, and I think mostly would agree, there’s no problem 

regarding homophobia; it’s the men’s space, it’s in the men’s game” (I9). However, she inadvertently 

added: “The funny thing is, the mindset is that we’re all gay, butch43 gay; because if you’re going to 

be a rugby player you’ve got to be a man, like you’ve got to be butch and strong” (I9).  

From a critical perspective, these comments serve to show how homophobia and 

heteronormativity are manifested in different ways in women's and men's sport (Brackenridge et al., 

2008). As argued by Griffin (2015):  

In a perverse kind of sexism, even when a woman athlete comes out as a lesbian, the public 

response is often indifferent, reflecting both a lack of interest in women's sports and an 

assumption that, given associations between female athleticism and lesbians, a woman 

athlete proclaiming she is gay is not news. (pp. 269–270)  

Furthermore, whereas athletic prowess and physical strength in a man are expected and celebrated, 

the same qualities in a woman are labelled as “butch” unless she can offset these with overt displays 

of femininity and heterosexuality (Griffin, 1994). Failure to see the “lesbian label” as a means to 

(re)produce binary gender norms is also a failure to see that homophobia in women's sport is not a 

problem of the past and requires attention (Denison & Kitchen, 2015; Griffin, 1994).  

To sum up, consistent with previous studies (Shaw, 2019; Spaaij et al., 2020), most 

participants treated individual axes of diversity (e.g. gender, race, sexuality) as independent of each 

other and viewed them as fixed, stable, and apolitical. According to critical scholars this approach is 

 
43 A lesbian whose appearance and behaviour are seen as traditionally masculine. 
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problematic since it overlooks the complex power and sociohistorical relationships that lead to 

exclusion (Holck et al., 2016) and prevents organizational reflection (Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Yet, when 

analysed through a subversive functionalist lens, my findings suggest that a mainstream/SIT 

perspective is not necessarily irreconcilable with a managing-for-diversity approach (Chavez & 

Weisinger, 2008). Although participants did not explicitly address power differentials within and 

across demographic groups, and on occasions reinforced the very inequalities they ostensibly seek to 

remove, they did recognise the need to reflect upon current values, policies, and practices and 

potentially revise them to make them more inclusive. Thus, a subversive functionalist approach 

shows how a critique of the ontological basis of social categories does not mean that the categories 

themselves become obsolete. Social categories can still be used to foster group awareness and 

solidarity (Holck et al., 2016) and as a point of departure towards organizational self-reflection. They 

can be instrumental in uncovering privilege and eventually lead to greater sensitivity of the political 

implications of the complex dynamic between identity and diversity. As argued by Shaw (2019), such 

an enterprise would be a move forward for critical sport management because, rather than investing 

energy on philosophical debates about the ontologies of identity, the contributions of mainstream 

and critical scholarship can be utilised together to encourage a more open conversation about D&I. I 

further discuss these issues below.  

 

The “Difference-Sameness” Dilemma  

It is worth noting that some participants did appear to challenge a mainstream/SIT approach 

by advising that “it is important to be cautious when putting people into boxes” (I13); yet, the 

rationales behind such claims often served to reinforce categorical and apolitical thinking. For 

example, a manager commented:  

I was involved with the rainbow community in [a government agency] and we often used to 

try and put them all in a box, and my experience of that was that those groups don’t actually 
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get on with each other very well. They don’t necessarily get on with each other just because 

we’ve put them in a box, so that creates even more complexity. (I15) 

Whereas the quote points to the dangers of ignoring differences within the rainbow community 

“box”, the respondent resorts to pre-defined identity categories (e.g. gays, lesbians, bisexuals) which 

are not only internally homogenous but in conflict with each other. Furthermore, the comment still 

positions sexual minorities (“them”) as peripheral “others”, potentially (re)producing social 

stereotypes and erasing individual and intra-(sub) group differences (Holvino & Kamp, 2009). 

Conversely, other participants drew on speech acts and moral boundary work (Spaaij et al., 

2020) to assimilate differences into sameness. For instance, a senior manager explained:   

We think about picking on talent; whether it be sexuality or whatever, that’s not something 

that we consider in the equation because if they’re good people and they can play the game, 

then to us, that’s all that really matters. Look, to me, having a gay player is no different to us 

having a diabetic in the team, there’s some stuff around their treatment to ensure that they 

can continue to perform and play the game. But you certainly don’t want to make it a huge 

deal around it or we’re actually making it worse in terms of making them feel part of the 

environment. (I14) 

Colour blindness and meritocracy are presented by the respondent as a positive attitude, 

one that “tolerates” a range of physical and social differences and is believed to result in an 

invariably non-discriminatory orientation. Yet, while the idea of colour blindness is certainly a 

laudable one, a critical perspective reveals some of its more problematic features. First of all, critical 

scholars point to how the focus on “talent” helps avoid the difficult subject of social exclusion and 

discrimination by treating all differences as if they were the same (Holvino & Kamp, 2009). In a 

seemingly meritorious, colour-blind system, everyone has the same chance of success as long as they 

have the “right” attitude and skills. Thus, the social construction of what counts as, for example, 

“good people” is often taken for granted and left unchallenged (Holvino & Kamp, 2009; Shaw & 

Frisby, 2003). The result is that social markers of difference are depoliticized (even compared to a 
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medical condition), which serves to reinforce and reproduce the social status quo (Hartmann & 

Kwauk, 2011). Furthermore, by ignoring the problem of unequal power relations and structural 

inequality, these discursive practices may also confuse systemic disadvantages with individual 

prejudice and impose an additional burden on individuals to demonstrate that they have been 

victims of discrimination (Ahmed, 2012).  

Holvino and Kamp (2009) refer to the tension between interviewees 14’s and 15’s 

perspectives above as the “difference-sameness dilemma”, in which diversity is either reified or 

assimilated (p. 398). Both approaches render the socio-political nature of diversity invisible but not 

“dealt with”.  A tentative response to this dilemma may come in the form of the concept of strategic 

essentialism (for a genealogy see Prasad, 2012), which also sits well with a subversive functionalist 

approach. As defined by Schwabenland and Tomlinson (2015): 

Essentialism as a strategic choice is dependent on actors retaining a conscious awareness of 

the contested and fluid nature of such labels while simultaneously acknowledging that they 

are weapons to be deployed in the service of particular goals and aspirations. (p. 20) 

Thus, the concept allows organization researchers and practitioners to make use of social categories 

of difference, while simultaneously highlighting the underlying assumption that renders classes of 

difference as being “naturally” founded (Prasad, 2012). From a subversive functionalist perspective, 

strategic essentialism can be useful in examining the dual but interrelated goals of identifying the 

structural barriers that give raise to social exclusion and exposing the culturally fabricated nature of 

social identities.   

The challenge is, as Ghorashi and Sabelis (2013) observe, “to find a stance between the 

necessity of the attention for a specific diversity category and yet being aware of the possibility for it 

to become [essentialized and] fixed” (p. 83); in other words, “to recognize otherness while making 

space for individual experiences beyond categorisations” (Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013, p. 83). This 

challenge was also acknowledged by a member of the R&I team, when she noted: 
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The impact of patriarchy upon all women is undeniable. However, I still think there’s some 

special circumstances that you have to “unwork”. Because, in my experience, it’s like if we 

just have women around the table, then we think we’re done and we don’t actually do any 

other unpacking of, well, for example, what’s the difference between being a Samoan 

woman and being a Pākehā woman, or what’s the difference between being a lesbian 

woman... What I’ve tended to see is once we’ve got some women around the table we go: 

“we’ve got diversity”. (I5) 

Viewing different forms of diversity as intersecting or as part of a complex network of power 

relationships is essential to achieving a more sensible approach to greater inclusion, since it allows 

recognizing both similarities and differences between people rather than just focusing on one or the 

other (Marfelt, 2016). According to critical scholars, this requires a continuous seek for and claim of 

spaces for reflection to question organisational values, practices, and structures and foster shared 

meanings and goals (Shaw & Frisby, 2006). In a similar vein, a manager commented:  

Diversity interventions need to be backed through relationships. Through stakeholder 

relationships, through ongoing normalizing these relationships and saying you are part of our 

community, come to our AGM, here’s what we’re up to, regular meetings and discussions 

about how we could work together better, you know. It all comes down to people, right? 

(I13) 

On this front, Yuthas and Dillard (1999) argue that “being able to understand the interests 

and concerns of others, being in face-to-face interaction with others, and being able to experience 

others as part of ‘us’ allows us to empathize with those Others” (p. 48). Thus, a commitment to a 

process of learning from and about others is a key condition for successfully working across 

differences (Litvin, 2006). This topic is further discussed in the following section.  
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Learning and Development  

The need for education is a well-established cornerstone of critical and organizational change 

theory, and no less so for change related to diversity and inclusion (Cunningham, 2019; Shaw, 2019; 

Spaaij et al., 2020). Although much of the work labelled as “diversity training” has failed to produce 

lasting positive results (Noon, 2018), according to the integrated model I introduced in Chapter 2 the 

use of education remains vital to communicate why the change is taking place and what it means in 

practice. Thus, education programmes are expected to facilitate the creation of a climate for change 

and a critical mass of supporters to drive the change (Cox, 2001). In recognition of this, the RRR 

(Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017) recommended NZR design and implement a Learning and Development 

(L&D) Framework that “reflects the unique cultural context of New Zealand and enhances the skills 

and knowledge that underpin respectful and responsible attitudes and behaviours in all of those 

involved in rugby” (p. 123). It should be noted that at the time of the study, the framework was still 

in the design stage, therefore the analysis presented here is based on participants’ preliminary 

observations and some general principles for effective diversity and inclusion training advanced in 

the academic literature.  

Several respondents stressed the significance of the L&D Framework as a core first step in 

NZR’s journey towards a more inclusive culture. For example, a senior member of the R&I team 

noted: 

Even though the Respect and Responsibility report actually has [the L&D Framework] in the 

next round of recommendations, I brought it forward into the first round; because I think you 

can’t ask people to change the way things are done, or manage diversity without investing in 

their development, in their leadership, in their understanding. (I4) 

In a similar vein, a chief officer observed: 

I think the L&D Framework is really critical, because that’s really going to be the basis for 

how we will build capability and resilience and other things that will help us from a duty of 

care, as well as our environmental and cultural position. (I2) 
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Others noted that before the RRR, there already was considerable investment made by NZR 

in the development of professional rugby players. As a participant explained: “Our players are well 

serviced at the moment, they’re very well serviced. They’ve got a full programme rolled out; they do 

things from drug and alcohol training through to integrity through to what we call the Personal 

Development Programme” (I16). Yet, upon reflection, he added:  

You always question whether the programme is working when things happen, like the Chiefs’ 

incident44 for example, which was a catalyst for the RRR. And it does make you question 

some of it. And so you’d say, were there some aspects that needed to be included that 

weren’t? Probably. But actually, the stuff that was being delivered was working well. It was 

probably what wasn’t in the programme, that was part of the issue. (I16) 

The main goal of the new L&D framework is therefore to “fill-in the gaps” in the curriculum of players 

and extend it across different audiences, with an initial priority being “team managers, coaches, CEOs 

and boards” (I16). Ultimately, it is expected that the implementation of the framework will 

accelerate cultural transformation in accordance with the RRR recommendations.  

In order to realize the full scope of their potential benefits, organization development studies 

suggest that educational efforts must be tailored to the needs of the specific organization (Cox, 2001; 

Cunningham, 2019). Effectively, in designing the L&D Framework NZR conducted an extensive 

consultation throughout the “rugby community”45 comprising interviews, workshops, focus groups, 

and an online survey (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017, p. 3).  As a result, more than 300 contributions 

were collected from the full spectrum of roles, from amateur rugby through to professional level. On 

this basis, a needs analysis was undertaken to ensure that the future framework reflected 

participants’ learning goals, content, and channels. The highest learning priorities identified through 

the process were: “1) mental health & wellbeing; 2) leadership; 3) values, culture & language; 4) 

 
44 In August 2016, a stripper made allegations of sexual offence by some players of the Chiefs Super Rugby 
team who hired her for the end-of-season celebrations (see p. 81). 
45 Including, among others, NZR board and staff, commercial partners, PUs, Super Rugby Clubs, players at all 
levels, and volunteers (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017, p. 3).   
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conflict resolution; and 5) emotional intelligence” (I16). These were subsequently catalogued into 

four pillars: “leadership; wellbeing; diversity and inclusion; and relationships” (I16); with a number of 

topics to be deployed within each pillar according to the specific audience. In a similar vein, 

Cunningham (2012a) examined the training programmes that took place in US athletic departments 

and found that they commonly included an emphasis on sensitivity, followed by understanding 

different cultures and groups, discrimination, and conflict resolution. More recently, he notes that 

training is increasingly focused on reducing unconscious bias (Cunningham, 2019). Although at the 

time of the study NZR was at a relatively early stage of designing the L&D Framework and specific 

contents were not yet defined, articulating the influence of unconscious bias on decision-making and 

team cultures was recognised by some as a key learning objective.  

From a broader perspective, and in accordance with the literature (e.g. Cox, 2001; 

Cunningham, 2019), participants emphasised that L&D content needs to “feel purposeful and 

meaningful to people’s roles” (I16) , must “facilitate the application of the learnings” (I5), as well as 

“give people the opportunity to reflect and assess what impact that learning has made on their 

performance” (I18). Participants also noted that the framework should be vertically and horizontally 

integrated (Cox, 2001; Cunningham, 2019). Vertical integration means “aligning L&D with 

overarching strategies; for example, NZR’s Strategic Plan, Māori Strategy, Women’s Strategy, 

Community Strategy, Secondary Schools Strategy, etc.” (I7). Horizontal integration involves “aligning 

L&D with internal HR practices and policies so that there is consistency” (I16). Lastly, top 

management commitment was highlighted as another key factor for success (Cox, 2001; 

Cunningham, 2019). References were made to the old adage of “lead by example”; for instance, a 

manager commented: “if leaders expect people to engage in learning and development, then they 

need to show that they are actively pursuing their own personal learning journeys as well” (I18).  

Previous research suggests that educational efforts tend to benefit both individuals and sport 

organizations when the programme: 1) has top management support, 2) is central to the 

organization’s strategic vision, 3) offers an integrated approach to people’s development, and 4) is 
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designed for their job-specific needs (Cunningham, 2019). In view of the participants’ responses 

above, the L&D Framework is likely to meet these four conditions. Thus, the approach adopted by 

NZR is, according to organization development studies (Cunningham, 2019), well suited not only to 

identify areas where training might be needed but also to foster ownership of the programme among 

its beneficiaries. From this perspective, people need to possess certain qualities and skills that enable 

them to effectively respond to challenges and opportunities they face in the creation of more diverse 

and inclusive environments (Cox, 2001). Individuals, it is presumed, can take personal action to effect 

change based on the recognition of their own in-group bias (Prasad et al., 2006). 

From a critical perspective, however, an overemphasis on individual needs might lead to 

overlook systemic issues in the organization of the sport that have traditionally facilitated some 

problematic behaviours and the exclusion of certain people (Shaw & Frisby, 2006). This potential 

pitfall was also noticed by some participants; as a member of the R&I team insightfully explained: 

I see L&D as a core part of creating the change, and how you drive a change programme is 

actually through an education programme in lots of ways. But you can also see an L&D 

framework being about people’s individual wellbeing, and it is partly as well [...] But the 

problem with this individual lens is that if one player deviates, then it’s the player’s fault, 

there’s no system facilitating that sort of behaviour. The big question is, what’s happened 

around that player that is either not been able to stop this happening or has helped make it 

happen? So that’s a big thing that I have to keep pushing and I think people are getting there, 

but there’s still that mentality of: “determine the facts, determine what disciplinary process 

should happen, blame the individual”. (I4) 

According to Noon (2018), this “mentality” is consistent with a general drift towards the 

individualisation of the equality agenda with the advancement of neoliberal policies and the diversity 

management discourse (for a genealogy of discourses of equality and diversity see Oswick & Noon, 

2014). He argues that “just as the diversity agenda has superseded the equality agenda, so the 

individual has replaced the collective as the object of analysis and intervention; thus, failure can be 
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attributed to individual action rather than collective responsibility” (Noon, 2018, p. 205). In addition, 

Noon (2018) observes that “the agency of the individual is sourced to a deep-set, unconscious bias, 

and responsibility is pushed further away from the systemic failures of the processes, procedures and 

operations of the organisation” (p. 205). Relatedly, the participant commented: “I think unconscious 

bias training in isolation is kind of almost dangerous, because people can think: ‘oh, you know, it’s all 

unconscious!’” (I4). “Ironically and optimistically”, Noon (2018) concludes, a turn to the unconscious 

can re-open examinations of dominant discourses and power structures within organizations “if 

explanations and remedies are sought for the origins [...] of bias” (p. 205). Similarly, the participant 

recognized that 

[unconscious bias training] is an entry point because instead of saying: “you’re a bit culturally 

incompetent and you can’t really deal with Māori people”, somehow “unconscious bias” is 

the safer sort of first discussion, you know? Like, we’ve got a problem with women, we’ve 

got a problem with different ethnicities, but we’ll just talk to you about “unconscious bias” 

[laughs]. If you want to take things from the unconscious into the conscious, you have to 

have a programme to actually shift the conscious. (I4) 

Critical scholars argue that reflexivity is the backbone of cultural change and, therefore, 

educational efforts should aim at raising awareness, building understanding, and challenging 

predominant norms and assumptions, examining them as well as their consequences (Long & 

Spracklen, 2010; Meyerson & Kolb, 2000; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Since organizations are contextually 

embedded, without an understanding of the sociohistorical forces that call for D&I interventions, 

short-term, standardized, and individually focused approaches to L&D are likely to fail (Weisinger et 

al., 2016). Relatedly, back in Chapter 4 I argued that practitioners require an understanding of the 

sufficient conditions for the potential of sport to be maximized (Coalter, 2007; Hartmann & Kwauk, 

2011). Here I add that this would also require an understanding of those conditions under which the 

problematic aspects of sport can be minimized. This caveat was likewise acknowledged by a member 

of the R&I team, who observed: 
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Certain things drive up the risks of violence and exclusion occurring and certain things drive 

down the risk. And rugby has some of those things that drive up the risk, and that’s the same 

as like fraternities, police, army; anything that is traditionally male dominated. That’s why it’s 

really important to have initiatives that target not just individual behaviour but also the 

whole environment. (I5) 

The need for a theory-driven approach to assessing the design and effectiveness of sport-

related interventions has been stressed by a number of researchers (Coalter, 2007; Hartmann & 

Kwauk, 2011). As discussed in Chapter 6, the central idea is that beliefs and assumptions 

underpinning policies and practices can be expressed in terms of the complex causes and nature of 

the problems which they intend to address (Coalter, 2007). While such a model has not been 

systematically developed yet, as suggested by critical scholars, encouraging people to critique taken-

for-granted organizational practices was recognized by the R&I team as the first step to change. 

Relatedly, another participant explained: 

I say to my team: you are there to disrupt, that’s your role. At the moment, your role is to 

disrupt and that’s why it feels uncomfortable because you’re poking people all the time: 

reminding them, asking them, why wouldn’t you, why can’t you – so you are disrupting. 

You’re actually pulling that nice cosy blanket off the club rooms and you’re asking others to 

sit under that blanket that have never sat there before. Or you’ve got them on no blanket, 

and that’s new. (I10) 

In doing this, the vital role of engagement and empathy in the process of learning from and 

about others (Litvin, 2006) was once again highlighted. In the words of a manager: 

If the training gets people sharing, like genuinely sharing, as opposed to sitting there and not 

engaging, then that’s a good indicator. Because a lot of what I do in my trainings isn’t so 

much trying to tell people “this is unacceptable”, it’s trying to get people to think critically 

about what’s the problem here and how we can address it. (I5) 

As a result of this process, another participant reflected: 
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I’m the stale, pale, white guy, and I’ve grown up in a system where I’ve been rewarded really 

well for being what I am [...] So I’m learning to catch my thoughts at times and go, that’s an 

assumption or that’s something. And so for me it’s about trying to catch those thoughts. I 

need to reshape my initial, probably not thoughts, probably actually my reactions, right? 

Because we all are a reflection of the way we’ve been brought up over time, but that 

changes as well, like through experiences and knowledge. So, for me, personally, it’s a 

process of growth and I think we need to lead that growth through our game as well. (I8) 

If progress in efforts to diversify can be measured by the degree to which traditionally 

represented groups are willing to reflect on “the ways they themselves have become successful and 

the criteria (...) used to define their success” (Ely & Meyerson, 2000, p. 600; Shaw & Frisby, 2006), 

the quote above may be read as a promising indicator. Furthermore, and in connection with the 

previous section, it could also be taken as a point of departure for putting strategic essentialism into 

action. Relatedly, Prasad (2012) notes that 

those privileged individuals who acknowledge the inequities stemming from being afforded, 

and (unwittingly) assuming, statuses of power for the mere fact that they occupy certain 

demographical and identity categories can invoke strategic essentialism to destabilize the 

discursive unity of the center. (p. 585) 

Although I would not assert that the essentialism expressed by the participant was 

intentional or strategic, it still brings to light the unmarked privilege that certain groups embody, be 

it based on their maleness, whiteness, and/or their heterosexuality. According to Ely and Meyerson 

(2000), “this process of reflection, learning, and change will eventually transform the organization, its 

members, and their relations with one another by challenging and redefining their sense of what it 

means to be male or female, [white or brown, straight or gay]” (p. 132). Thus, more fluid 

conceptualizations of identity and social organization may also be revealed, as well as the socially 

constructed nature of reality (Shaw, 2019). From a critical perspective, narratives play a key role in 
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the construction and maintenance of all aspects of organizational “reality” (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). I 

turn to this topic below.  

 

Storytelling   

The integrated change model for work on diversity I introduced in Chapter 2 emphasises the 

importance of having an effective communications strategy that keeps people appraised of actions 

taken and results achieved (Cox, 2001). Organization theory understands strategy development as a 

fairly straightforward and value-free exercise, in this case, to outline who the organization needs to 

communicate with, about what, in what ways, and how often (Ricco & Guerci, 2014). In doing this, 

Cox (2001) advises to “stop just short of complete overkill when it comes to communications related 

to the change effort” (p. 72). In a similar fashion, a member of the R&I team observed: 

There’re a few people here that won’t actively promote their work because they’re just 

doing their work, and you’re not noticing the impact of their work enough because you’ve 

got these other people over here that are vocal and that’s what you’re used to. So I’ve had to 

learn to go “here’s what we’re achieving, here’s what we’re achieving, and here’s what we’re 

achieving”, and not just me, but like, “here’s our success, here’s our success”. (I4) 

The quote above not only supports Cox’s (2001) advice but also reveals dominant narratives 

(e.g. the need to be “vocal”) through which people interpret their organizational experiences (Shaw 

& Frisby, 2006). As I argued in the previous section, organizational narratives are central to critically 

analysing change processes, because they represent how reality is socially constructed and 

(re)produce patterns of dominance in terms of power relations (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Shaw & 

Frisby, 2006). In particular, Shaw and Hoeber (2003) showed how masculinity is often associated with 

higher levels of achievement and success in sport organizations, whereas women in senior positions 

are tolerated only as long as they do not overly express “masculine” work practices such as 

assertiveness and self-promotion. Consistent with these findings, the participant observed: 
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[We] get some pushback from actively promoting our work, and I think any woman in a 

senior leadership role gets some pushback. Um you know, that I’m trying to oversell what’s 

happening in the R&I space and... we’ve had people say: “people are sick of talking about 

R&I”. (I4)  

Interestingly, whilst Shaw and and Hoeber’s (2003) research suggested that women who 

expressed discourses of masculinity were not particularly welcomed by men, the same participant 

noted that: “they’re primarily women who call themselves feminists who would have pushback on 

[us] the most” (I4). And in retrospect, she added: 

I think some of the women who had been here for years and had been fighting in an 

environment where it wasn’t a priority, felt like we came in and took all the credit for it and... 

I think we probably did in some ways. And I think I didn’t do enough work early on to really 

acknowledge how much they had achieved. (I4) 

From a critical perspective, the quote above serves to exemplify how the pervasive 

dominance of masculine ways of managing organizational processes such as “competition, control, 

and conquest” (Knights & McCabe, 2001, p. 619) can limit other forms of knowledge, such as 

collaborative and inclusive approaches to work (Knights & Kerfoot, 2004; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Yet 

on re-examination, it may also illustrate a point made by Hartmann (2014), who contends that critical 

theories of management, whilst useful for exposing processes of oppression, may actually hinder the 

quest for practical transformation. This is because, as argued in Chapter 2, critical scholars would 

typically insist on the presence of dominant gendered discourses within all managerial practices, 

underestimating the capacity of practitioners themselves to identify alternative causes of resistance 

within their own practices (e.g. a lack of peer-to-peer recognition) and rectify them accordingly.  

In any case, the respondent’s reflection signals to one of the key tenets shared by both 

mainstream and critical management scholars, that change to welcome and leverage diversity and 

inclusion must be done in a systemic way (Cunningham, 2009; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Thus, while the 

R&I team is formally responsible for driving the endeavour, it is important to recognize and 
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communicate that the results achieved are the product of a collaborative effort across the 

organization. This was a key lesson for the participant, as she explained: 

Now I’m constantly telling people R&I stories and I hardly ever talk about just the specifics of 

my team; I’m talking about what [X] does in the high-performance environment, or what this 

Provincial Union’s doing, or the great work [Y] is doing, or whatever. It’s just normalizing the 

change, right? (I4) 

The need for an organizational climate in which people feel comfortable to speak openly and 

honestly about diversity and their perspectives on it was another topic that emerged during the 

interviews. Relatedly, Cox (2001) and other researchers have observed that groups characterized by 

open and honest communication and active collaboration use diverging viewpoints in constructive 

ways. For example, Cunningham (2019) argues that “engaging in difficult dialogues can [...] challenge 

people to think differently, allow [them] to take a stand for important issues, and ultimately, build a 

sense of community and trust” (p. 353; see also Fink et al., 2001, 2003). On the contrary, in 

organizations with closed informal networks and a competitive culture, differing viewpoints may give 

rise to emotional conflict and friction (Cox, 2001; Fink et al., 2001, 2003). These conditions can also 

facilitate subtle forms of resisting D&I and reproducing the status quo through discursive practices of 

silencing (Spaaij et al., 2020). For example, a manager observed:  

I’m outspoken about issues like this, so you do get, um, kind of, not called out, but... you 

know... if people are being sexist or homophobic or whatever, don’t say it in front of [me] 

because I’ll call it out. (I13) 

In a similar vein, a senior manager commented: “It’s important to get other people’s opinions. And 

we’re not very good at that here, I don’t believe. There’s a little bit of arrogance, a little bit of ego, I 

suppose” (I10). Thus, and as suggested by Shaw and Hoeber (2003), if there is a genuine interest in 

creating and sustaining a culture in which diversity and inclusion are embedded, the adoption of 

communication styles and strategies that recognize and articulate the value of alternative 
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perspectives throughout the organization may go some way to improving individuals’ experiences 

and understanding of one another. 

Likewise, how an organization chooses to communicate and market about its image, values, 

success, failure, and opportunities to be engaged are also revealing of how it is, or is not, working 

across power differentials to build relationships with its communities and become more inclusive 

(Forde et al., 2015). Here, once again, subtle forms of downplaying the need for change emerged 

through speech acts and discourses of in-group essentialism (Spaaij et al., 2020). For example, a 

senior manager observed:  

When we’re talking and NZR is communicating, our brand has to be relevant to the people of 

New Zealand. This is something that we’ve always done; that’s business as usual. Now, if you 

look at the amount of money that we spend on our marketing and brand compared to any 

other commercial business, it’s not as high. So what is meant through this R&I review is that 

there’s more of a focus on actually being able to tell our stories better; it’s us just being able 

to tell our stories better than what we’ve done in the past. (I17) 

By using a homogenizing discourse to legitimize the status quo (e.g. “we’ve always done this”, 

“business as usual”), this rhetoric implies that NZR is (and has always been) relevant to “the people 

of New Zealand”, the latter defined in a collectivized way obscuring the complexity of the country’s 

social fabric. Thus, according to critical scholars, these discursive practices may help NZR avert 

criticism and claim compliance with the RRR recommendations, failing to critically interrogate, let 

alone alter, organizational culture and practices (Spaaij et al., 2020). A less critical reading, however, 

suggests that NZR recognizes the need to revise its storytelling, which in turn may lead to challenging 

some dominant narratives around the realities of the sport.  

The same can be said about the ostensible discourses of denial (Spaaij et al., 2020) which 

drew upon narratives of “misperception”. In these cases, participants acknowledged broader 

problems within the game, yet felt that the public perception of rugby is still based around 

traditional stereotypes and not reflective of undergoing changes. For example, a manager noted: 
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There’s bias and prejudices about the game, about how it’s played and what the requirement 

looks like, the rugby club environments, or the rugby culture. So authentically promoting that 

there has been a shift and that there are more options is going to be one of the challenges. 

(I15) 

In a similar fashion, a senior manager explained:  

That’s the challenge that I and others in the business face. That the perception that people 

may have of us means we actually need to tell our stories better of the work we’re doing and 

why we’re doing that. Because the more people that can understand what we’re trying to 

achieve, the more people that can support us and also be an advocate for the work we’re 

trying to do (I17). 

From a critical perspective, the quotes above would indicate that the cause of this 

(mis)perception is ultimately traced back to NZR’s poor storytelling capacity rather the actual 

experiences of historically disadvantaged groups discussed in previous sections. Although this may be 

in part arguable, by drawing on discourses of misperception the organization is not axiomatically 

resisting the need to reflect on its own practices. For instance, a participant commented: 

To be honest, we are actually not very good at communicating the good things that we do. I 

don’t know if it’s a New Zealand thing, or a rugby thing, or it’s just us... kind of “I don’t want 

to say it”, you know? People don’t want to boast or put out that sort of story. (I18) 

The fear to be perceived as a “boaster’” seemed to be linked to the widespread “lip service” or “PR 

exercise” approach identified by a number of critical researchers (e.g. Shaw, 2019; Spaaij et al., 

2020), which was deemed to be detrimental to NZR’s efforts in the R&I space. Thus, a chief officer 

observed: 

It’d be interesting to know, from a public perception point of view, when we say we really 

want rugby to change, how they view it? I’m not sure if the New Zealand public or the rugby 

public think: are they just doing this because they got criticized heavily, or are they doing it 
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because they are shifting? That would be quite interesting to know, what the perception is. 

(I18) 

Whereas better communicating actions taken and results achieved was generally recognized 

as key to changing public perception, some participants highlighted the role of storytelling within the 

change process. For example, a senior manager explained:  

Sometimes when you’re driving change, you have to be able to tell stories about what’s good 

in order to be able to focus on what’s bad, because everyone wants to be able to be proud of 

what they’re doing. And that’s what we’re missing; I think we should be telling stories of 

what good is and what it is not so good (I4). 

In a similar vein, a manager noted: 

In order to bring our members, our system along, we need to really positively promote 

where change has occurred and the benefits and the new approach that have gone with it. 

One, to help upsell the change, but also to help demystify some of the challenges that go 

with it. You know, it’s ok to be a bit clumsy, it’s ok to not be perfect. (I14) 

Sharing stories of struggle and failure might also help to challenge some dominant narratives 

around organizational success. For example, the organization may be publicly deemed successful 

when women or ethnic minorities gain access to senior management positions, regardless of the 

hurdles they may have faced in their struggle to the top (Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Thus, critical scholars 

argue for the development of a communications approach that engages representatives from 

different groups in an open and constructive dialogue, telling alternative stories that while 

recognizing difference, look for common bonds (Pless & Maak, 2004). In this way, rather than the 

organization speaking of its achievements, it is the communities who will speak in recognition of 

what it is they have actually experienced with the organization. In a similar way, a senior manager 

commented: 

In the next 2-3 years there needs to be some significant uplift in community messages as we 

undertake some of the changes that we’re bringing about. But we might do it more through 
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system change than necessarily through PR, and then let the Voice of the Participant46 tell 

the story. (I15) 

According to critical scholars, telling the stories and articulating the narratives of individuals’ 

experiences across different axes of power and identities is a key mechanism for challenging 

dominant organizational discourses that privilege the paradigm of maleness, heteronormativity, and 

whiteness (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Holvino, 2010; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). By doing so, it may also 

become possible to achieve higher levels of trust, credibility, and legitimacy among the critical public 

(Pless & Maak, 2004).  

In discussing this more inclusive approach to storytelling, however, some participants 

recognized a number of challenges. For example, a member of the R&I team observed:  

We should have different journalists that we’d go to for different things and place different 

stories. But here [the communications team] is just like: “oh, we’ll just send out a media 

release”, and it goes to sports reporters and dies at the bottom of the pile. (I4) 

As critical researchers have shown, the masculinization of sport is not limited to that of players and 

managers alone, but its reproduction relies on ancillary organizations and occupations such as the 

sport-media complex, run mostly by and for men (Anderson, 2009). Thus, a participant explained: 

Viewers and journalists are predominantly male and they’re obsessed with the All Blacks. So I 

find ways of getting [the Black Ferns] in by highlighting their personalities and their amazing 

life stories. Is that a good thing? Yes, because people are getting to know the players and I’m 

getting media coverage; but I actually want them to report on the rugby. I don’t necessarily 

want them to report on the fact they’re doing their nails before they play a game. So I battle 

with that, internally [laughter], but you know, you’ve got to get coverage. (I13) 

 
46 The Voice of the Participant is an annual survey conducted by Sport NZ to understand club level players’ 
experiences in a range of sports.  
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In a similar vein, other participants pointed to the need to secure corporate sponsorships, 

revealing once again the tensions between the business and moral cases for diversity. For instance, a 

senior manager observed: 

We have a very powerful and globally recognized All Blacks brand which promotes the high-

performance, reliable, dominant, superpower that we are. And because it’s so dominant, 

being able to weave that in with messages that promote diversity and inclusion, I think is 

quite challenging. Um, particularly when there’s also commercial agendas that need to be 

overlaid with that, because obviously that’s how we earn our money. So there’s always this 

tension that exists in terms of who is prepared to pay to sponsor the All Blacks and what are 

the brand values that we have to accept that go with that, the brand trade-offs, and then the 

impact that that might have. (I15) 

Underpinning this quote is the assumption that promoting diversity and inclusion can only be 

accomplished at the expense of sacrificing brand equity. Thus, the opportunity cost of pursuing D&I 

initiatives may arise in an argument for not pursuing such initiatives since it may be not in the best 

commercial interest of the business. As I argued in Chapter 2, the business case for diversity relies on 

a rational cost–benefit analysis which tends to conclude that the balance will lean towards investing 

in D&I (Cunningham, 2009). The danger is that in some instances, as exemplified above, this simply 

may not be the case (Noon, 2007). Therefore, as I argued in Chapter 6, challenging the narrative that 

increased diversity and inclusion come at the expense of winning athletic performances and/or 

revenue generation is a central concern for critical scholars (Shaw & Frisby, 2006). According to Ely & 

Meyerson (2000), this process begins as organizational members start to question their own and 

others’ deeply held assumptions about what constitutes individual and organizational progress and 

success, particularly in regard to D&I. I explore these issues in the next and final section of the study.  
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Keeping the Score 

According to organization studies, measuring and evaluating D&I management is a 

problematic stage of the process, since its outcomes tend to take a long time to manifest (Ricco & 

Guerci, 2014); research suggests that a seven-to-ten-year period is to be expected as the required 

timeframe for changing the culture of an organization (Cox, 2001). A common mistake is to 

underestimate the length of the effort (Cox, 2001), although in the case of NZR, participants were 

well aware of the long-term timespan for the development and implementation of the levers of 

change. Thus, for example, a manager commented: 

I don’t think it’s just a 12-month process. This is a 10-year kind of thing. What we’re asked to 

do is a culture change, and I don’t think anyone’s going into this thinking that we’re going to 

nail this in a very short period of time. (I18) 

Noon (2007) critically notes, however, that a long-term focus may be a laudable aim but is 

not a practical necessity. As I argued in Chapter 4, in keeping with international trends, the 

modernization of sport organizations in New Zealand has led to the adoption of performance 

management regimes that tie their success to measurable objectives (Sam & Ronglan, 2018). 

Therefore, if the benefits of the R&I programme are seen to be only achievable ten years in the 

future, they may be significantly less persuasive for people expected to produce short-term tangible 

outputs and who might themselves have performance bonuses based on short-term targets (Noon, 

2007). Although participants did not express reasons for such a concern, sustainability was certainly 

an issue for some. For instance, an R&I team member observed: 

The biggest risk for the project is people thinking that achieving R&I is just a few activities; 

that you just tick those off and by the end of 2019 you are done. So that’s the biggest risk, 

that people go: that feel-good stuff we like doing but now you’re actually wanting us to keep 

going and change our structures and, you know, make some really big changes. (I4)  

Along similar lines, another member of the R&I team noted: 
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I think there’s always a risk all the surface level stuff will make people feel satisfied that 

enough has been done. And surface level things are not the same as real change. Like having 

the Rainbow Tick is not the same as having an inclusive organization. (I5) 

The quotes also point to a second pitfall in mainstream approaches to cultural change, which 

is evaluating success by the quantity and magnitude of initiatives and events, rather than the impact 

upon people (Cox, 2001). As the participants critically note, accrediting evidence of action is not the 

same as accrediting evidence of change. It is therefore fundamental to assess how the organization is 

pursuing change by critically examining the change process and not just what results are being 

achieved (Coalter, 2007; Shaw, 2007). In recognition of this, a senior manager commented:  

The first thing that I look at when I look at the R&R report is that it’s box-ticking. And if we do 

it for the sake of box ticking, then that’s not right. But if we’re genuine and we’ve got intent 

about it, which I truly believe the business has, it’s not about whether or not we achieved 17 

out of 20 of all the tasks that we were made to do. It’s probably more the how we’ve gone 

about it. It’s not necessarily the end result as such. (I17)  

This was deemed particularly important in the early stages of the project, when there may 

not be much on results achieved to talk about. During these stages, a manager argued that “the 

focus of attention should be on the likelihood of achieving results, and this is where knowing that 

people are committed to continued improvement becomes essential” (I18). In a similar vein, a chief 

officer noted: 

In terms of our measuring directly how the game is changing, I think we’re quite early in 

relation to that. But in terms of measuring the commitment to trying to drive some change, 

we can certainly measure how programmes are rolling out and adoption is happening, and so 

on. (I3) 

In Chapter 6 I argued that organizational expressions of commitment can be made in 

situations where commitment is not given in the sense of being bound to action (Spaaij et al. 2020). 

Similarly, past studies noted that “commitment” was often offered as a way for organizations to 
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move beyond the “tick-box” approach to diversity, that is, when organizations can demonstrate that 

they are following certain procedures but are not really “behind” them (Ahmed, 2012, p. 114; 

Richardson & Monro, 2012). To be “behind” an action, Ahmed (2012) explains, means that the action 

is being completed without the need to push forward; like a stroke in tennis, if our body is already 

behind the stroke, we cannot pull back from it (p. 128). From this perspective, commitment is to be 

assessed by what the organization has already done (or not) to initiate the action, which gives it force 

and momentum. Thus, even if commitment is posed as an alternative to box-ticking, in practice it 

remains elusive and difficult to define (Ahmed, 2012), and, therefore, to measure.  

As I described in Chapter 3, questions of measurement were central to NZR’s involvement in 

this research project, in particular, “how to measure R&I progress and success with the view of 

creating sustainable change, not just compliance” (I7). Later in Chapter 4 I argued that this concern 

with measuring is a by-product of performance management models that privilege quantitative 

information and force organizations to reduce their purpose and goals to key performance indicators 

(Sam & Macris, 2014). Thus, at the time of the research, NZR had made R&I a strategic priority 

included in the 2018 and 2019 scoreboards. As an integral part of NZR’s performance management 

system, the scoreboard is used to measure the organization’s success and review progress against a 

number of indicators. In regard to the creation of a more respectful and inclusive culture, at the time 

of the study these were the following (NZR, 2019):   

• Implement a programme to enhance gender and cultural diversity at NZR & PU 

governance levels; 

• Begin implementation of L&D framework; 

• Rollout a programme to embed The Rugby Way47 through R&I initiatives across rugby; 

• Develop and deliver a communication programme that brings to life The Rugby Way and 

supports the growth aspirations of NZR; and 

 
47 The Rugby Way is a charter which captures NZR’s values and aspirations: be welcoming, be our best, be 
passionate, and play fair (NZR, n.d. -d). 
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• Implement a programme to increase the number of Māori and Pasifika in non-playing 

roles. 

When asked about the rationale that guided the selection of these indicators, a member of 

the R&I commented:  

How do we select those 4, 5 points? They are a little bit arbitrary. They were done at the end 

of last year, when I’d only just started, and we just needed some kind of core pieces that we 

thought we could deliver, to have some tangibles. (I4) 

The quote not only challenges the apparently rational nature of performance management 

discourses by admitting “a little arbitrariness”, it also highlights the privileged position of “tangible 

deliverables” as proxies for organizational success. Accordingly, progress in D&I is generally 

measured by the percentage of actions implemented and the levels of change in diversity profiles 

(i.e. increased representation of historically under-represented groups) (Ely & Thomas, 2001). For 

instance, a chief officer explained:  

The first piece of work is to get some of the baseline measurements in place so we can start 

measuring. We know how many women are on boards around NZR provinces now, which we 

wouldn’t have known two or three years ago. We would have a sense of it, but we wouldn’t 

have had the facts. Next year we are going to do an ethnic poll so we will know how many 

Māori and Pasifika ethnicities are sitting around board tables. So in five years’ time there will 

be a measure to come back to. (I1) 

From a critical perspective this approach is problematic, since a reliance on measurable 

yardsticks to validate achievements ignores the flexibility, intangibility and incommensurability of 

concepts such as diversity and inclusion (Shaw, 2007). Nevertheless, even those few participants who 

recognised that demographic diversity is not a proxy for inclusion, noted that “having some numbers 

on hand can add clarity and visibility to the issues. It can also serve to identify gaps in service 

provision and take action where needed” (I5). Thus, and as recommended by organization 

development scholars (Gonzalez, 2010), profile data was to be periodically collected at all levels of 
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the game, starting by NZR’s board and staff, followed by PUs and Super Rugby clubs, as well as 

players, coaches, officials, and volunteers. A case exists for including demographic targets and quotas 

as part of D&I programmes (Cox, 2001), yet according to a member of the R&I team and long argued 

by critical scholars (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Meyerson & Kolb, 2000; Shaw & Frisby, 2006), “success 

will require time and room for risk-taking with initiatives, which may be at odds with the need to 

meet specific figures” (I4).  

There is little question that a change in the diversity profile of the sport is a significant step 

towards changing a culture of similarity, particularly if the changes include leadership roles 

(Cunningham, 2019) and the degree in which people from different social groups have equal 

influence and access to resources (Ely & Meyerson, 2000). Nevertheless, balancing numbers as a 

strategy to end inequality and discrimination has proven to be by itself insufficient (Shaw & Frisby, 

2006). As argued in Chapter 2, because male-dominated sport organizations tend to deal with 

diversity by pressuring new members to assimilate to prevailing norms, differences tend to vanish 

over time (Anderson, 2009; Coakley, 2004; Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). For instance, a participant 

commented: 

Rugby is an environment that is very male dominated, very heterosexual, dominant and 

aggressive, it’s hypermasculine [...] If we can have rugby as a place where you didn’t have to 

be this dominant and concrete kind of male, I’ll be doing cartwheels. (I18) 

Research shows that because of this pressure to conform, people tend to either leave the sport or 

alter their attitudes and behaviour in order to gain acceptance (Cunningham, 2019). The result is that 

seeming diversity, such as an increasing presence of women, may represent only marginal 

differences in values, norms, and practices and does little to challenge the dominance of 

masculinities that are deep and historically rooted (Shaw & Frisby, 2006).  

Against this backdrop, critical scholars argue that in order to achieve a more sustainable 

approach to D&I within sport organisations, it is necessary to move away from reductionist 

quantitative outcomes and concentrate on organizational practices that are engaging, interrogative 
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and reflexive, examining how social exclusion may be (re)produced within managerialism (Shaw, 

2007; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). This perspective links D&I to organizational processes focused on how 

people experience the sport, in a way that makes this work a resource for learning and progressive 

change (Ely & Thomas, 2001).   

As I argued in Chapter 6, the challenge facing both academics and practitioners is leveraging 

sport’s potential for achieving positive social outcomes. Relatedly, a manager observed: 

The government is moving from a purely [Gross Domestic Product] view of the world of 

measuring progress and value. Maybe that’s a thing that we need to do as well...  It’s a bit 

tricky but, what is the social value of the investment that we’re putting into rugby and not 

just valuing another widget on top? Things like: Who is that? What’s the makeup? How are 

they achieving? How are they experiencing the game and opening themselves up to the 

community? And some other forms of value. (I12) 

Progress in this area is currently hindered by a lack of evidence and “the absence of an 

understanding of processes and mechanisms which either produce, or are assumed to produce, 

particular impacts” (Coalter, 2007, p. 2; O’Boyle, 2015). Until rigorous evaluations are carried out it is 

not possible to make specific recommendations for practice. Against this background, and as 

previously suggested by a member of the R&I team, freedom to pilot and experiment would be a 

move forward, encouraging an environment of continuous learning from experience where flawless 

implementation is not expected (Shaw, 2019; Shaw & Frisby, 2006).  

In the meantime, Cox (2001) argues that keeping the score is important for another, less 

often recognized, reason. In much of the Western world, he notes, people need to measure the 

results of what they have accomplished against some known “yardstick of goodness” (Cox, 2001, p. 

132). Evidence suggests that people will work harder if they have some tangible targets to aim for, 

partly because they feel better when there is evidence of achievement (Cox, 2001). Thus, the 

psychological and emotional value of establishing follow-up and accountability mechanisms, even if 

early results are not encouraging, should not be underestimated (Cox, 2001).  
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The above invariably brings us back to the question of how to assess performance on D&I, 

this time at the individual level. Once again, this presupposes that individual performance is not 

purely evaluated on output (i.e. what people achieve) but also on how people achieve results (Pless 

& Maak, 2004). Relatedly, a senior manager commented: 

If success is what we’ve done, it’s how we act and how we go about our daily business rather 

than having to always think “I have to do this just because it’s on an R&I lens”. Because if 

we’re having to be triggered like that, and it’s not a normalized behaviour, then clearly we 

haven’t understood why we’re doing this. (I17) 

In a similar vein, a manager noted: 

We’ve got our own team, the R&I team, and that’s their sole role, and then the challenge is 

to get it woven through everything that everybody does. I think of it and explain it to people 

like health and safety; everybody has to adhere to health and safety standards, right? So it’s 

the same with R&I, everybody has to hold themselves to a certain level of a standard of 

behaviour and make sure that that behaviour is demonstrated as part of what they do. (I13) 

The participants also emphasised the need for establishing accountability for good 

performance by reinforcing positive behaviour, as opposed to taking corrective action for negative 

behaviour. This is also advised by Cox (2001), who argues that for the purpose of creating and 

monitoring the development of an organizational culture of diversity, performance evaluations can 

be a valuable tool. They can be a means to stimulate difficult dialogues between people 

(Cunningham, 2019, p. 353) and to encourage and motivate them to adopt and promote inclusive 

behaviour (Cox, 2001). Like many organizations, NZR has a bonus remuneration plan that provides a 

level of compensation beyond the base salary for all employees, with the amount contingent on job 

and group performance for a given year. As a chief officer noted, “this is useful not simply because 

people are motivated by the opportunity to earn more money, but because it sends a message that 

the accomplishment of these goals is fundamental to the success of NZR” (I3). Thus, the inclusion of 

R&I on the scoreboard, directly related to annual bonuses for all NZR staff, establishes the priority of 
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the goals related to D&I, and the proper kind of alignment between goals and rewards of 

achievement. According to Cox (2001), this creates a “coherence of leadership behaviour” that 

generates a strong focus on the specified priorities for that planning period (p. 136). 

Although many of the interviewees manifested desire for change by “winning hearts and 

minds" (I2), the comments above indicate that success at D&I revolved around changing behaviours 

through the implementation of organizational practices such as training and personal performance 

management and incentives. In other words, and consistent with previous research (Richardson & 

Monro, 2012), progress was largely expected in terms of behavioural rather than attitudinal change, 

which, according to Richardson and Monro (2012), may lead to a “privatization of prejudice” (p. 148). 

The effect of these behaviour-focused approaches was, however, not lost on a few participants; for 

example, a member of the R&I team explained:  

We want to track if we’re actually shifting attitudes and not just people’s behaviours, 

because restricting certain behaviours does not necessarily challenge conservative values, 

right? So we need to be able to track attitudes and behaviours; that’s what we need to 

change really to be able to change the environment. I4 

Indeed, according to organization development studies, organizational-level change can 

occur as the aggregation of individual-level adaptation when people within the organization embrace 

alternative models of behaviour (Gonzalez, 2010). Yet critical scholars note that meaningful change 

can only occur with development of new attitudes, values, and beliefs through increased self-

reflection and knowledge about others and how relations of power are (re)enacted in the context of 

sport (Shaw & Frisby, 2006; Shaw, 2019). From a subversive functionalist perspective, an aggregation 

of such changes would constitute D&I-related organizational change. In a similar vein, a senior 

manager noted that: 

Ultimately, we want to see a change in attitudes and behaviours. But I guess the question is 

what’s our starting point? What’s our base line to measure against? I don’t know how easy 

that is to measure... that’s something that I’d love to know more about. I16 
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While traditional methods of data collection such as performance evaluations, surveys, and 

focus groups may have distinct advantages for measurement of progress in sport organizations 

(Cunningham, 2019), useful information can be also gathered by “walking around” (Cox, 2001, p. 

133), that is, by going out and talking to people about what they observe and what they think 

regarding the change process. In a similar vein, a manager explained:  

I spend a lot of time when I’m not on the rugby field, on the side of rugby fields chatting to 

people, talking to people, parents, players, things like that [...] We spend so much time 

talking to people, learning from people; sometimes the best conversations we have is on the 

side of the rugby field. (I9) 

And she added: “although this is not prescribed in the job description, we do it because we love it 

100%. And I think we’ve realized it’s really important” (I9). 

Lastly, a number of participants made reference to their own alternative indicators of 

success, which revealed an interest in socio-political transformation and legitimacy beyond the 

organizational context. For example, a senior executive observed: 

I looked at the nominations for the [NZ] rugby awards and we’ve got Kendra Cocksedge up 

for player of the year against three men; and we’ve got Sarah Gossup for Māori player of the 

year against three men48. I think if people see more and more of that visual cue, they’ll start 

to actually realise things are changing. I3 

Meanwhile, a manager noted:  

Challenging the notion of what it means to be a man who plays rugby would be really cool. 

And I actually think we’re seeing that more over the past 12 months than any time before. 

We’ve got All Blacks talking about mental health and wellbeing and that they go to men’s 

support groups, their struggle… We’ve hardly ever seen an All Black talk about that, it just 

 
48 Kendra Cocksedge became the first woman to win the New Zealand Rugby Player of the Year award in 2018; 
Sarah Hirini became the first woman to win the New Zealand Rugby Māori Player of the Year award in 2019. 
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doesn’t happen, so to have that now in the papers, it’s awesome. That to me is the evidence 

that there’s some positive movement. (I18) 

And in the view of a chief officer: 

When Gareth Thomas49 got assaulted in the UK, the request to wear rainbow laces to the All 

Blacks was a very easy yes, whereas maybe 2 or 3 years ago that would have been a long 

conversation. I think that’s an indicator that we are changing the way we look at the role we 

play in the game. (I1) 

As I argued in Chapter 4 and illustrated throughout this research, rugby is subject to an array 

of discourses that produce multiple and, at times, conflicting narratives, making it difficult to assess 

with any precision to what extent the comments above reflect a counterbalance of historical power 

relations. Nevertheless, findings suggest that D&I change incorporates demographic, socio-political, 

structural, and cultural elements that require a combination of different ways to gauge progress. For 

instance, political change could be evaluated through demographic variations across hierarchical 

levels and functional areas, including tenure and rank (Gonzalez, 2010). Perception surveys among 

stakeholders could be used to measure societal legitimacy (Lock et al., 2015). Cultural change would 

look at individual-level changes in behaviours, attitudes, and assumptions regarding D&I and social 

groups, as well as aggregate evaluations of mental models or D&I climate (Rao et al, 1999). Structural 

change could be informed by the alignment (or lack thereof) between organizational policies, 

procedures, and reward systems and the intent to provide inclusive and equitable sport 

opportunities (Shaw, 2007; Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 2014).  

In any case, and above all, the principles of continuous improvement dictate that the work 

on D&I is never done (Cox, 2001). Because, at what level of favourable climate for diversity and 

inclusion does the work end? In the view of an R&I team member: “Sport organizations should take 

the position that exclusion of even a few people is not acceptable and that the experience of being 

 
49 Gareth Thomas is a Welsh former professional rugby player who was victim of a homophobic attack in 2018 
(see p. 72).  
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respected and included in sport environments must apply to everyone” (I4). Thus, and as noted by 

Ely and Meyerson (2000), “There is no identifiable endpoint of this approach; rather, the process of 

change it advocates is both means and ends” (p. 113). 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusion 

The aim of my thesis was to better understand why sport organizations engage in D&I 

initiatives, how this commitment is translated into practice, what challenges or difficulties they 

encounter, and what organizational practices may facilitate moving forward. In investigating these 

questions, I queried whether mainstream organizational change models could be used, in tandem 

with critical management studies, to support progressive social change. Thus, I began to explore how 

a subversive functionalist approach to diversity management may be articulated in the case study of 

New Zealand Rugby and its commitment towards greater diversity and inclusion. In this final chapter, 

I discuss the conclusions from the analysis of the findings, make recommendations, and offer 

suggestions for future research. 

 

Conclusions from the Research 

As this study has illustrated, creating and sustaining change, particularly related to diversity 

and inclusion, is a complex undertaking that affects the entire organization and, at the same time, is 

affected by historical and socio-political contexts. Past studies have focused on the ideal outcomes of 

D&I management strategies in sport organizations (DeSensi, 1995; Doherty & Chelladurai, 1999; Fink 

& Pastore, 1999) but have largely failed to address the mechanisms for creating such a change 

(Cunningham, 2009). Though I organized the thesis in line with a proposed change model for the 

purpose of thematic structure (not to “test” its efficacy), I acknowledged from the outset the various 

ways in which themes may cut across categorization. In this section, I address the three main cross-

cutting themes that emerged from the individual chapters as a basis for further discussion and 

conclusions.  
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Narratives of Change  

Drawing on organization development and the initial work of Cunningham (2009), in Chapter 

2 I proposed a D&I change model to guide and structure the research process. Although my goal was 

not to assess the empirical efficacy of this model, its heuristic application made both theoretical and 

practical contributions.  

Returning to the research questions, firstly, why did the organisation engage in D&I work? 

Relatedly, the model stressed the need to recognize and capitalize on environmental pressures to 

pursue diversity-related change. Indeed, my findings reinforced previous research which suggest that 

D&I initiatives in sport organizations are mostly haphazard, at least initially, responding to a 

combination of external and internal factors (Cunningham, 2009; Spaaij et al., 2018). However, unlike 

sport clubs, where, according to Spaaij et al. (2018), “action toward diversity almost invariably begins 

with an individual [...] taking on the role of diversity champion” (p. 292), my findings indicated that at 

the national level, NZR’s organizational change was perceived to be sudden and dramatic, responding 

to an external “crisis” mainly fuelled by social pressures. These pressures ascribed the organization 

with the social responsibility of revising values, beliefs, and behaviours that were once considered 

acceptable. Whereas in previous studies social pressures were driven by legal mandates 

(Cunningham, 2009), in this research government policy played practically no role in promoting 

change, a point noted and criticised by several participants. Functional pressures were also evident, 

underpinned by the need to operate within an increasingly diverse and competitive market. These 

drove the organization to view D&I as a strategic resource for attracting talent, participants, 

volunteers, and commercial partners, and, hence, a source of competitive advantage. Lastly, political 

pressures revealed internal disagreements over which organizational values and praxes were to be 

revised. Although according to organization development studies dissensus is more prone to arise 

when powerful organizational members perceive the situation to conflict with their own interests, 

my findings suggested that the influence of the middle management should not be underestimated 

and requires further examination.  



 
 174 

Whereas such pressures for change provided the initial impetus that exposed a need for D&I-

related change, findings showed how organizational members reframed such pressures into a 

cohesive “case” that shaped the nature and magnitude of subsequent efforts. Relatedly, the tension 

between the business and social justice cases for diversity has formed a crucial point of debate in the 

academic literature, where empirical evidence has tended to favour the former (Cunningham, 2009, 

Spaaij et al., 2014, 2018). Conversely, moral arguments (i.e. “the right thing to do”) were initially 

presented as the main driver for change in NZR, with utilitarian benefits regarded as positive spinoffs. 

Although the moral case eventually turned more complex and conflicting, the findings contest the 

mainstream premise that a recognition of the “utility of diversity” in terms of improved performance 

outcomes, particularly among senior leaders, is a prerequisite for action. Instead, they revealed that 

the way in which D&I efforts are rationalized is highly context specific and varies across, and within, 

organizations (Richardson & Monro, 2012; Tomlinson & Schwabenland, 2010). In other words, “one 

size fits all” approaches to understanding and promoting D&I in sport are likely to be misleading.  

Second, with regard to how a commitment to D&I is translated into practice, the model 

outlined a number of practices that sport organizations should undertake – diagnosing the problem, 

leading for change, strategic integration, managing for stakeholders, learning and development, 

storytelling, and keeping the score – to help them move towards achieving greater diversity and 

inclusion. That such practices were empirically present in the case study pointed to the potential 

utility of the model, as the value of a theory should be assessed, in part, by the extent to which 

others can put into practice (Cunningham, 2008; Shugan, 2014). Nevertheless, I am not suggesting 

the model as a blueprint for “best practice”, but as a series of elements which I feel should play an 

important role in D&I research and management.  

Previous studies note that each of these elements, if undertaken separately and not as part 

of an integrated approach to organizational change, are unlikely to achieve sustainable change 

(Cunningham 2009; Shaw & Frisby, 2006; Spaaij at al., 2018). Regarding the sequence in which 

organizational practices should be addressed, findings pointed to the importance of starting with 
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those that have a symbolic role in the effective functioning of the organization (i.e. top management 

commitment and strategic integration), since this sends a strong message that the changes taking 

place will be meaningful and long-lasting (Amis et al., 2004; Cunningham, 2009). It was also expected 

that change would progress at a slower pace after the initial generation of momentum (Gonzalez, 

2010), although this process was deemed necessary since it allowed opportunities for establishing 

trust and developing constructive working relationships, particularly with provincial organizations 

(Amis et al., 2004; Pless & Maak, 2004). 

Finally, given the various environmental drivers and the potential for resistance and 

unintended consequences (as I will discuss below), it is also worth noting that diversity change will 

rarely follow a linear trajectory (Gonzalez, 2010). It may bear resemblance to a sequence of entwined 

practices unfolding over time, including delays, oscillations, and reversals (Amis et al., 2004), which 

makes difficult not only its management but also its study.   

In sum, when analysed  from a mainstream management perspective, it is sensible to argue 

that NZR has made strides in the area of diversity and inclusion, as they devoted time, energy, and 

resources to systemically integrate D&I into their organization. Participants commented on how 

positive outcomes had begun to materialize as a result of the aforementioned practices. And, even 

though considerable work still needed to be undertaken, the start had been a positive one. The 

strength of these practices in pushing forward the D&I agenda also provided an intriguing take on 

critical studies that frame such approaches as working only to reinforce group-based inequalities. 

However, despite these positives, when undertaken from a critical perspective, the analysis also 

pointed to a series of challenges to the changes the organization was advancing, which I turn to in 

the following section.  
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Narratives of Resistance  

According to critical scholars, the more serious issues posed by mainstream analyses of 

organizational change are, in the words of Alvesson and Deetz (2000), “the invisible constraints that 

are disguised as neutral and self-evident" (p. 178). These constraints are assumptions so taken for 

granted that they go unquestioned and are seen as natural and unremarkable. In turn, they 

marginalize other potential understandings of reality by privileging some discourses over others and 

impeding considerations about alternatives (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). 

Thus, in spite of the examples of social exclusion and discrimination documented in NZR’s 

Respect and Responsibility Review (Cockburn & Atkinson, 2017), several participants engaged in 

dominant and iterative arguments that served to justify and maintain the status quo. These were 

referred to as discursive practices of resistance, which are tacit beliefs or self-evident truths that 

frame understandings of organizational reality and are revealed in structures, practices, and 

everyday routines (Spaaij et al., 2020). They are powerful in that they become taken for granted as 

common sense knowledge, instead of being seen as one version of reality that is open to discussion 

and change (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). 

First, the data pointed to the use of speech acts (Spaaij et al., 2020), a discursive practice that 

was manifest in a number of ways. In their most obvious expression, speech acts operate by 

appropriating the rhetoric of D&I without effective implementation in practice. Although this “happy 

talk” was strongly condemned by NZR’s representatives, their comments indicated that it was a 

common practice among provincial organizations. For example, as detailed in Chapter 6, a number of 

respondents observed that while PUs were rhetorically supportive of diversity, no action was taken 

to enact such support. These findings are also consistent with Spaaij and colleagues’ (2020) 

conclusions, suggesting that, while at the national level the D&I discourse was given greater value, it 

appeared to be less influential at the local level. Participants in my research attributed this difference 

to the fact that NZR is a “modern” organization, whereas PUs are more “traditional” in their views, 

or, in the words of an advisor: “pale, male, stale” (I9). Whilst based on my data I cannot comment on 
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PUs views, my findings support Spaaij et al. (2020) hypothesis “that techniques of dominance or 

discursive formations that are practiced in [local sport organizations] may operate in similar ways in 

major sport organizations to resist change and preserve privilege” (p. 372). In other words, the 

speech act in which sport organizations ideally endorse D&I enables them to simultaneously engage 

with an array of discourses that may preclude them from implementing this so-called ideal (Spaaij et 

al., 2020).  

For instance, several NZR representatives acknowledged the need for (some) change yet 

strongly emphasised that D&I work was something that the organization “has always done”, 

“business as usual”, thereby preventing self-reflection and thus the creation of a genuinely 

progressive D&I agenda. In a similar vein, and consistent with Spaaij and colleagues’ (2020) findings, 

participants largely assumed that the organization operated in a colour-blind fashion. This discourse 

works by seeming to embrace diversity, yet failing to recognize systemic inequality, thereby 

inhibiting the advancement of meaningful change (Spaaij et al., 2020). For example, in Chapter 7 I 

showed that although some respondents drew on the rhetoric of D&I to emphasize that “everyone is 

welcome”, this assertion was typical in that it conceptualized diversity so broadly that discussions 

regarding those groups that have been historically excluded remained absent from the agenda or 

were placed alongside a wide range of attributes (Spaaij at al., 2020).  

Another example of the use of speech acts was found in those who, while embracing the 

language of diversity, claimed a lack of expertise regarding the terminology around minority groups 

or “those people”, potentially avoiding accountability for pursuing change (Shaw, 2019). In these 

cases, as I argued in Chapter 7, although the speech may be well intentioned, it still inscribes on 

gender, ethnic, and sexual minorities’ bodies a sense of “otherness”, reinforcing the normalization of 

masculinity, whiteness, and heteronormativity (Shaw, 2019). 

Othering, or discourses of bodily inscription (Spaaij at al., 2020), were also evidenced in the 

assumption that diversity categories are pre-determined and fixed for each individual, rather than 

socially constructed in specific contexts. As detailed in Chapter 7 and consistent with previous studies 
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(Shaw, 2019; Spaaij et al., 2020), findings suggested that most participants thought of social 

categories as being independent from each other and constructed them in fixed, stable, and 

apolitical terms. There was little discussion or practice that recognized that diversity intersects with 

several forms of identity such as gender, race, ability, or sexuality (Hoeber, 2007a; Meyerson & Kolb, 

2000). Thus, distinctions were often made between us (i.e. the “core”) and them (i.e. women, ethnic 

minorities, the rainbow community), ignoring how social exclusion and power differentials are 

maintained through such discursive practices (Shaw, 2019; Spaaij at al., 2020). 

Preservation of the status quo was also accomplished through discourses of in-group 

essentialism by conflating NZR public image with New Zealand’s national identity. For example, 

expressions such as “we are the national game”, “rugby defines us as a nation”, or “rugby defines us 

as a people” served to downplay the complexity and fluidity of the country’s social fabric. Other 

examples of in-group essentialism framed the organization and its culture as internally homogenous 

and harmonious resorting to the mantra “better people make better All Blacks”. As I argued in 

Chapter 5 and consistent with previous research (Holvino & Kamp, 2009; Shaw & Frisby, 2003), 

statements like this serve to mask who defines such qualifications; for instance, despite claims that 

NZR valued all employees, males who best represented masculinity by performing tasks in an 

individualistic and vocal manner seemed to be particularly rewarded.  

Tied to discourses of in-group essentialism were those of moral boundary work, another 

discursive practice identified by critical scholars as at odds with greater diversity and inclusion (Spaaij 

et al., 2020). These are underpinned by neoliberal discourses such as competitiveness and 

meritocracy; for example, as detailed in Chapter 6, some participants noted that social inclusion was 

important because, in a small country like New Zealand, it is necessary to maximize the talent pool. 

Similarly, in Chapter 7 a number of respondents emphasized that players were selected purely 

because of their “talent”, not because of their social position. Thus, in the language of mainstream 

diversity management, the quest for talent, where every sport organization should exploit the 

resources available within their communities (be it managers, players, coaches), is ubiquitous. But, 
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once again, the social construction of what counts as “talented” or “the best” is left unchallenged 

(Holvino & Kamp, 2009). Moreover, discursive practices of moral boundary work may legitimize the 

idea that “others” are welcome to “our game” only because they enrich the core (Shaw, 2019).  

Back to Chapter 6, it was also clear that, while it was socially expected to advocate for D&I as 

organizational values, other competing values such as sporting performance and revenue generation 

were actually driving strategic decisions and this was deemed to be sensible by most participants. 

This, in part, had to do with the current institutional contexts facing sport organizations discussed in 

Chapter 4, where there is a great emphasis on corporate managerialism and where revenue 

generation, cost recovery, accountability, and efficiency are prioritized (Sam & Macris, 2014). The 

data also suggested, however, that a shift was taking place espousing a new public management 

ideology that required sport organizations to demonstrate the social value of sport. While both 

community and high-performance sport are valued to some extent by New Zealand’s government, 

winning (men’s) pinnacle events is NZR’s top strategic priority. Tied to the latter was the dominant 

argument that men's teams attracted media, spectators, and sponsors while women's teams did not 

(Hoeber, 2007a). By stressing the importance of revenue, these discourses served to strengthen a 

gender order where the All Blacks were seen as the “breadwinners” and all “others” were mere 

consumers.  

Although participants rejected the idea of paying lip service to the R&I programme, it was 

largely taken for granted that diversity and inclusion were less significant than the goals of revenue 

generation and sporting performance. Thus, the payoffs from pursuing sporting success, such as 

increased media attention, sponsorship, and income, seemed to exceed the perceived benefits that 

would result from a greater investment in D&I. Drawing on these beliefs, some participants 

expressed discourses of self-victimization by pointing out the challenges that the organization faced 

in securing sporting results and the reference to D&I as a burdening “add-on”.  

In previous studies, the dominant knowledge that D&I were not a priority allowed managers 

to abdicate responsibility for them (Spaaij et al., 2020).  My finding suggested that it was also 
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possible that some people downplayed perceived inequities because they recognized that their 

claims would not be given much attention, considering the greater importance placed on winning 

and the generation of financial resources. As detailed in Chapter 7, even if participants believed that 

NZR should fundamentally be concerned about D&I, their opinions were sometimes dismissed or 

“called out” through the enactment of silencing discourses as being exaggerated or unfounded 

because they interfered with what was deemed to be the normal way of doing business in sport. In 

spite of this, alternative discourses that challenged the dominant ways of thinking about diversity 

and inclusion were also evident; I turn to these below. 

 

Narratives of Change and Resistance  

Drawing on the premise that sport organizations, particularly contact team sports, are 

characterized by a “culture of similarity” (Cunningham, 2009), I did not expect to find alternative 

discourses that challenged the dominant ways of thinking about diversity and inclusion. However, as 

Halford and Leonard (2001) argued, "culture provides opportunities for individual people to resist the 

dominant power relations, by drawing on alternative sets of value [...] systems and ways of doing 

things” (p. 100). Indeed, although critical management approaches to organizational change were 

not explicitly brought forward by participants, tokens of critical thinking were evident in the 

willingness of some to reassess seldom-questioned assumptions and to follow new paths.  

For example, as detailed in Chapter 6, a few participants challenged the dominant belief that 

rugby operates as a microcosm of society simply mirroring societal issues and inequalities. Instead, 

they suggested that rugby is actively involved in their (re)production, which required questioning the 

ways they themselves had become successful and the criteria used to define their success. Relatedly, 

a number of respondents critically pointed out how the criteria informally used for characterizing 

“the ideal candidate” for leadership roles in the organization included various types of “white” and 

“masculine” traits, such as ambition, individualism, and self-promotion. Thus, they challenged 
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dominant discursive practices of moral boundary work, revealing how alternative ways of 

constructing meaning are disregarded and silenced reinforcing inequities of power (Alvesson & 

Deetz, 2000). Participants also noted how discourses of meritocracy ignore the way in which the 

disadvantages experienced by historically marginalized groups may result in their members lacking 

the skills, confidence, and/or institutional support to enter and advance within the organization.  

Likewise, some participants were able to produce narratives that challenged the assumption 

that financing women’s sport comes at the expense of revenue generation, closely tied to the 

presumed superiority of the men’s game in speed, strength, and fierceness which supposedly 

establish a stronger interest to the public and, therefore, a more legitimate claim to investment. 

Instead, they argued that in order to expect a return on investment it is necessary to allocate 

sufficient resources into developing a product first. They also claimed that spectators appreciate 

both male and female athletes who emphasize style, cooperativeness, and finesse as well as 

aggressiveness, power, and competitiveness.  

In Chapter 7, a few respondents noted as well that male-dominated sports tend to deal with 

diversity by exerting strong pressure on new members to assimilate to prevailing (white, 

heterosexual, middle class) masculine norms, typically associated with alcohol abuse, violence, 

sexism, racism, and homophobia, under the banner “if you are not tough, you can’t win”. The effects 

of these pressures were also seen as detrimental to all men, preventing individuals from sharing 

feelings, showing weaknesses and vulnerabilities. Further, they remarked that under competitive 

pressure, emotional recognition becomes particularly significant because it places wellbeing as 

cornerstone for delivering top performances and it nurtures the development of healthy 

relationships, which are the engine of teamwork (Pless & Maak, 2004).  

The finding of multiple narratives disrupts the premise that cultures of similarity are 

characterized by shared meanings, clarity, and consensus (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). Instead, there 

were multiple interpretations and inconsistencies between meanings and practices providing support 

for a fragmented culture, where ”ambiguities are seen as normal and expected rather than abnormal 
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or problematic” (Hoeber, 2008, p. 69). Thus, these findings also contest the notion that taking a 

proactive approach to change and resisting change are two distinct and opposing positions. Evidence 

suggested it is rarely if ever that simple, and that it may be more helpful to think about an 

interweaving of narratives of change and resistance (Richardson & Monro, 2012). From this 

perspective, it is possible to argue that organizational narratives contribute both to the 

sedimentation of inequalities and to organizational transformation. It is also important to recognize 

that the process of describing these represents an artificial separating out these different narratives, 

which may intersect and reinforce each other. This allows for a more nuanced view of the 

paradoxical processes of organizational change and calls for the use of a subversive functionalist 

approach, which I turn to in the next section.  

Before moving on, it is worth noting that, although for confidentiality reasons participants’ 

roles remain concealed, the comments presented in this section came mostly from those with direct 

responsibility for effecting D&I-related changes. Reflecting on this, I thought of Ahmed’s (2012) work 

with D&I practitioners in the higher education sector. She observed that diversity practitioners are 

not a priori reflective and critical in their attitude towards the organization (although they can be). 

Rather, those working in connection with D&I develop a critical orientation towards organizations “in 

the process of coming up against them” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 174). They become aware of those 

“invisible constraints” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000 p. 178) that recede from view even when a public 

commitment to diversity and inclusion has been made.  

The constraints are, in Ahmed’s words, “the sedimentation of history into a barrier that is 

solid and tangible in the present [...] a barrier that remains invisible to those who can flow into the 

spaces created by [organizations]” (p. 175). To those who do not come up against them, the barriers 

do not appear; the organization is lived and experienced as being open, welcoming, and diverse. In 

light of this, I realized that the critical categorization of those invisible constraints as discursive 

practices of resistance (e.g. discourses of denial or victimhood) brings with it a negative connotation 

that may be counterproductive in promoting change. Those who engage in so-called practices, while 



 
 183 

still reproducing the status quo, are not necessarily and actively refusing to accept change, they 

simply cannot see the barriers. By adopting a less “cynical” tone when pointing out practices of 

reproduction or “resistance”, critical theories might also become more readily accepted by 

mainstream scholars and practitioners.  

 

The Way Forward? 

This thesis addressed seemingly deadlocked discussions in sport management studies 

between mainstream and critical perspectives. On the one hand, the mainstream functionalist 

approach to diversity is criticised for the adoption of a positivist ontology based on notions of fixed 

identity, an inadequate examination of power and context, and the prioritization of managerial 

interests to the detriment of historically marginalized groups (Zanoni et al., 2010). Its critical 

counterpart, on the other hand, is criticised for its lack of practical application, positioned on a 

purportedly higher and more reflexive plane and dismissing managerial capacity to advance social 

change (Hartmann, 2014). 

In view of this, a number of scholars have argued that reliance upon a sole theoretical 

perspective may compromise the extent to which organizational phenomena are understood 

(Cunningham, 2008; Frisby, 2005; Shaw & Hoeber, 2016). For instance, Van de Ven and Poole (1995) 

wrote, “it is the interplay between different perspectives that helps one gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of organizational life, because any one theoretical perspective invariably offers a 

partial account of complex phenomena” (pp. 510–511). Such was the case illustrated in this study; 

drawing on a single theoretical framework, such as organization development or critical management 

studies, would have only told part of the story.  

Mainstream diversity-related change models draw in large part from organization 

development, which theorizes that, if properly implemented, the organizational practices suggested 

by such models serve to subdue the potential forces resisting change (Voronov, 2005). From this 
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perspective, as I concluded above, the case study organization is practically doing a “textbook” job by 

adopting an integrated approach to change. Yet, this research has shown that the process is 

considerably more complex, dynamic, and “messier” than that. 

I have argued that while mainstream scholarship pays great attention to the functional 

dimensions of diversity systems and practices, much less thought is given to the underlying and 

taken-for-granted assumptions which may interfere with diversity and inclusiveness. A significant 

part of the process is a re-examination of the mechanisms involved in the reproduction of the status 

quo, which, with certain reservations, I referred to as “discursive practices of resistance”. Critical 

management studies were fundamental in uncovering a series of assumptions that may hinder a 

diverse and inclusive culture from emerging by noting how power operates as socio-historical 

process of reality construction sustained by gendered, raced, and sexualized discourses (Alvesson & 

Deetz, 2000). However, CMS give little consideration to the actual conditions faced by practitioners, 

who are based in sport organizations where normative arguments are intertwined with, and on 

occasions suppressed by, sporting and financial concerns. Of course, such concerns can and should 

be subjected to critical reflection, but previous findings (Cunningham, 2009; Shaw, 2019) as well as 

my own suggest that there is a deeply embedded conservatism that makes sport organizations hard 

to change in anything but strategic ways, “requiring us to find ways to be critical within the context 

they establish” (Hartmann, 2014, p. 619).  

In response, I explored subversive functionalism as a potential approach to engage 

researchers and organizational members in the process of disrupting existing discourses and 

developing alternative meanings and new ways of addressing D&I without necessarily rejecting 

mainstream practices and ideas. This speaks to Hartmann’s (2014) comment that “the problem with 

the severely critical position is that it leaves even those audiences who might be responsive to CMS 

to ‘struggle alone’” (p. 619). Although mainstream organizational change theories do not seek to 

alter dominant discourses that underpin social inequalities, they may help to identify key 

management concepts and practices in organizations as well as the principles they are based on. 
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Admittedly, from an orthodox critical perspective, it may be argued that this approach does not 

question the worth and necessity of diversity management as the most suitable means of creating 

inclusive sport organizations. Yet, a subversive functionalist approach does not seek to dismiss or 

condemn what mainstream scholars and practitioners say and do when they exercise power through 

organizational discourse. Rather, it suggests, as do Knights and Morgan (1991), that “it is worth 

examining a little more closely how the discourse is formulated, how resources and cultural 

meanings are drawn into its service and what are its effects” (p. 270).  

In sum, this approach does not intend simply to generate knowledge about sport 

organizations (in which the organization becomes a case study); it aims at generating knowledge of 

organizations in the process of attempting to transform them (Ahmed, 2007). Thus, rather than 

suggesting that critique leads (or should lead) to transformation, I offer a reversal that, in my view, 

points to the core of a subversive functionalist approach: transformation, as a form of praxis, leads to 

critical knowledge.  

 

Concluding Comments  

After completing this study, I believe that, if sport organizations are given spaces, along with 

some assistance, to reflect on and challenge the dominant discourses hindering D&I as organizational 

values, it is possible that alternative narratives could be brought to the fore (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; 

Hoeber & Frisby, 2001; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). I do not suggest it is our responsibility as researchers to 

be offering sport organization normative scripts in a patronizing way. Rather, our role is to provide a 

strategy to assist them in understanding, articulating, and enacting why they are engaging in this 

work, and, more importantly, for whose benefit? 

In tandem with the organizational practices suggested in this study, Rao et al. (1999) 

described a number of strategies for developing alternative or rewriting existing discourses:  

conducting a needs assessment; identifying and naming taken-for-granted assumptions; and holding 
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up the mirror. The needs assessment is used to bring people together to evaluate the status of D&I in 

the organization by posing questions to the organizational members such who may feel excluded 

from the game and why are some people treated differently? While some of these questions were 

addressed in the interviews in this study, some individuals saw examples of exclusion as a mere 

reflection of societal issues and inequalities. A needs assessment could be conducted in a focus 

group format, thus drawing participants across the organization together with the aim of illustrating 

the endogenous and systemic nature of the inequities.  

Rao et al. (1999) suggested that identifying and naming taken-for-granted assumptions is 

another important step to understand how the organization and its culture, structure, and practices 

may (re)produce inequalities and disrupt the status quo. One way to uncover these is by having a 

facilitator ask organizational members to reflect on the discursive practices of resistance identified in 

this research, which in turn reveal different aspects of their organizational culture and shed light on 

organizational values and taken-for-granted assumptions. For example, participants can be asked to 

describe the best practices of the organization, how the success of the organization and its members 

is determined, and what the norms of communication and decision-making are. This exercise would 

help to expose the arbitrary nature of the belief that the organization is colour-blind and 

meritocratic, to reveal the actual organizational values that are driving strategic decision-making, and 

the underlying power relations that perpetuate social exclusion and discrimination.  

A third technique is holding up the mirror (Rao et al, 1999). This takes place after the results 

of the needs assessment and taken-for-granted assumptions are analysed and thus can be provided 

to the organizational members in various formats, including workshops, focus groups, or 

presentations. With this technique, the members are presented with the findings and they are 

encouraged to react to them. In the report that I submitted to the organization, I highlighted a 

number of organizational practices identified by participants and supported by the academic 

literature that were thought to be key to the progressive development and implementation of the 

R&I programme. Yet, I also noted the existence of multiple meanings of D&I and that numerous 



 
 187 

arguments were made by different participants to subtly justify some inequities. Hopefully, from 

these findings, they would recognize that diversity and inclusion were not equally shared values, nor 

were they equally enacted. A facilitator could work with the organizational members to develop 

alternative meanings of these values that challenge the status quo, to formulate strategies to ensure 

a stronger connection between what was espoused and enacted, and to deconstruct their 

justifications.  

It is important that the organizational members actively participate in these activities, 

because meaningful change requires a joint effort in challenging discursive practices of resistance 

that tend to (re)produce exclusion and inequities (Shaw & Frisby, 2006). Further, and as noted by 

Hoeber (2007b), “it is not sufficient to suggest that [these] exercises [...] can be conducted once and 

expect that appropriate changes will be implemented immediately” (p. 375). Instead, an 

environment must be created in which honest and difficult dialogues are encouraged such that 

dominant discourses are regularly questioned (Cunningham, 2019; Hoeber, 2007b; Shaw & Hoeber, 

2003). The development of a favourable environment for dialogue could provide a legitimate space 

for alternative narratives to be voiced and exposed that counter deep-structure values that hinder 

D&I objectives. 

As I anticipated in the introduction of this study, a subversive functionalist approach does not 

rest in knowing in advance what should change and how it should be changed, nor in “the hubris of 

making oneself a hero and engineer of that change” (Clegg et al., 2006, p. 18). Nevertheless, the 

current global climate, particularly the aftermath of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, 

raises a number of ethical questions for sport managers with respect to safe and inclusive provision 

that does not exacerbate exclusion, discrimination, or re-inscribe historical privilege. The financial 

situation of sport organizations is pressing, given the loss of revenue, sponsorship, and grassroots 

fundraising activity. These conditions represent the greatest threat to initiatives based purely on a 

business rationale and will undoubtedly lead to the reduction of many budgets, including D&I.  
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In light of this, I believe it is important to come off the fence and argue that diversity and 

inclusion are, first and foremost, a question of values, norms, beliefs, standards, and expectations; as 

such, D&I are ethical matters. Independently of how diversity work may have begun in an 

organization – as a reaction to legislative mandates (Cunningham, 2009), as an incentive to attract 

young talents (Spaaij et al., 2014), as the initiative of an individual (Spaaij et al., 2018), or in response 

to a PR crisis (as in in this study) – I concur with other critical scholars who suggest that this work will 

not unleash its potential unless D&I are normatively valued (Pless & Maak; 2004; Noon, 2007; Shaw 

& Frisby, 2006; Spaaij et. al, 2014). According to Pless and Maak (2004), “coping with diversity on a 

normative level means [...] recognizing difference while looking for the common bond” (p. 131); this is 

underpinned by the “principle of recognition” (p. 131), in other words, empathy.  

Pless and Maak (2004) note, as did some participants, that it is often assumed that a 

hypercompetitive environment (either on or off the field) hinders or even prevents empathy. 

However, “it is not the competitive environment as such that determines the quality of relations; it is 

people who [re]create relations under certain assumptions” (Pless & Maak, 2004, p. 132, emphasis 

added). For instance, that in order to survive under intensified competition we need to be dominant, 

tough, and stoic; compete aggressively internally because that maximizes performance; motivate 

people by bonuses attached to victories; and accept that relations are means to organizational ends 

(Pless & Maak, 2004). 

A competitive environment does not necessarily have to be a "dog-eat-dog" scenario in order 

to procure sporting and financial results (Pless & Maak, 2004, p. 132; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). One 

could argue that, under current neoliberal political ideologies and competitive pressures, becoming 

more aware of other people’s vulnerabilities and having empathy for them turns out to be even 

more important (Bauman, 2001; Pless & Maak, 2004; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). According to Pless and 

Maak (2004), empathy is fundamental “because it fosters self-esteem as the basis for delivering high 

performance contributions under pressure, it helps people to build healthy and sustainable 

relationships, which is the heart of working effectively in [organizational and sport] teams” (p. 132). 
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More intransigent in his view, Bauman (2001) suggests that “morality is; it neither can nor needs to 

give its reasons nor must it prove its rights” (p. 55), since regardless of how strong competing 

discourses may be, we have a moral obligation to be empathetic to others. Whatever position we 

lean towards in the conversation, there is certainly a need to reinforce, and advocate for, the moral 

imperative of creating more diverse and inclusive sport organizations.  

Against this background, the quest for greater diversity and inclusion in sport organizations 

can be considered a "micro experiment" in the search for a sound ethical ground in complex 

organizational environments (Pless & Maak, 2004, p. 135; Shaw & Frisby, 2006). While further 

empirical evidence is required as to whether the principles and practices outlined before are positive 

contributors, they provide us with a sensible starting point. Additional work needs to be done; I turn 

to this below.  

 

Future Research 

This study explored the case of a national sport organization embarking on a process of 

diversity-related change. In order to address future research plans, alternative methodological 

approaches and foci may provide further insights.  

In terms of methods, those that I employed in this research were mainly in-depth interviews, 

supported by document analysis and observations. Although I made a conscious effort to engage in 

open dialogue with participants in an attempt to mutually challenging our views (Spicer et al., 2009), 

the research methods did not greatly encourage them to reflect upon the study over a period of 

time. This may have affected the extent to which participants were eager to think further and 

question their own values and taken-for-granted assumptions within the organisation. I suggest that 

studying diversity and inclusion-related organizational change could be more effectively undertaken 

by employing more immersive and sensitive research designs, such as ethnography (Edwards & 

Skinner, 2009; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). As argued by Edwards and Skinner (2009), 
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Being immersed in a setting over a longer period of time would [...] provide the researcher 

with the opportunity to develop a more sensitive understanding of the historical and social 

contexts, observe and witness seemingly normal and mundane situations in the institutional 

conditions, and interview those who appear ambivalent to or openly resentful to the 

research topic. (p. 327)  

In particular, institutional ethnography sits notably well with a subversive functionalist 

approach and may offer a valuable complement to the dominant research on D&I in sport. 

Institutional ethnographies are built from the examination of work processes with an emphasis on 

what people say about their work as expert knowers and doers (DeVault, 2006; Smith, 2005). By 

starting from this distinct position, institutional ethnographers direct their attention to “a possible 

set of questions, tensions, or puzzles that are latent in, yet arise from, people’s [experiences]” 

(Kearney et al., 2019, p. 19). According to DeVault (2006), the aim is “to reveal the organizing power 

of texts, making visible just how activities in local settings are coordinated and managed extralocally” 

(p. 295). Thus, in this type of research the assumptions that underlie practices, values, and other 

aspects of organizational cultures may be co-identified and critiqued, and alternative understandings 

can be developed (Broerse, 2019). Moreover, spending more time in the organization and with the 

participants would allow the researcher to conduct multiple interviews with each of them and track 

changes over time (Edwards & Skinner, 2009). This is especially important considering that cultural 

change takes time (Cox, 2001); longitudinal research could critically examine this assertion in the 

case of D&I-related change.  

The lack of longitudinal data has also hampered theoretical advances regarding the pace and 

sequence in which different practices should be implemented. Useful as this study has been in 

outlining a path that organizations facing pressures for change may follow, it has depicted the 

change process at one moment in time. As such, little is understood of either the ways in which 

change unfurls among different areas within a sport organization (e.g. HR, Marketing,  

Communications, Finance) and its sphere of influence (e.g. Provincial Unions, clubs), or the impact 
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that changes across such dimensions may have on the overall outcome of the transformation 

process.  

Although an ethnographic approach may be recommended, it is reasonable to call into 

question its feasibility, particularly in light of the difficulties I experienced in gaining access for 

interviewing during a short period of time. Perhaps basing the study in a receptive provincial 

organization where there is less “guardianship” of the brand and entry barriers would be a fruitful 

place to conduct research of this nature. Alternatively, the use of less “intrusive” research methods, 

which might have challenged the respondents further, would include participant journals, task 

forces, and even some form of virtual “think tank” in which organisational members could share and 

discuss ideas facilitated by the researcher (Shaw, 2001; Shaw & Hoeber, 2016). These might have led 

to some ongoing and productive conversations with the participants around the research, rather 

than narrowing their awareness to the duration of the interviews (Shaw, 2001). Drawbacks of these 

alternative methods are, as Shaw (2001) notes, time based, together with the necessary 

commitment by participants to keep research diaries or publicly share their views. If successful, 

however, such methods could stimulate a deeper engagement with the research project and 

contribute to further challenging dominant organisational discourses.  

A number of researchers, including myself, have argued that D&I should be connected to 

other organizational values and goals through a dual agenda, whereby the success of traditional and 

mainstream values found in sport organizations is intimately connected to social justice (Shaw & 

Frisby, 2006; Spaaij et al., 2014). For example, Cunningham (2012b) asserts that sport organizations 

“have a duty to provide fair and equitable treatment to those with whom they interact” (p. 71). This 

obligation entails  

ensuring that all persons [...] have the opportunity to be physically active; are free of 

institutionalized norms and values restricting their sporting experience; can participate on 

sport teams without encumbrance or fear of exclusion; are treated by others within the 
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organization with respect and dignity; and can progress into leadership positions, as a player, 

coach, or administrator. (Cunningham, 2012b, p. 71) 

In this study, findings suggested that, although the idea of a dual agenda was endorsed by a 

number of respondents, organizational values other than diversity and inclusion appeared to be 

influencing strategic decisions in the organization. It was also evident that some participants 

positioned D&I as a competing value with sporting performance and income maximization, as if 

focusing on the former would jeopardize the organization's financial management and goals for 

success on the field. Thus, a potential direction to explore is the prioritization of D&I in sport 

organizations across the sport management landscape (i.e. including the public, voluntary, and 

commercial sectors) in conjunction with other organizational values. It would be particularly 

insightful to conduct research in sites where D&I have been publicly espoused as organizational goals 

and trace their development after the “restructuring” processes triggered by COVID-19 (see “Job 

Losses Imminent”, 2020). We also need to study alternative funding models to minimise reliance on 

broadcasting and sponsorship revenue. The COVID-19 lockdown has shown that physical activity is 

critical to health and well-being; it should be strongly supported (both moral and financially) by 

government and commercial partners committed to D&I.  

Relatedly, a further recommendation is to undertake research which is more focused on the 

social outcomes of D&I-related change through the creation of safe spaces, rather than on the 

benefits that “diverse” people may report to a sport organization (for examples of the latter see 

Cunningham, 2019, pp. 337–338). This could be accomplished by conducting co-produced research 

projects in which those who are the intended beneficiaries of the changes are actively involved in 

designing intervention strategies and assessing if they work (Frisby et al., 2005; Reason & Bradbury, 

2008; Schaillée et al., 2019 ). In doing this, a deeper engagement with sport-for-development 

scholarship and their novel application of critical pedagogy may be of valuable assistance (see e.g. 

Knijnik & Hunter, 2020; Spaaij & Jeanes, 2013; Spaaij et al.,2016). This type of research is also 

conducive to seeking out examples of counter-discourses or practices. For example, through its bi-
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cultural foundation, New Zealand provides a platform for embracing indigenous methods in 

intervention and evaluation for physical activity and wellbeing (Hapeta et al., 2019). Thus, key 

community stakeholders could be engaged to co-create change programmes grounded in the holistic 

Māori worldviews of mauri ora (healthy individuals), whānau ora (healthy families), and wai ora 

(healthy environments) (Durie, 2001). Furthermore, in co-produced research projects, the onus for 

change is invested with the sport organization and its people, instead of solely on the researchers 

who at some point leave the research site. 

Future research to understand the mutually constitutive nature of social inequalities in sport 

would also contribute to the advancement of diversity studies. Although in the thesis I speak about 

sexism, racism, and homophobia as universal experiences, I also recognize that ethnicity, nationality, 

social class, sexual orientation, and the like will intersect with each other to configure individuals’ life 

experiences (Marlfet, 2016). As noted by Holvino (2010), any combination of these marginalized 

identities, or intersectionality, will create a double, or multiple, jeopardy effect resulting in vast 

systemic differences in opportunities and encounters that are impossible to tease apart. Special 

attention should be given to include the experiences of people with disabilities. Not only there was 

little discussion about disability in NZR but there is empirical evidence that the discipline of sport 

management is falling short in providing literature representative of such identities (Darcy et al., 

2017).  

Lastly, while this study represents one exploratory example of subversive functionalist 

research, I would strongly encourage more sport management scholars to consider conducting their 

work from this perspective, as it can provide a way forward to how our field seeks to transform sport 

management as it is practised, studied, and taught. 
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Appendix A 

Framing Questions  

• At the highest level, what is NZR seeking to accomplish? 

• What are the critical success factors?  

• How do R&I affect the success factors?  

• What specifically will R&I success look like?  

• Where does NZR stand at the moment? What is (not) working? Why? 

• What steps must be taken to achieve the desired results?  

• What data will tell us if the desired changes are taking place?  

• What can we learn from the experience of other sport organizations? 
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Appendix B 

Confidentiality Agreement  

Section 1: Schedule 
 

PARTIES 

University of Otago, a body corporate established under the University of Otago Ordinance 
1869, the University of Otago Amendment Act 1961 and the Education Act 1989, of Dunedin, 
New Zealand. 

New Zealand Rugby Union Incorporated, a duly incorporated society under the Incorporated 
Societies Act 1908, having its registered office at Level 4, 100 Molesworth Street, Thorndon, 
Wellington  

 INTRODUCTION 

The parties wish to exchange Confidential Information on the terms set out in this Agreement.  

Part A: Project Overview 
 

Project Title Respect and Inclusion in New Zealand Rugby  

Purpose To enable the parties, including students of the University, to openly discuss 
matters relating to the Project Title to see if subsequent agreements relating to 
this can be entered into  

Start Date 12 October 2018  

 
University of Otago’s Authorised Signatory New Zealand Rugby Union’s Authorised 

Signatory 
Signature  

 
Signature  

Name and 
Position 

  Name and 
Position 

 
 

Date  
 

Date  
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Read and Acknowledged by: 

University of Otago Principal Investigator New Zealand Rugby Union’s Principal 
Investigator 

Signature 

 

 Signature  

Name  Name  

 

Part B: Contact Details  

Contact Details for 
Notices 

University of Otago: New Zealand Rugby Union: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Part C: Variations 
 

Variations to Terms and Conditions 

 
Diversity and Inclusion in Sport 

 
New Zealand Rugby and University of Otago 

 
New Zealand Rugby (“NZR”) and the University of Otago wish to engage in a short term project as 
part of a wider University of Otago Diversity and Inclusion in support research project.  This work 
will be led by PHD student Lourdes Turconi (“Lourdes”), supervised by Sally Shaw.  
 
This study has been approved by the School of Physical Education, Sport and Exercise Sciences and 
is bound by the University of Otago Ethics policy. 
 
Project scope 
 
Lourdes will undertake a review of the Respect and Inclusion work at NZR, including the 
implementation of the Respect and Responsibility Review.  This will involve two research 
components – a review of written policy documents provided by NZR or available publicly, and a 
range of interviews with people from NZR and the wider rugby community, as identified by NZR. 
 
Lourdes will then consolidate all this information and draw conclusions which will be shared with 
NZR and form part of her studies and PhD thesis. 
 
Following this it is possible that these conclusions will be shared with other audiences including in 
written publications and in lectures. 
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This list of questions indicate the framing of this project: 
 

• At the highest level, what is NZR seeking to accomplish? 

• What are the critical success factors?  

• How do R&I affect the success factors?  

• What specifically will R&I success look like?  

• Where does NZR stand at the moment? What is (not) working? Why? 

• What can we learn from the experience of other sport organizations? 
 

• Given where NZR currently is, where does it need to go next? What must change? 
In other words, what now needs to happen with respect to R&I, so that NZR’s 
overarching critical success factors  
are achieved?  
 

• What actions must be taken to achieve the desired results? What are the tactics 
for moving from the current state to the desired state?  
 

• What data will tell us if the required changes are happening, including cultural 
changes? What data will tell us if the changes are having the intended impact? 

• What data do we already have? What additional data do we need to collect?  
 
Timing 
 
Documents will be provided by NZR in November 2018 and interviews will be undertaken in 
December 2018.   
 
Lourdes will come to Wellington for a range of face-to-face interviews with some additional on 
Skype.  NZR will arrange these interviews and provide space to conduct these in the Wellington 
office. 
 
It is likely that, as a result of this process, more interviews will be conducted in the NZR regions 
and provinces. 
 
Preliminary outcomes of this research are expected to be completed by the end of the first quarter 
of 2019. 
 
Costs  
 
The full costs will be covered by the University of Otago. Lourdes will not be paid by NZR as part of 
this project. 
 
Participant agreement 
 
All interview participants will be provided with an information sheet and asked to sign a University 
of Otago confidentiality form for research participants, if they agree to participate. 
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Confidentiality 
 
This University of Otago standard confidentiality agreement covers this engagement. Further, it is 
intended that all information exchanged between NZR, the University of Otago, and Lourdes will 
remain confidential unless written agreement is given otherwise. 
 
No quotation or information will be attributable to an individual  interview source. A narrative 
method will be employed, in which interview comments, document texts, and other forms of data 
are collated to present a ‘narrative’ rather than attributable, individual quotes.   
 
For the avoidance of doubt, nothing in this document or the corresponding confidentiality 
agreement will affect Lourdes’ copyright or ability to complete her thesis, or Lourdes’ or the 
University’s ability to conduct this project according to usual academic standards.  
 
NZR acknowledges the University's policy is to publish the outcomes of University research. With 
consent from NZR, which is not to be reasonably withheld, results from this research may be 
presented at seminars, symposia and professional meetings; and published in journals, academic 
books or book chapters, theses, or dissertations. Responses to requests for consent shall be 
provided to Lourdes within one month of the request being communicated in writing.  
 

Neither party shall refer to the other party, or any of its employees or students, in any publication, 
media statement or marketing material without the other party's prior written consent. 
 

 

 

Section 2: Terms and Conditions 
 

AGREEMENT 

1. DEFINITIONS  

1.1 In this Agreement, unless the context otherwise requires:  

“Agreement” means this agreement including Section 1: Schedule together with this Section 2: Terms and 
Conditions; 

“Confidential Information” means: 

(a) all information of whatever kind or form provided by or on behalf of the Discloser in connection with 
the Purpose whether or not it is marked or identified as being proprietary to or under the control of 
the Discloser; 

(b) the fact that discussions are taking place between the parties;  

“Discloser” means the party disclosing Confidential Information to the Recipient; 

“Recipient” means the party receiving Confidential Information from the Discloser; and 

“Representative” means the Principal Investigator and any officer, director, employee, contractor and 
adviser of the Recipient.  

1.2 Other capitalised terms have the meaning set out in the Schedule. 

2. RECIPIENT'S OBLIGATIONS 

2.1 Undertakings: The Recipient will: 

(a) hold and maintain all Confidential Information in strict confidence and as a trade secret of the 
Discloser;  
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(b) use the Confidential Information solely for the Purpose and will not permit the Confidential 
Information to be used for any other purpose or use the Confidential Information to procure any 
commercial advantage over the Discloser;  

(c) not disclose or distribute the Confidential Information to any person other than a Representative, 
provided that such Representative has entered into legally binding confidentiality obligations to the 
Recipient on terms equivalent to those set out in this Agreement (and such obligations extend to the 
Confidential Information); 

(d) not copy, reproduce or electronically store  Confidential Information or permit any Confidential 
Information to be copied, reproduced or electronically stored except to the extent necessary for the 
Purpose;   

(e) take all steps to prevent any unauthorised use or disclosure of the Confidential Information; and 

(f) if requested by the Discloser, ensure that any Representative signs and delivers to the Discloser a 
confidentiality undertaking and acknowledgement in favour of the Discloser and in a form acceptable 
to the Discloser. 

2.2 Responsibility:  The Recipient will be responsible for ensuring that any Representative complies with the 
provisions of this Agreement. 

2.3 Continuing obligations:  The Recipient’s obligations under this Agreement will commence on the Start Date 
and continue in full force and effect until the Confidential Information enters the public domain other than 
as a result of breach or non-performance of any obligations owing to the Discloser by the Recipient or 
Representative under this Agreement. The release of part of the Confidential Information by the Discloser 
will not of itself cause the Recipient’s undertakings under this Agreement to cease. 

2.4 Exceptions to obligations:  The provisions of clause 2.1 shall not apply to Confidential Information that the 
Recipient can demonstrate: 

(a) was in its possession before the Confidential Information was provided by or on behalf of the Discloser;  

(b) was developed independently by the Recipient without reference to the Confidential Information 
provided by or on behalf of the Discloser; 

(c) was disclosed to the Recipient on a non-confidential basis by a third party who has the lawful right to 
disclose the information to the Recipient;  

(d) is or becomes generally available to the public through no act or default of the Recipient or 
Representative; or 

(e) is required to be disclosed by law or financial authority, provided that the Recipient shall: 

(i) immediately inform the Discloser of such requirement prior to making any disclosure;  

(ii) comply with any reasonable directions by the Discloser to resist the requirement to disclose; 
and 

(iii) only disclose the Confidential Information which it is legally required to disclose, and take all 
reasonable endeavours to ensure that such Confidential Information disclosed by the Recipient 
will otherwise be treated confidentially. 

3. OWNERSHIP AND INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS 

3.1 The Recipient agrees that all Confidential Information and any intellectual property rights in it, is the 
absolute property of the Discloser and shall at all times remain the absolute property of the Discloser.  

4. RETURN OF CONFIDENTIAL INFORMATION 

The Recipient will return to the Discloser or, at the Discloser's option, destroy and confirm in writing the 
destruction of all records and copies of the Confidential Information held by the Recipient or any 
Representative (in any form) immediately on the Discloser's request, provided that the Recipient will not 
have to return or destroy Confidential Information that the Recipient is required to retain by law. This clause 
shall not apply to the extent information is retained in the Recipient's electronic data back-up or disaster 
recovery system in the ordinary course of business so long as it is deleted from the Recipient's local hard 
drives.  
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5. NO IMPLIED RIGHTS 

5.1 Nothing in this Agreement shall require the Discloser to disclose any Confidential Information to the 
Recipient.  No warranty or representation (express or implied) is given as to the accuracy, efficacy, 
completeness or capabilities of the Confidential Information. 

6. REMEDY 

6.1 The parties acknowledge that monetary damages alone may be an inadequate remedy for breach of the 
Recipient’s obligations under this Agreement.  In addition to any other remedy, which may be available in 
law or equity, the Discloser may be entitled to interlocutory injunctive relief to prevent a breach of this 
Agreement and to compel specific performance of this Agreement. 

7. GENERAL 

7.1 No assignment:  The Recipient shall not directly or indirectly transfer, assign, novate, subcontract, charge, 
pledge or otherwise dispose of or encumber any of its rights, interests or obligations under this Agreement 
without the Discloser's prior written consent. Any change in the Recipient's effective ownership or control 
shall be deemed an assignment for the purpose of this clause.  

7.2 No waiver:  No failure or delay by a party in insisting on the strict performance of this Agreement or to 
exercise any right under this Agreement shall operate as a waiver of those matters. A waiver shall not be 
effective unless it is in writing and a waiver of any single breach shall not be a waiver of any other breach 
(including any continuing or re-occurring breach).  

7.3 Entire agreement:  This Agreement contains the entire contract and understanding between the parties in 
relation to the matters covered by it and replaces all prior written and verbal representations, agreements, 
arrangements and understandings between the parties in relation to such matters.  

7.4 Governing law: This Agreement shall be governed by New Zealand law. The parties submit to the non-
exclusive jurisdiction of the New Zealand courts.  

7.5 Counterpart execution:  This Agreement may be executed in counterparts (which may include scanned pdf, 
fax or other electronic copies) all of which together shall constitute one agreement. A party may enter into 
this Agreement by signing any such counterpart.   

7.6 Variations:  No variation to this Agreement is effective unless it is made in writing and signed by both 
parties.  

7.7 Further acts:  Each party shall execute and deliver all further documents and do all further acts in its power 
as may be reasonably required to carry out the purposes and intent of this Agreement. 

7.8 Survival: To avoid doubt, the confidentiality obligations in this Agreement continue indefinitely from the 
Start Date. 

7.9 In the event of any conflict between these Terms and Conditions and the Schedule, the conflicting terms in 
the Schedule (including any variations set out in Part C of the Schedule) shall apply. 



 
 201 

Appendix C 

Information Sheet 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
[Reference Number: D18/086]                        10th November, 2018  

 

 
DIVERSITY & INCLUSION IN SPORT ORGANIZATIONS 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project. Please read this information sheet carefully before 
deciding whether or not to participate. If you decide to participate, thank you. If you decide not to 
take part, there will be no disadvantage to you and thank you for considering our request.   
 
What is the aim of the project? 
 
The aim of the project is to better understand why sport organizations engage in diversity and 
inclusion work, how this commitment is translated into policy and practice, what challenges or 
difficulties they encounter, and what conditions may facilitate moving forward.  
 
This project also forms the focus of my PhD thesis at the University of Otago School of Physical 
Education, Sport and Exercise Sciences.  
 
 
What types of participants are being sought? 
 
Participants are likely to be individuals with responsibility for inclusion and diversity work in sport 
organisations. Names and contact details are to be obtained through public sources (e.g. 
institutional websites) and professional networking.  
 

 
What will participants be asked to do? 
 
Should you agree to collaborate on this project, you will be asked to take part in a 45-60mins 
interview and/or focus group on a date and place at your convenience and/or videocall.  

 
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project, or withdraw at any time, without 
any disadvantage to yourself. 
 
What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 

This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning revolves 
around diversity and inclusion policies and practices. The precise nature of the questions that will 
be asked has not been determined in advance but will depend on the way in which the interview 
develops. Consequently, although the School of Physical Education, Sport and Exercise Sciences 
is aware of the general areas to be explored in the interview, the University of Otago Human Ethics 
Committee has not been able to review the precise questions to be used. In the event that the line 
of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or uncomfortable you are reminded 
of your right to decline to answer any particular question(s).  
 
Interviews and focus groups will be digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim by the researcher.  
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Interviews and focus groups will be digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim by the researcher.  
 
The data collected will be thematically analysed, which involves the researcher discovering 
patterns in the data as being significant, coding them, and interpreting them within a theoretical 
framework. 
 
The outcomes of the project are subject to the conditions outlined in the Confidentiality 
Agreement signed by the University of Otago and New Zealand Rugby Union. A copy of this is 
available on request. 
 
All data will be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned below will be able to 
gain access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years. Any 
personal information held on the participants may be destroyed at the completion of the research. 
 

Can participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 
 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without any disadvantage to 
yourself. 
 
What if participants have any questions? 

If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to contact 
either: 

Lourdes Turconi: lourdes.turconi@otago.ac.nz 

Associate Professor Sally Shaw: sally.shaw@otago.ac.nz 

Dr Mark Falcous: mark.falcous@otago.ac.nz 

 

This study has been approved by the School of Physical Education, Sport and Exercise Sciences. 
However, if you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the 
University of Otago Human Ethics Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator 
(ph +643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in 
confidence and investigated and you will be informed of the outcome. 
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Appendix D 

Consent Form 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 [Reference Number: D18/086]                                                                  10th November, 2018 

 
 
 

 
DIVERSITY & INCLUSION IN SPORT ORGANIZATIONS 

CONSENT FORM FOR   
PARTICIPANTS 

 
 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I am free to request 
further information at any stage. 

I know that:- 

1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
 
3. Personal identifying information will be destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any 

raw data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in secure storage for at 
least five years; 

 
4.  This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 

revolves around diversity and inclusion policies and practices. The precise nature of the 
questions which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will depend on 
the way in which the interview develops and that in the event that the line of questioning 
develops in such a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to answer any 
particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any disadvantage of 
any kind. 

 
5. The outcomes of the project are subject to the conditions outlined in the Confidentiality 

Agreement signed by the University of Otago and New Zealand Rugby Union. A copy of 
this is available on request. 

 
I agree to take part in this project. 
 
 
 
.............................................................................   ............................... 
       (Signature of participant)     (Date) 
 
............................................................................. 
       (Printed name) 
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