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Chapter 4

The value of a public 
value perspective on good 
governance in sport

Frank van Eekeren

Introduction

In today’s world, it is not easy to express when an organisation qualifies well gov-
erned. It is no longer enough to frame ‘good’ only in terms of financial perfor-
mance, effectiveness and efficiency. A private organisation such as Shell cannot 
suffice with creating financial value for its shareholders. The oil company realises 
that they are judged by how they act and how they live up to public values of 
honesty and integrity lest their reputation suffers near irreparable damage (Shell 
International Limited 2014). Public organisations, such as hospitals and munic-
ipalities, not only focus on result-oriented values such as effectiveness, and effi-
ciency, but are also publicly assessed primarily on their contribution to the public 
sphere, such as a healthier and safer society (De Graaf, Huberts & Smulders 2013). 
It can be argued that organisations, be they public or private, are expected by 
their stakeholders to contribute to the good of society (Benington 2011).

This contribution to the good of society can be described as ‘creating public 
value’ (Moore 1995). In a world in which, in addition to price and quality, distin-
guishing oneself from competitors is becoming increasingly important, it is more 
and more common to argue that organisations must have a purpose of ‘public 
value’ (Hollensbe et al. 2014; Van der Wal, De Graaf & Lasthuizen 2008). Some 
authors even argue that the lack of public value creation by an organisation will 
lead to the marginalisation of said organisation (Bilolo 2018; Talbot 2011). As a 
result, the concept of public value is receiving increasing attention in the debate 
on good governance, both in the public and private sectors (Perry et al. 2014; Van 
der Wal, Nabatchi & De Graaf 2015; Williams & Shearer 2011).

Sport organisations cannot outrun this development. They can no longer do 
with developing sport, promoting elite sport performances and creating business 
value for their sponsors and financiers. It can be argued that traditional sport 
organisations have historically added to the public sphere by addressing social 
issues, but currently, sport organisations seem to have an increased motivation 
to act socially responsible and pay attention to doing good (Van Eekeren 2013). 
The great number of social projects run by professional sport clubs, often framed 
as corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Breitbarth et al. 2015), is an example of 
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this, but the growing attention to good governance can be regarded as a way to 
create public value too. The motivation to create public value—although CSR or 
good governance actions are rarely described as such—comes partly from within, 
but is also encouraged from outside sport organisations.

An important driver behind the attention for public value creation is the pro-
fessionalisation and commercialisation of sport in recent decades. It has inher-
ently challenged the ‘traditional’ nature of sport organisations by embracing 
business-oriented management concepts (Beech & Chadwick 2013), such as CSR 
and good governance. Another important driver is the recognition of sport hav-
ing social meaning as well as its potential to positively contribute to social issues. 
Sport is increasingly recognised by politicians, policy makers, sponsors, media 
and the general public as a means or catalyst to promote public values, such as 
health, inclusion and sustainability (Coalter 2010; Van Eekeren 2016). In the 
dominant discourse of policy makers, sport is not so much valued for its own sake, 
but rather for its potential to cure or prevent social ills (Vermeulen 2011), and 
sport organisations are expected, and sometimes forced, to contribute actively to 
this. Finally, scandals in sport, such as sexual harassment, doping and match fix-
ing, and the negative publicity that came with these scandals, are a driver for the 
aim to create public value, or, at the very least, to counter negative public value 
(NOC*NSF 2019). In short: sport organisations are explicitly held accountable 
for their social involvement and social responsibility and they are trying to add 
value to the public sphere in addition to the value for their athletes and their 
sponsors and financiers (Van Eekeren 2016; Waardenburg, Van den Hombergh & 
Van Bottenburg 2019).

Sport organisations are also increasingly being held to account for public val-
ues that can be directly linked to good governance, such as lawfulness, integrity, 
equality, transparency, participation, legitimacy and accountability (Chappelet 
& Mrkonjic 2013). This stems from the coming of age of the sport sector, the 
increasing public significance and public funding it holds and receives. Sport, 
just like the energy sector or the health care sector, is thus subject to (formal and 
informal) requirements for good governance, and sport organisations are mak-
ing frantic efforts to draw up codes of good sport governance1 and to develop 
measuring instruments with the help of academics. The latter include definitions, 
descriptions and guidelines to create and measure the aforementioned public 
values2.

All this means that sport organisations, although traditionally organised pri-
vately—from associations to public limited companies—can be characterised as 
hybrid organisations with characteristics of both private and public organisations 
(Henne 2015; Lucassen & Van der Roest 2011). They deal with both the public 
value issues of a private organisation such as Shell (‘how do we act honestly and 
with integrity?’) and those of public hospitals or municipalities (‘how do we con-
tribute to social issues, such as health, social cohesion and safety?’). The questions 
that can be raised from this are: To what extent can good governance in sport 
enable or support public value creation? Can theoretical findings from a public 
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value perspective provide new or different insights regarding good governance 
in sport?

This chapter will reflect on the advantage of a public value perspective as one 
that does justice to the normative aspects of ‘good’ governance and as an alterna-
tive for prevailing approaches that are dominant in current practice and research. 
First, the chapter explains the origins of public value theory and introduces two 
of its approaches. It subsequently explains why the public value perspective can 
be relevant for sport organisations and how public value theory can actually affect 
implementation of good governance in sport. Afterwards, the limits and oppor-
tunities that derive from the public value perspective for good governance in 
sport will be discussed. The chapter concludes with the main insights and specific 
implications for researchers and practitioners.

Public value theory

Public values can be considered as one of the oldest issues in political thought as 
well as administrative practice (Beck Jørgensen & Rutgers 2015). Nevertheless, 
now, in the early 21st century, there is an increased, renewed interest in the 
study of public values, especially in public administration (Lindgreen et al. 
2019). According to Bryson, Crosby and Bloomberg (2014), it is a response to the 
challenges of a networked, multisector, no-one-wholly-in-charge world and the 
shortcomings of previous public administration approaches. The contemporary 
interest in public values counters an instrumental, managerial focus on public 
administration (Andersen & Beck Jørgensen 2011) and a dominating neoclassical 
political economy (Bozeman 2007). While efficiency has been the main concern 
of traditional public administration (Noordegraaf 2015), values beyond efficiency 
and effectiveness are being pursued, debated, challenged and evaluated in the 
newly emerging public values approach.

It was Harvard professor Mark Moore who generated renewed attention to pub-
lic values in the mid-1990s. Since then, the publication of many studies has seen 
public administrators elaborate, define and discuss the concept. Moore’s ideas 
have been further developed and debated by various scholars in public value the-
ory who draw on theoretical and epistemological foundations that differ from 
traditional public administration (e.g. Alford 2008; Benington 2009; Boyte 2011; 
Bozeman 2007; Denhardt & Denhardt 2011; O’Flynn 2007; Stoker 2006).

Defining public value

Moore (1995) introduces public value as the contribution that organisations make 
to society and that is perceived by a wide audience. Talbot (2011) simply describes 
public value as ‘what the public values’, but to be a little more precise: public value 
provides an alternative and improved construct to explain the contribution of 
an organisation to the welfare of the society through contribution to the public 
sphere—the space where public values are explored and contested, and public 
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value are created (Bryson et al. 2017; Habermas 1964). Public values are generally 
considered contributions that go beyond those of mere market economic consid-
erations. They are made by organisations to society and/or the public sphere in 
relation to complex social issues. Examples are health, sustainability and integrity 
(Benington 2011; Leisink et al. 2013; Moore 1995).

At the same time, it is generally difficult to determine what public value is, 
what has public value, how it can be created and with whom (Meynhardt 2009). 
There appears to be no unequivocal opinion about what public value exactly is 
or which action is deemed to have public value. Public value depends on the pre-
dominant view in society of what is valuable (Talbot 2011). Benington (2015) has 
argued that public value is connected with the contests, debates and dialogues 
in a democratic society. In this sense, public value is a “contested democratic 
practice” (Benington 2015, p. 29) or, as Rhodes and Wanna (2007, p. 172) argue: 
“public value is highly contested territory, in which competing and conflicting 
interests can only be negotiated”. Public values are therefore a constant subject of 
debate and there are different views on it.

Public value and good governance: Two approaches

In addition to the question of what public value is, a lot of research focuses on 
the question of how public value can be created. A resulting question concerns 
the relationship between good governance and public value or its creation. Two 
approaches can be distinguished in this context: good governance as a means to 
create public value and good governance as a public value in itself.

In the first approach, good governance can be regarded as the independ-
ent variable and public value as the dependent variable. Perry et al. (2014) for 
instance regard good governance as that which contributes to the good of society. 
Importantly, public value is not static or inherent here. Instead, it is achieved 
through the organisation’s governance, which is presented in terms of normative 
aspirations for a ‘good society’. In this approach, public value is a desirable out-
come of good governance and there is good governance when sport organisations 
implement governance structures that are instrumental to the creation of certain 
public values. In relation to sport, frequently mentioned public values are health, 
social cohesion and social safety (Coalter 2010; Van Eekeren 2016; Waardenburg 
2016), as is environmental sustainability to an increasing extent (McCullough 
& Kellison 2018). This approach implies that good governance principles in 
sport—f.e. transparency, democracy and accountability—should be viewed as 
means towards desirable ends—f.e. social cohesion, health and environmental 
sustainability— rather than administrative ends in themselves.

In the second approach, good governance can be seen as a public value in itself 
and some of its principles can be regarded as public values. This approach implies 
that the implementation of certain elements of good governance thus becomes 
a goal in itself. Various attempts have been made by scholars to define good gov-
ernance principles as public values. Huberts and Van Hout (2011, p. 57) even 
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speak of a “cacophony of values”. Yet within this cacophony, three value clusters 
can be distinguished. Cluster 1 focuses on fair governance. This concerns values 
such as lawfulness, integrity and equality. Cluster 2 focuses on responsive gov-
ernance. It concerns values such as transparency, participation, legitimacy and 
accountability. Cluster 3 concerns result-oriented management with values such 
as effectiveness, efficiency and professionalism (De Graaf, Huberts & Smulders 
2013). While many of these public values definitions were originally developed in 
other sectors, quite a number of them are reflected in attempts to define universal 
good governance principles for sport (e.g. Alm 2013; Chappelet & Mrkonjic 2013; 
Geeraert 2016).

Good governance in sport from 
a public value perspective

When we take a look at good governance in sport from a public value perspec-
tive, there is one question that has to be answered first. Is good governance a 
means to an end or is it an end in itself? Do we consider it a tool that con-
tributes to the good of society and, if so, do we assess this tool in terms of the 
degree to which it creates public value as perceived by a wide audience? Or is it 
rather good governance itself that we see as a public value? Do we see associated  
values— f.e. transparency, democracy and accountability—as public values in 
themselves? And is the question that we therefore have to ask above all else how 
we create such values? What are the criteria they would have to fulfil?

Good governance as a means to create public value

When good governance is seen as a means to create public values, such as health, 
social cohesion and safety, two things are important: (1) making the pursued 
values explicit and (2) making the relationship between the pursued values and 
good governance explicit.

First, sport organisations and their stakeholders should be explicit about what 
the public values they pursue are, how they can be defined and how they can be 
demonstrated. At the same time, they must realise, in accordance with public 
value theory, that they do not determine these values themselves. Instead, public 
values are defined and demonstrated in a continuous process with the relevant 
stakeholders. After all, public values cannot be objectively defined and estab-
lished, and moreover, they are not static. Many sport organisations use good gov-
ernance to focus on public values such as sportsmanship and respect, safety and 
the prevention of corruption, match fixing, doping and sexual harassment (e.g. 
IOC 2008; NOC*NSF 2019; UK Sport and Sport England 2017). Public value 
theory teaches that what can be meant by public values is determined by the 
sport organisations with their stakeholders in their specific context. The ultimate 
‘game’ of defining and demonstrating public values takes place in an arena of 
stakeholders, each of whom occupies different positions and puts forward their 
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interests in the arena (Van Eekeren 2016). The process of public value creation 
can be characterised as a struggle that cannot be separated from the sources of 
power available to stakeholders.

Second, based on public value theory, it should be clear what the explicit 
relationship is between good governance as a means and public value as an end. 
In many cases, good governance in sport is presented as a means of legitimising, 
safeguarding or restoring trust in sport, and good governance must try to prevent 
abuses in sport. All of this sounds like an approximation of good governance 
as an independent variable and public value as a dependent variable. However, 
practice has shown that the focus is mainly on the implementation of good gov-
ernance principles (as an end) where the relationship with the ultimate goal 
(public value) is not clear. For example, in the discussion about the new code of 
good sport governance in the Netherlands, public value creation is mentioned 
as the highest goal, but at the same time, its relationship with the principles of 
good governance (transparency, democracy and accountability) is not explicit 
(NOC*NSF 2019).

Good governance as a public value

Most implementation aimed at good governance in sport focuses on good gov-
ernance principles that are seen as public values and are therefore goals in them-
selves. The underlying idea is often to maintain or increase the quality of and 
the confidence in sport through the administrative structure and functioning of 
sport organisations. The good governance principles are usually enshrined and 
elaborated in codes, such as those of UK Sport and Sport Vlaanderen, and in 
measuring instruments, such as the Sport Governance Observer. From the per-
spective of public value theory, there are two important points of interest in this 
approach: (1) contextuality and (2) the use of multiple value clusters.

First, public value theory makes it clear that defining and establishing public 
values in terms of good governance principles is not universal, while good govern-
ance codes usually end with a list of abstract public values no one could oppose 
(De Graaf & Paanakker 2014). It appears that abstract principles, such as democ-
racy and transparency, can be put to good use in many parts of the world and in 
many sectors, but the meaning and effect may differ per sector, country, region 
and sport. The various codes and measuring instruments mentioned above have 
made the good governance principles contextual for sport. This means that these 
codes and measuring instruments, in addition to general principles such as trans-
parency and democracy, pay attention to social responsibility (Alm 2013) and the 
autonomy of sport (Chappelet & Mrkonjic 2013). But both the codes and meas-
uring instruments are quite static. Once established by researchers, experts and/
or stakeholders, they acquire an ‘absolute’ character—all the while public value 
theory makes clear that the meaning of values such as transparency, democracy 
and accountability as well as social responsibility and autonomy are contestable, 
contextual and subject to change. Public value theory emphasises the normative 
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aspirations of ‘good’ governance, which means a continuous debate with all stake-
holders is necessary to define and construct what the public values are.

Second, as argued before, public value theory in relation to good governance 
makes it clear that different value clusters can be distinguished: public values 
aimed at fair governance, responsive governance and result-oriented govern-
ance. The developed good governance principles in sport, such as in the Basic 
Universal Principles of Good Governance of the Olympic and Sports Movement 
(IOC 2008) and Principles of Good governance in Sport (EU Expert Group Good 
Governance 2013), mainly fall within the second cluster. They emphasise values 
such as transparency, democracy and accountability, appropriate for responsive 
governance. This raises the question of whether codes and measuring instruments 
in sport should not pay more attention to fair governance and its related values 
such as legality, integrity and equality, and to performance-oriented governance 
and its related values such as effectiveness, efficiency and professionalism.

Opportunities and limits of a public value perspective

A public value perspective offers various opportunities to critically reflect on the 
current practice of good governance in sport and to propose new quality criteria. 
At the same time, this perspective also has a number of limitations.

Critical reflections on good governance in sport

First of all, the public value perspective makes it clear that although there is a 
lot of talk about (public) values in sport in practice and in policy, there is hardly 
an explicit debate about what is meant by these public values or whether good 
governance is regarded as a means or as an end. This can lead to an unfocused 
debate about the implementation and effectiveness of good governance in sport. 
For example, sport organisations and researchers often refer to good governance 
as a means of creating public values. However, in the implementation stage, the 
approach to good governance as an end winds up being used in most cases. It 
also happens that both approaches are intertwined in practice. An example for 
this is the Sport Governance Observer. It presents three dimensions (democracy, 
transparency and accountability) that represent public values in themselves, and 
a fourth (social responsibility) that focuses on preconditions for the creation of 
public value around social themes such as inclusion and sustainability.

Second, using public value theory as a lens reveals that good governance in 
sport can be more context and process oriented—whether good governance is 
seen as a means or as an end. Public values can be regarded as multidimensional 
constructs and involved actors create the strength of these constructs through 
the trust they have in each other and in an honest approach (O’Flynn 2007). It is 
about collective sense-making by stakeholders and the use of existing knowledge 
and experiences outside the network so that a broader assessment is made of pos-
sible public values. This means that the implementation of good governance in 
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sport must be seen as a continuous debate, in which organisations must be able to 
deal with diversity in views. In this way, sport organisations can do justice to the 
specific context of the (national, regional or local) sport. As a consequence, this 
means that sport organisations must create the right conditions for the process of 
both defining and determining public value(s).

Third, from a public value perspective, good governance by a sport organisa-
tion concerns the creation of different types of public values. These public values 
can potentially conflict with each other. A subsequent and recurrent issue in pub-
lic value theory is that not all of these values—however desirable they are—can 
be achieved at the same time (De Graaf & Paanakker 2014). Public value theory 
makes it clear that different value clusters can clash and that it is important to 
recognise the ambiguous and contested nature of good governance principles in 
the implementation of good governance. Moreover, many oft-mentioned ‘global’ 
good governance principles such as transparency, rule of law and government 
effectiveness (Kaufmann, Kraay & Mastruzzi 2008) may be conflicting or con-
tradictory in policy and management decisions. Sport organisations must find a 
way to deal with the possible tensions or contradictions between, for example, 
efficiency and transparency, or between effectiveness and equality.

Another consideration is that sport organisations must also create other types 
of values, such as sportive values and business values. These values can in turn 
conflict with public values (Van Eekeren 2016). A mixed public/private profile of 
the sport organisations can produce contradictory incentives. Public tasks, for 
instance, do not obey the logic of the market, and the specific organisational 
culture of a sport organisation can be in conflict with entrepreneurship (Van 
Montfort 2008). This means that, in addition to the approach of good governance 
as a means to create public value and good governance as a public value in itself, 
a third approach is applicable: good governance defined as managing tensions 
between values, public or otherwise (Perry et al. 2014).

In this third approach, good governance occurs when multiple values are suc-
cessfully combined in an organisation. In other words: the existence of good gov-
ernance is determined by way of dealing with the conflicting values from these 
different clusters. Good governance ensures that a debate about value creation 
takes place and leads to the production of (potentially) conflicting values (De 
Graaf & Van der Wal 2010). How this process is carried out in the stakeholder 
arena can be laid down in a number of quality criteria that approach the univer-
sal principles of good governance. An example could be involving everyone in 
a democratic process, being transparent about the procedure and ensuring clear 
supervision of the process.

Critical reflections on a public value perspective

Criticism of public value theory often arises from the complexity and ambiguity 
of public value as a theory and framework. For example, there are many public 
values (e.g. Andersen et al. 2012; Bozeman 2007; Meynhardt 2009) and they are 
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not a settled or stable matter. Also, it is unclear “what the public values are” and 
“what adds value to the public sphere” (Hartley et al. 2016, p. 40) often caus-
ing tension. From its complexity and ambiguity, a public values approach has a 
number of limitations with regard to the implementation of good governance in 
sports.

First, this complexity and ambiguity has resulted in public value theory not 
providing concrete handles for implementation of good governance in organi-
sational practice. This means that every organisation must determine in its own 
context which public values they attach to good governance and how they intend 
to implement this. A blueprint approach is not possible from a public value theory 
standpoint; it concerns a contextual and continuous process. At the same time, 
public value theory does not provide concrete tools for structuring the process 
either, although there is increasing knowledge about public value management 
(Stoker 2006), public value co-creation (Bryson et al. 2017) and creating public 
value through smart partnerships (Van Eekeren 2016).

Second, the ambiguity and complexity of public value theory makes assess-
ing the outcomes of good governance in terms of public value very difficult. 
Determining objective, universal public values is not possible. This means, among 
other things, that public values once created cannot be examined in an unambig-
uous way and that comparison between different organisations and situations is 
extremely complex. This issue persists even despite the development of tools like 
a Public Value Scorecard (Lindgreen et al. 2019; Meynhardt 2015).

Conclusion

Sport organisations are expected to create public value, for example by contribut-
ing to social issues such as health, social cohesion and environmental sustainabil-
ity. At the same time, they are expected to be governed in an honest and decent 
manner, by paying attention to certain values such as transparency, democracy 
and accountability. Now that these types of public values are increasingly seen 
as important benefits in sport organisations, a public value perspective offers the 
opportunity to use public values as a starting point for good governance in sport, 
rather than a marginal consideration (Beck Jørgensen & Rutgers 2015). From 
a scientific point of view, there are two elements at the basis of the concept of 
public value: (1) being valuable and (2) enjoying trust from the perspective of the 
general public (Lindgreen et al. 2019; Moore 1995). A public value perspective on 
good governance in sport ensures that the implementation of good governance is 
more focused on the social outcomes and thus contributes to the legitimacy and 
public trust in sport and its organisations.

Based on the analysis in this chapter, it is important to be explicit, both in 
practice and in research, how the relationship between good governance and 
public values is viewed. At least three approaches are possible: (1) good govern-
ance as a means to create public value, (2) good governance as public value and 
an end in itself, (3) good governance as a process of managing tensions between 
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(public) values. Each approach gives practitioners and researchers a specific per-
spective on good governance in sport that can help sharpen the debate on both 
implementation and research.

At the same time, it can be concluded that public value theory doesn’t provide 
concrete handles for policy makers and managers due to its ambiguity and com-
plexity. A managerial approach based on a blueprint does not fit the public value 
perspective. This might warrant a rethinking of the instrumentality of many of 
the current approaches and good governance codes, and puts a focus on processes 
instead of procedures and regulations. Sport organisations consequently should 
not spend a great deal of time, energy and resources on meeting compliance 
obligations, but rather on embedding good governance values in the hearts and 
minds of their organisations and partnerships. Managing good governance from 
a public values perspective is to a large extent addressing the intrinsic motivation 
of the organisation aimed at the higher social goal.

By its very nature, public value theory doesn’t provide robust methodologies to 
assess public value as an outcome of good governance. A public value perspec-
tive requires that scholars draw from different theoretical and epistemological 
foundations. The positivist idea of one coherent theory of everything does not go 
well with public value theory, but a social-constructivist approach does. This also 
means that approaches other than the currently prevailing methodological ones 
are required; approaches that allow empirical research to give insights into the 
processes of public value creation in the arena of stakeholders on one hand, and 
the performance of organisations in terms of good governance related to public 
values on the other.

Two ways for further research can be recommended. First, research could exam-
ine whether and how public value is constructed in and by sport organisations, 
whether and how it is argued for by different agents and groups, in what organi-
sational, institutional and social contexts, and what type of perceived outcomes 
this yields. Research questions could focus on where and how value is added 
through organisational and partnership processes and how public value is often 
co-produced with citizens and other partners and stakeholders in sport. Second, 
while performance management scholars have examined activities and outputs 
from public organisations, there has been less research about the value created (or 
destroyed) in terms of legitimacy, trust, social justice and so on. To make public 
value measurable, Meynhardt (2015) developed a scorecard that measures the 
public value of each project, decision or transaction along five dimensions: social, 
moral, aesthetic and utilitarian. It may be interesting to investigate whether this 
scorecard can be made applicable for good governance in sport.

Finally, it is striking how, now that sport organisations, governments, and 
other stakeholders all over the world feel the need to promote good governance 
in sport, the concept of public value and public value theory remain underex-
posed in the debate. It can be argued that a public value perspective does justice 
to the normative aspects of ‘good’ governance. A public value perspective requires 
that policymakers, managers and researchers alike consider good governance in 



52 F. van Eekeren

sport as a relative, evolving and culturally defined aspiration (Evans 2012). It also 
provides alternatives for the limitations of the prevailing instrumental and posi-
tivist approaches towards good governance in sport that are dominant in current 
practice and research.

Notes
 1. e.g. A Code for Sports Governance by UK Sport and Sport England (2017) and 

the Code of Good Governance in Flemish Sport Federations by Sport Vlaanderen 
(2016).

 2. e.g. The Sport Governance Observer (Geeraert 2015).
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