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FIFA Governance:  

How Crisis Opened the Door for Gender Equality Reforms 

Moya Dodd* & Catherine Ordway** 

Abstract:  Football, the world’s most popular sport, carries a legacy of gender exclusion. 

Women were banned from playing in many jurisdictions and remain largely absent from 

its leadership. Implicit and/or conscious biases perpetuate the under-development and 

under-resourcing of the women’s game, and the under-representation of women in 

decision-making roles. As FIFA acknowledges, “years of institutional neglect and a lack 

of investment have prevented girls and women from playing the game and from assuming 

roles in technical, administrative and governance functions. The long-standing lack of 

women in positions of responsibility in the football community means there have been 

limited voices to advocate for change” (FIFA Women’s Football Strategy 2018 p4). 

In parallel, allegations of corruption have accompanied football, its officials, and its 

governing bodies (including the international federation, FIFA) for many years, with 

limited progress or accountability.  In May 2015, the raids and arrest of senior FIFA 

officials triggered a corruption crisis, which provided the impetus for structural change.   

In the ensuing chaos, FIFA faced an overwhelming imperative for reform. At FIFA’s 

Congress in February 2016, a number of Statute amendments were approved, reflecting 

a growing acknowledgement and commitment to women in football. At the governance 

level, the amendment specified that members’ legislative bodies: “must be constituted in 

accordance with the principles of representative democracy and taking into account the 

importance of gender equality in football” (Art.15(j), FIFA 2016).   
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Further, FIFA’s Objectives were expanded: “to promote the development of women’s 

football and the full participation of women at all levels of football governance” (FIFA 

2016 Art.2(f)); and “to use its efforts to ensure that the game of football is available to and 

resourced for all who wish to participate, regardless of gender or age (FIFA 2016, 

Art.2(e)). Six positions were reserved for women on the 37-person FIFA Council, and 

FIFA’s governance regulations were also amended to embed specific obligations on 

gender inclusion within the governance system.  

This paper explores how these landmark amendments came into existence.  It provides 

an insider’s view as an author, Moya Dodd, was one of the first women on FIFA's 

Executive Committee and became “the driving force in the recent push for women within 

FIFA” (Clarey 2016).  She chaired FIFA’s Women’s Football Taskforce which drafted the 

Women’s Football: 10 Key Development Principles (FIFA WFT 2014).  During the 

corruption crisis of 2015, she submitted reform proposals and led a public 

‘#womeninFIFA’ campaign which gave voice to the broader community of support for 

gender reforms in FIFA.  This professional practice autoethnographic research examines 

the process by which progress towards gender equality was, and can be, achieved.  

 

 

1. Introduction 

Sport has traditionally been developed by and for men (Hargreaves 2002), and women 

have been excluded or restricted in their freedom to participate.  Football, the world’s 

most popular sport, carries a legacy of gender exclusion.  Not only were women effectively 

banned from playing football in numerous countries (Williams 2013; Onwumechili 2011), 

and continue to struggle for recognition and acceptance in many others (Pfister 2006; 

Crawford & McGowan 2019), but some are even prohibited from attending men’s sport, 

as was highlighted through the recent death of Iranian football fan Sahar Khodayari, 

known as “Blue Girl” (Lewis 2019). 

Women also remain largely absent from its leadership.  Implicit and/or conscious biases 

perpetuate the under-development and under-resourcing of the women’s game, and the 

under-representation of women in decision-making roles.  As the Fédération 
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Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) acknowledges, “years of institutional 

neglect and a lack of investment have prevented girls and women from playing the game 

and from assuming roles in technical, administrative and governance functions.  The 

long-standing lack of women in positions of responsibility in the football community 

means there have been limited voices to advocate for change” (FIFA Women’s Football 

Strategy 2018 p4). 

The calls for change internationally have grown louder, in sport and more broadly in 

society.  Most influentially, the International Working Group (IWG) on Women and Sport 

1994 Brighton Declaration was expanded and became the Brighton plus Helsinki 2014 

Declaration on Women and Sport (IWG 2014).  Then in 2015, all United Nations (UN) 

Member States adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  One of the UN's 

Sustainable Development Goals is “Achieve gender equality and empower all women and 

girls” (UN 2015).  Following the FIFA reforms, policies including the Kazan Action Plan 

(UNESCO 2017) and the International Olympic Committee's (IOC) Gender Equality 

Review Project (2018), for example, created a normalising momentum on gender 

equality.   

While FIFA had become a signatory to the IWG Brighton plus Helsinki Declaration in 

March 2015, the pressure from law enforcement and football stakeholders following the 

arrest of several high-profile FIFA members on corruption charges only two months later, 

created an environment where change was inevitable.  Progressive and pragmatic FIFA 

members looked to shape their impact. 

This article describes and reflects on the process by which voting members of FIFA agreed 

in 2016 to a range of governance reforms, in particular, gender equality provisions.  A 

number of powerful learnings have been identified through this experience which have 

been shared for others similarly advocating for change. 

2. Methodology 

This article takes an interdisciplinary approach through legal and sports management 

lenses to analyse the process by which structural gender equality reforms were achieved 

by amending the FIFA Statutes and related regulations in 2016.  This professional practice 
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research takes an autoethnographic viewpoint to reflexively examine the learnings from 

an ‘insider’ directly involved in FIFA’s governance reform (Costley 2010 p30-31).  It is 

intended that these learnings are extrapolated for other sports and in broader contexts, 

through: “link[ing] critical theory with current practice to bring [this article] to life 

through  . . . [a] dedicated critique of [a] contemporary case” (Schulenkorf & Frawley 2017 

p3).   

 

A lawyer and former elite footballer, Dodd has had a long involvement with football.  As 

an international player she had appeared in the very first FIFA-organised women’s 

international game - for Australia vs Brazil in the inaugural 1988 women’s tournament 

(Crawford & McGowan 2019 p81, 107), known as the pilot World Cup.  Twenty-five years 

later, she joined FIFA’s Executive Committee, by then having served as a director of the 

Football Federation Australia (FFA), and as a Vice President of the Asian Football 

Confederation (AFC) and chair of the AFC Women’s Committee for several years. During 

that period, she had become known for her advocacy for women (for example, in the 

campaign to lift the ban on wearing a headscarf on the field: Prouse 2015; Crawford & 

McGowan 2019 p107, 194), both inside and outside the formal governance structures of 

football.  These roles gave Dodd the opportunity to engage with leading figures in world 

football, such as then FIFA President Sepp Blatter, from as early 2007.  The process of 

seeking election in 2013 also required extensive engagement with decision-makers within 

FIFA from around the globe.  These experiences and roles gave her the ‘intimate insider’ 

(Taylor, J 2011) position of privilege; to not only observe and understand, but also to 

influence, the events unfolding.   

 

Dodd recounts the sequence of events, and ‘joins the dots’ here, based on her own 

recollections and observations, supported by the contemporaneous documentary 

evidence available.  As described by DeDiego and Moret (2017), autoethnography: ‘serves 

as a constructive interpretation process . . .  Reflexive writing examines the researcher 

perspective within social context connecting action, memory, and meaning’ (p130-131).  

Writing this reflexive piece then can also be considered an ‘autoethnographic life review’, 

as the events of 2015 provide a punctuation point in history that gives Dodd the 
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opportunity to look back on decisions made and action taken with the benefit of hindsight 

in order to determine where to prioritise future endeavours (Ellis 2013). 

 

Coming into FIFA’s exclusive, almost entirely all-male, environment as a relative new-

comer, Dodd’s ‘insider’ position can also be considered from a feminist standpoint 

perspective as an ‘outsider’, where: ‘women's situated experience was able to express 

knowledge that had hitherto been marginalized or ignored.’ (Harding 1987 in Costley 

2010 p30).  Dodd observed at the 2019 Equality Summit that: ‘Football governance is a 

giant arm wrestle between governing bodies, clubs, leagues, and players. Women simply 

don’t have an arm in that wrestle.’ (quoted by Crawford and McGowan 2019 p256).  This 

‘insider-outsider’ perspective (Breen 2007) then, provided Dodd with the vantage point 

to: closely observe developments in governance and reform, be present for key meetings 

and events, and personally interact with the prime decision-makers, advisers and 

influencers.  As a ‘FIFA insider who thinks like an outsider’ (Macur 2016) and a ‘from-

within revolutionary’ (Davis 2016), Dodd also experienced these events through the lens 

of a newcomer who could critique and calibrate with other environments outside sport, 

including her experience in law and business.  

 

Dodd also had to navigate the uniquely challenging and complex world of FIFA.  The 

representatives from more than two hundred disparate FIFA affiliated associations 

(recognised national football bodies) include powerful members of royal families, 

sporting icons, wealthy business people and allies of ruling governments.  These multi-

layered networks outside of football, are further expanded through alliances of language, 

culture, religion, geography and history within the FIFA and Olympic families.  In 

addition, the social status created by holding a FIFA representative position, together 

with geo-political nuances, commercial relationships, and the passion for football, meant 

that the stakes were so much higher than in ‘normal’ work-place settings.  Few people in 

regular jobs are likely to say, as former Liverpool manager Bill Shankly is reported to have 

done: ‘Some people believe football is a matter of life and death, I am very disappointed 

with that attitude. I can assure you it is much, much more important than that’ (Bona 

2015).   

 



6 
 

3. Extrinsic and Intrinsic Context for Gender Equality Reform 

The world was changing in relation to gender equality, particularly in the western world, 

and yet FIFA’s members continued to remain largely unmoved and immune from these 

societal pressures.  An advocate observer might assume that either the international 

context FIFA found itself in would create the external motivation to introduce gender 

equality reform, or the internal motivation of doing the ‘morally right thing’ may have led 

to changes earlier than 2016.  Yet for decades, the most salient feature of FIFA’s policy on 

women’s inclusion in governance remained the status quo.  Instead, it took a crisis of a 

‘wildfire’ magnitude to ignite the spark to create change. 

 

3.1 Extrinsic motivators 

If motivation is an inducement or an influence that provides the reason for moving or 

acting (Carlopio & Andrewartha 2008), then there were ample extrinsic motivators that 

could have been expected to create the shift in the status quo at FIFA prior to 2016.  For 

example, the UN recognises the potential for sport to socially empower women and girls 

(UN 2007).  Switzerland, where FIFA is seated, is one of the almost 190 State Parties who 

are signatories to the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination 

Against Women (CEDAW) (UN 1979; UN Treaty Collection 2018).  Broader than sport, 

the UN 2030 Agenda Sustainable Development Goals (SGDs) recognise that women are 

subjected to biases and prejudice which can feature in their lives in a range of contexts, 

including the lack of pay parity, gender segregation, harassment and sexual assault.  For 

this reason, gender equality and empowerment for women and girls has been designated 

as Goal 5 of the SDGs since 2015 (UN 2019; UNODC 2018).   

 

Also, at the Governmental level, the Kazan Action Plan (adopted during the Ministers’ 

meeting at the Sixth International Conference of Ministers and Senior Officials 

Responsible for Physical Education and Sport (MINEPS VI) held in Kazan, Russia 13-15 

July 2017) directly links sport policy development to the UN 2030 Agenda.  Although not 

formally adopted until after the FIFA reforms, the Kazan Action Plan was developed 

through extensive consultations with UNESCO’s Member States (including the Swiss 

Federal Office of Sport), the Intergovernmental Committee for Physical Education and 

Sport (CIGEPS) and its Permanent Consultative Council.  Consultations included other 
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experts and practitioners in sport policy, including the FIFA Secretary-General, Fatma 

Samoura, and other senior FIFA staff (UNESDOC 2017).  The Kazan Action Plan called 

for signatories to:  

I.5 Enforce gender equality/Empower girls and women  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the UN Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and the UNESCO 

Convention against Discrimination in Education stipulate in various articles 

equal rights for all members of society to participate in all activities, including 

education, and to become engaged in policy development including taking over 

leadership positions.  Physical education, physical activity and sport offer 

compelling levers for promoting gender equality and empowerment, and for 

challenging structural injustices that limit not only the life chances of girls and 

women but also other gender groups.  The variety of levels at which girls and 

women can engage in these activities include participation, coaching, teaching, 

management and leadership (UNESCO 2017).   

 

In this broader human rights context, FIFA was also criticised for neglecting human 

rights, especially in relation to workers’ rights during preparations for the men’s World 

Cups to be hosted in Russia in 2018 and Qatar in 2022 (Amnesty International 2014).  

Women’s rights are human rights, thus creating synergies in pressure for reform between 

and across groups motivated to achieve positive outcomes for these agendas. 

 

It might have been expected that the Swiss Government, as a signatory and SGD 

supporter, could have exerted some pressure on the organisations constituted under its 

laws, including the estimated 60-70 international sports federations (IFs) (Rütter & 

Schmid 2013), and the IOC.  Several commentators have argued the governments should 

provide the inducement, or otherwise influence, international sports organisations to 

implement the international obligations ratified by the national governments where they 

are seated (eg: Jones 2012; Passas & Ordway 2016). 

 

To mark International Women’s Day in 2015, FIFA became a signatory to the IWG 

Brighton plus Helsinki Declaration on Women and Sport (FIFA Women’s Football 2015, 



8 
 

March; IWG 2020).  The Declaration consists of ten principles, committing signatories to 

implement, as follows:  

● Principle 1: Equity and Equality in Society and Sport  

● Principle 2: Facilities 

● Principle 3: School and Youth Sport  

● Principle 4: Developing Participation  

● Principle 5: High Performance Sport  

● Principle 6: Leadership in Sport  

● Principle 7: Education, Training and Development  

● Principle 8: Sport Information and Research  

● Principle 9: Resources  

● Principle 10: Domestic and International Cooperation (IWG 2014) 

 

FIFA is also a member of the Olympic family.  Noting that it is not clear what 

“fundamental ethical principles” are, or in fact if they are “universal” (Mazanov et al 

2019), the IOC position, set out in its Olympic Charter, states that: 

. . .  Olympism seeks to create a way of life based on the joy of effort, the 

educational value of good example, social responsibility and respect for universal 

fundamental ethical principles (IOC 2013 p11).   

 

After many years of resistance to the calls for gender equality in the Olympic movement 

across participation, medals, coaching, officiating and leadership (eg: Forgues 2000; 

Patsantaras & Kamberidou 2006), the IOC has also introduced several gender equality 

reforms.  In 2016, UN Women and the IOC jointly launched the project One Win Leads 

to Another, in partnership with Women Win and the Brazilian Olympic Committee 

(Mlambo-Ngcuka 2019).  Most recently, and notably after the FIFA 2016 reform, the IOC 

has recognised that women, and women’s sport, requires, not just equal treatment, but 

greater investment in resources to counter historical inequalities (IOC 2018).  

Subsequently, FIFA and UN Women also signed a memorandum of understanding aiming 

to promote gender equality and empowerment of women and girls through sport in June 

2019 (UN Women 2019).  
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3.2 Intrinsic motivators 

Noting that sport has traditionally been developed by and for men (Hargreaves 2002), 

women have been excluded or restricted in their freedom to participate in sport.  A 

feminist approach, inspired by the work of Gilligan (1982), reframes gender equality 

efforts in sport by advocating for the creation of an environment focused on fairness, 

transparency, accountability, collaboration, diversity and inclusion.  Based on this 

approach, it can be argued that a positive moral obligation applies where people in 

positions of influence and power are the beneficiaries of a system established and 

perpetuating historical and/or current inequities (racism, sexism, colonialism, slavery 

etc).  As is the case for sports organisations, such as FIFA, it is therefore argued that a 

higher moral duty is imposed on those beneficiaries to actively include members of the 

community who have been excluded, in this case women.  Those persuaded by this 

positive moral obligation then may be influenced to create inclusive policies and 

programs to compensate for past inequalities.  It could be expected that this would be 

translated into affirmative action measures, such as increased financial resources, pay 

parity, mentoring/ training programs and governance quotas, for example. 

There is little evidence to suggest that sport organisations, such as FIFA, have reformed 

on this basis.  Carole Oglesby, a long-time campaigner and former co-chair of the IWG, 

observed that: "I don't think organizations have seen the light, but they think: 'Ok, this is 

something we have to do, to check the box'," (cited by Wissgott 2019).  While there have 

always been some decision-makers open to a moral, and/or a feminist approach, or who 

believed it to be good business and a part of their duty to grow the game, there was 

evidently not a sufficient consensus to drive significant structural change on gender-

balance within FIFA prior to 2016. 

 

4. Tipping Point: FIFA Corruption Scandal context 

The FIFA leadership has long been criticised for perpetuating the conditions in which 

corruption could flourish (Jennings 2006; Jennings 2016; Tomlinson 2014).  FIFA’s 

major governance failures have also been the focus of the international anti-corruption 

watchdog, Transparency International (Schenk 2011; Valloni & Neuenschwander 2016). 
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In the wake of the controversial vote on the men’s World Cup hosting rights in 2010, FIFA 

formed an Independent Governance Committee in 2011, chaired by Professor Mark Pieth.  

On the Committee’s recommendation, FIFA created an independent two-chamber 

(investigatory and adjudicatory) Ethics Committee and implemented several other 

reforms promoting integrity and financial controls (FIFA Chronology 2014).  However, it 

was not without controversy on gender issues.  One member, Alexandra Wrage, now 

referring to it as “the failed FIFA Independent Governance Committee” resigned after 

claiming she had been told by senior FIFA executives: 'You're going to have to give us 

more male candidates because a female candidate is not acceptable [for key 

appointments].' (quoted by Conway 2013; Wrage 2020).  On completion of his final 

report, Pieth warned that reform was incomplete (Pieth 2014).  

Internationally, there was also growing recognition that improved gender diversity lowers 

the risk of corruption in organisations (Swamy et al 2001; Esarey & Chirillo 2013; Ordway 

& Opie 2016 p48; Ordway 2019; FIFA Women’s Football Taskforce 2015 footnote 8).  In 

this context, corruption allegations created arguably the greatest threat to FIFA’s 

existence, known as ‘FIFAgate’.  In late May 2015, just prior to a FIFA electoral Congress, 

Swiss authorities stormed a luxury Zurich hotel and arrested several football officials 

following an FBI investigation.  FIFA’s headquarters were also raided, with similar 

operations also undertaken elsewhere (Office of the Attorney General of Switzerland 

2015).  United States of America (US) Attorney General, Loretta Lynch, described the 

indictments against FIFA officials as “rampant, systemic and deep-rooted” corruption 

(Department of Justice 2015).   

Two days after the raids, the FIFA elective Congress proceeded in Switzerland as planned.  

Sepp Blatter was returned as President, defeating Prince Ali of Jordan, demonstrating an 

inertia very commonly present in sport federation elections (Hough & Heaston 2017; 

Masters 2020).  The FIFA Women’s World Cup kicked off soon afterwards, on 6 June in 

Canada.  The start of the World Cup came as a welcome relief, with the media focus 

moving back to the field.  Blatter chose not to attend the World Cup, due to “travel risks” 

(PA Sport 2015), which was widely understood to mean the risk of being arrested in a 

country from where he could be extradited to the US. 
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5. FIFA Governance Reform – Gender Equality 

5.1 Female Co-opted Positions 

In football, the legacy of exclusion, and implicit and/or conscious bias, remains, with 

women largely absent from decision-making and leadership roles.  In 2012, following a 

period of pressure to reform in the wake of the 2010 vote on the FIFA World Cup hosts 

for 2018 and 2022, FIFA passed a range of statutory amendments.  One amendment 

created an additional position of “Representative of Women’s Football” (who must be a 

woman) on the Executive Committee.  Perhaps reflecting a sense that greater 

representation in Africa was required, and certainly as one of the few female national 

Presidents, the then-President of the Football Federation of Burundi, Ms Lydia Nsekera, 

was immediately co-opted into that role for a year.  In 2013, at the following FIFA 

Congress, the role was amended to “female member of the Executive Committee” (FIFA 

2013(a) Art 24 and 30), and the first election to bring a woman onto the governing body 

was held.  Each Confederation was entitled to nominate a candidate. 

At that time, I was a board member of the Football Federation Australia [FFA] and the 

only woman Vice-President of a Confederation [Asia].  I was nominated as Asia’s 

candidate for the FIFA role, and campaigned hard.  As a lawyer, I campaigned on a 

platform of strengthened governance, integrity and inclusion measures.  As a former 

international player, I advocated for women’s football development, with policies to 

improve participation, build up the elite game, and engage women in its leadership.  I 

promised to bring the perspective of a woman, a player and a lawyer to the highest 

leadership of football (Dodd 2013). 

Among the voting constituency of Member Association Presidents, there was only one 

woman – Lydia Nsekera of Burundi, an IOC Member and former basketballer 

(Frimpong 2013).  Assuming she would vote for herself - and therefore the only available 

votes that I could seek were those to be cast by men - I sought out the women’s football 

community working within federations or on committees to seek their help in 

persuading their voter male colleagues to support my candidacy.  These women were 

very supportive, but their views did not necessarily determine the vote as to which 

woman would go to FIFA to represent them.   No-one who had ever played women’s 
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football would cast a vote at that election, and there was not a single woman on the 

planet who could vote for me.  The women’s game was effectively disenfranchised. 

The election was held in Mauritius, almost exactly 25 years since I played in the very 

first FIFA women’s tournament in 1988.  Once again, I was taking the stage as part of 

a “first” with high hopes of bringing about change.  We were each given five minutes to 

address the Congress.  Nsekera, the co-opted incumbent, received 95 votes and a four-

year term on the FIFA Executive Committee.  I polled second with 70 votes, and together 

with third place-getter, Sonia Bien-Aime (38 votes), I was “co-opted” to the Executive 

Committee for an initial 12-month period (FIFA 2013(b)). These additional roles had 

been proposed by Blatter, who wanted more than one woman at the table. This meant I 

could attend and speak at meetings, and receive the meeting papers, but had no right to 

vote. My mandate was extended twice, totalling a three year term.  

An important factor in determining which countries were represented was a provision 

in the FIFA Statutes [FIFA 2012 Art 30.5] which prevented more than one person from 

the same association from serving on the Executive Committee simultaneously. It meant 

that women from countries who already had serving officials - being those countries 

with the importance and political capital to gain a seat on the governing body - were 

blocked. In 2013, this included significant women’s football nations such as Germany, 

France, US and Brazil. There were special procedures regarding the United Kingdom 

member associations, which complicated the path for women from those four 

associations. Moreover, women from countries where male officials had future 

ambitions to nominate would likely be excluded, because if a woman held office, it would 

block or complicate the pathway for any men from the same nation.  Perversely, the 

effect of this rule was that women from many of the geographic strongholds of women’s 

football had no prospect of gaining office. UEFA and CONMEBOL - the centres of power 

in men’s football - did not nominate a woman candidate at all.  

As a result, from mid-2013 three women from Burundi, Australia, and the Turks and 

Caicos Islands were present on the 27-person FIFA Executive Committee, with only one 

[Nsekera] having the right to vote.  The limitations of this initiative were not lost on some 

commentators:  
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While this seems like a big step forward for women in sport, dig a little deeper 

and the appointments aren’t all they seem. Nsekera’s ‘female’ seat was specifically 

created last year and while it ensures there will always be at least one woman 

represented in the beautiful game’s governing body, it will also exist as an excuse 

to only ever have just one or a restricted number of females represented.  The two 

‘co-opted’ one year positions were given to the two other candidates vying for the 

full time ‘womens seat’. Three out of 27 is hardly equal representation and reeks 

of the boys club trying to appear inclusive without being challenged for their 

positions (Squiers 2013). 

5.2 Creation of FIFA’s Women’s Football Taskforce  

The co-opted positions were designated “Co-opted Member for Special Tasks”.  The tasks 

were undefined, and there was no precedent for the roles.  Moreover, the roles were 

created partway through FIFA’s four-year election cycle, so the additional women were 

joining an already-established administration and committee set-up.  

 

I was conscious that my opportunities to lead or influence would be limited.  I had no 

vote on the Executive Committee.  I did not chair any of the committees below it: their 

agendas were driven by others.  However, I had observed the creation of the FIFA Task 

Force Against Racism and Discrimination in 2013 (FIFA 2016, September), chaired by 

FIFA Executive Committee member and CONCACAF President Jeffrey Webb.  I decided 

to ask then-President Blatter if we could create a task force for women’s football, which 

could be a platform to lead on gender equality, and a forum for action in advancing 

women’s football. At the earliest opportunity, I met with Blatter and pressed my mission 

to improve conditions for women in football. I took printouts of photographs that my 

supporters had posted on social media, under the #Moya4FIFA hashtag during the 

campaign, to make visible the non-voting constituency who hoped and expected that I 

could make a difference.  

 

Blatter was an astute politician, and could see the benefit to FIFA of acknowledging this 

constituency. I believe he also had a genuine interest in advancing women’s football.  In 
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late 2013, with the support of the FIFA President, the FIFA Women’s Football Task Force 

(WFT) was created by the Executive Committee, and I was appointed chair.  It included 

members from every Confederation - mostly women with deep lived experience in the 

game - with club football expertise represented by Olympique Lyonnais.  

 

We met in early 2014 to identify and establish priorities for the development of women’s 

football, discussing governance, development, gender equality and the creation of a 

women’s Club World Cup among other things. (FIFA Media Release 2014, January). 

 

5.3 Creation of the 10 Key Development Principles  

The first priority of the WFT was to draft the Development Principles (Women’s Football: 

10 Key Development Principles (FIFA WFT 2014)), which could be adopted globally as a 

blueprint to guide football’s leadership and help associations avoid the most common 

pitfalls (FIFA Media Release 2014, May).  These Development Principles included three 

in particular that concerned governance and decision-making: 

5. Women’s football is at a different development stage to men’s football, and 

differs in other important respects on and off the field - hence it requires special 

focus and expertise to thrive. Therefore, expertise in women’s football is a 

valuable and unique skill set. Such experts should be involved in all key decisions 

about the women’s game.  . . . 

8. Football, and especially women’s football, will benefit from the involvement of 

women on governing bodies and in management. In principle, each Member 

Association should have women involved at all decision-making levels, including 

the Executive Committee.  . . .  

9. Because men’s football is already well-established, women’s football needs to 

be “incubated” within football’s governing bodies via appropriate organisational 

structures which provide the necessary focus to realise its potential.  
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The combined experience of the WFT members spoke to many years of inconsistent 

progress. Members identified repeating patterns of typical mistakes that hindered 

women’s football development.  As they shared their experiences, we began to ask: ‘How 

can we stop these errors being repeated; how can we capture these learnings as 

principles to guide decision-making, to be promoted by FIFA globally?’  We wanted 

anyone in the women’s game – however junior, wherever they were in the world – to be 

able to point to them and say: ‘FIFA says we should do *this*’.  We wanted to break the 

cycle of errors that continually stalled our progress.  We debated, polished and critiqued 

the learnings until we were confident that we had addressed the right issues in a way 

that would best enable them to be applied in as many of football’s diverse situations as 

possible. 

 

Once finalised, they were presented to the Committee for Women’s Football, and then to 

the Executive Committee.  I had briefed as many of its members as possible in advance 

of the meeting, because I knew that some of the principles might be considered too 

progressive (such as having at least one woman on every member’s executive 

committee). In the room, a few members were very supportive, a few were quite 

indifferent, and only one was openly scornful.  The majority were in the middle - not 

opposed, yet not advocates - but their body language and eye contact indicated they 

were becoming more engaged and supportive.  The Executive Committee agreed to 

recognise the Principles, and put them to the FIFA Congress in June 2014.  This provided 

a greater opportunity – to promote women’s football by presenting the Principles on a 

global and public stage – and they were approved (FIFA Congress 2014 p26).  

  

6. “You never want a serious crisis to go to waste” (Emanuel 2009) – FIFA 

Governance Reform  

6.1 Calls to Action at the Symposium for Women’s Football 

Towards the end of each Women’s World Cup (every four years), FIFA had traditionally 

held a Women’s Football Symposium, where the member associations attended 

presentations and workshops over two to three days, culminating in watching the World 

Cup Final (FIFA Women’s Football, n.d.). Canada in 2015 was to host the 6th such 
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Symposium. It was also customary at each Symposium for there to be a declaration or 

‘Call to Action’ – a plea for some specified improvements for the women’s game - that 

would be read out by the FIFA President to the applause of the delegates, and which he 

would take to the Executive Committee for approval.   

 

As then-President Blatter had indicated that he would not be attending the FIFA 

Women’s World Cup Canada 2015, I wondered what Calls to Action might arise from 

the Symposium in his absence.  Based on the Symposium agenda, I drafted three broad 

proposals to finalise with the FIFA administration, who agreed that they reflected the 

topics and spirited discussions of the Symposium.   At the conclusion of the final day I 

read them to the gathered delegates from 171 countries, who approved them by 

acclamation (FIFA Women’s Football, 2015, 5 July).  Among other things, the Calls to 

Action covered increased inclusion of women in decision-making and the resourcing of 

football at all levels without gender discrimination, and were referred to the WFT to 

advance.  

 

6.2 FIFA Reform Committee 

In August 2015, the FIFA Reform Committee was created in response to the imperative 

for reform that arose from the arrests and ‘FIFAgate’ corruption crisis.  It comprised 

twelve members plus its chair, Francois Carrard, a lawyer and former Director General of 

the IOC, who had: “guided the IOC through its own governance reforms in the wake of 

the bidding process for the Salt Lake City Winter Olympics” (FIFA 2015, August).  The 

Reform Committee was charged with developing a package of reform proposals for voting 

on at an extraordinary FIFA Congress to be held six months later. 

 

It was clear that the FIFA reform process was crucial to the institution’s ability to 

survive and thrive.  FIFA was being closely scrutinised by the US Department of Justice.  

It was in FIFA’s interests to enact substantive reforms and dissociate itself from wrong 

doers.  The senior ranks of the institution had been disrupted by arrests and bans.  Many 

of those removed had been there for many years and were supportive of the status quo.  

Their removal then served to weaken any resistance to change.  I was keenly aware that 
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this was a once-off opportunity to influence the reforms to improve the situation for 

women in football.   

 

However, as I looked at the various ideas that were proposed within FIFA (such as those 

from the Chair of the FIFA Audit and Compliance Committee (FIFA 2015) and 

externally), gender issues were starkly absent.  Put simply, football’s gender balance 

was not considered as either part of the problem, or part of the solution, for the Reform 

Committee.  In my view, it was both. 

With the support and assistance of the WFT and others, I prepared a submission on 

behalf of the WFT containing proposals reflecting the ‘Call to Action’ from the July 2015 

Symposium.  I submitted into the FIFA Reform Committee, where it was presented by 

the only female member, Sarai Bareman (subsequently appointed as FIFA’s Chief 

Women’s Football Officer). 

 

The submission, entitled ‘Football, FIFA and women: why reforms must specify 

inclusion and investment’ (FIFA WFT 2015) focussed on the two key areas from the Calls 

to Action which could be addressed through governance reforms.  The submission noted 

that football is overwhelmingly male as a result of decades of institutional barriers and 

neglect of women’s participation, hence: 

1. Women are under-represented in decision-making, and this lack of diversity was 

to the detriment of the sport; 

2. Women’s football is under-resourced, which contravenes football’s bar on 

discrimination and has suffocated development.  The potential of the women’s 

game is demonstrated by the impact of Title IX in the US, which transformed 

women’s participation and performance by requiring non-discriminatory, 

proportionate resourcing for women’s sport in the US education system. 

 

The submission went on to propose that women be included in decision-making roles 

throughout the football pyramid, starting with FIFA’s governing body and committees 

using a quota of 20% women immediately, moving to 30% by 2020; and that women’s 

football be funded in fair financial proportion to women’s participation and potential, 
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without gender discrimination.  It also set out how those measures could be implemented, 

including consequences for non-compliance.  

 

6.3 The gender equality reform campaign: #womeninFIFA 

Lodging the submission to the Reform Committee was only the first step in making an 

impact.  What followed was a global public campaign, executed alongside private 

discussions with those who were shaping and voting on the reforms. 

 

At my request, the WFT submission was made public on the FIFA website.  This was 

enormously important.  FIFA’s publication of a document authored by a FIFA official on 

behalf of a FIFA Task Force, gave it immediate status and global visibility.  

 

Together with a team of like-minded allies around the globe, we commenced a public 

campaign in support of the proposals. There were three main elements to raise 

awareness and influence the reform process:  

(1) Mainstream media:  using opinion pieces e.g. in The New York Times (Dodd 

2015), and Inside the Games by Olympic icon Donna deVarona (deVarona 2015), and 

through interviews with prominent footballers (including World Cup winners and 

Olympic gold medallists Julie Foudy and Mary Harvey) and lawmakers and advisers 

(Bendery 2015(a)(b)). 

(2) Digital and social media: using the hashtag #womeninFIFA. This bottom-up 

movement was widely supported by the women’s football community and their allies.   

This garnered enormous support, especially due to prominent sports figures ranging 

from Billie Jean King (Clarey 2016) to Iranian football captain Masoud Shojaei (Dodd 

2016, February 5); plus an online petition organised by Athlete Ally with dozens of 

leading current and former Olympians and athletes from a range of sports (Gibson 

2015).  UN Women tweeted my New York Times op-ed, and many NGOs including 

streetfootballworld, Human Rights Watch, FARE, Women Win, CAFE and Kick It Out 

issued statements of support (for example: Women Win, 2015).  The hashtag 

#womeninFIFA had a reach of 47 million on Twitter (Glass 2016). 

(3) Via FIFA: the FIFA administration conscripted me for its press conferences and 
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media briefings (Australian Associated Press 2015).   I had not expected such a 

platform, but FIFA was under pressure to demonstrate its ‘victim’ status and 

willingness to reform.  From my perspective, it was helpful that FIFA appropriated the 

WFT narrative on gender equality, because it amplified the message and dramatically 

increased the likelihood that our proposals would be included in some way in the 

reform package.  

 

In parallel with the public campaign, we engaged individually with as many of the 

decision-makers as possible to urge their support. We scoured conference and meeting 

schedules to see where key targets would be, and who they would be speaking with, 

then tracked down sympathetic influencers or media who would also be in attendance. 

Wherever the decision-makers went, we wanted them to be asked about the gender 

reform proposals, and be invited to commit their support. 

 

The degree of support and collaboration across so many sectors and roles was truly 

staggering - and very heartening. The notion that ‘women do not support other 

women’ was generally untrue in my football experience, and utterly untrue in my 

experience of the reform process. Football is a team sport, and so many women and 

their allies willingly joined the team to fight for progress and reform. 

 

Male allies, including Prince Ali of Jordan (Al Hussein 2015) and Sunil Gulati of the US, 

himself acknowledged as a ‘forceful advocate of reform’ (Vinton et al 2015), provided 

significant support within football circles.  Calls for gender equality gathered momentum 

as ‘a tidal roll of support from women in public life in general and in sport in particular 

have rallied to the cause’ (Radnedge 2015).  Politicians took interest: 35 members of the 

US Congress wrote to the US Soccer Federation to demand that it support the WFT reform 

proposals (Bendery 2015(b)); and then UK Minister for Sport, Tracey Crouch, also met to 

discuss them (Crouch 2015). 

 

In late 2015, the FIFA Reform Committee produced a report which acknowledged the 

need for gender reforms, stating that: ‘FIFA should recognise that women represent the 
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biggest growth and development opportunity to football, and that football governance at 

all levels needs to include more women in order to create a more diverse decision-making 

environment and culture’.  It concluded that the statutory objectives must include 

promoting the development of women’s football and the full participation of women; and 

all members must be committed to the respect for women and the promotion of gender 

equality in all aspects of football (FIFA 2015, 2 December  pp 9-10). 

 

6.4 The statutory reform package  

The reform report was accepted by the Executive Committee, and drafted into 

amendments to the FIFA Statutes, for which approval would be sought at the elective 

Congress in February 2016.  They included the following provisions: 

● a quota of 6 women (out of 37) on the (newly named) FIFA Council (Art.33.5) 

● the addition of two new statutory objectives in Art.2: 

e) to use its efforts to ensure that the game of football is available to and resourced 

for all who wish to participate, regardless of gender or age;  

f) to promote the development of women’s football and the full participation of 

women at all levels of football governance;  

● a commitment to respect all internationally recognised human rights, and to strive 

to promote the protection of those rights (Art 3); 

● strengthened non-discrimination clause (Art 4) 

● a requirement that legislative bodies “must be constituted in accordance with the 

principles of representative democracy and taking into account the importance of 

gender equality in football” – applying to both member federations and 

Confederations (Art.15(j) and Art.23(j)) 

● inclusion of “appropriate female representation” on Standing Committees 

(Art.39.5). 

 

While there were numerous added references to women and women’s football in the 

amendments, I was concerned that our requests had been diluted, and some provisions 

were vaguely expressed. However, it was crucial for FIFA that the reform package was 

passed, and I took the pragmatic view that this package reflected the biggest step 
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forward that the institution was able to take at that time, and it captured progress that 

was unthinkable not long before.  I was vocal in my support, calling it a more important 

vote than the Presidential election scheduled for the same day (Macur, 2016). 

   

On 26 February 2016, the FIFA Congress passed the package of amendments to its 

Statutes (in its entirety, in a single vote), recording 89% support (Dodd 2015, February 

26). Later that day, Gianni Infantino was elected FIFA President, marking a new era.  

 

6.5 The devil is in the regulations… 

Once the amendments to the FIFA Statutes were passed by Congress, FIFA’s regulations 

were set to be refreshed to reflect the reforms - something that could be done by the newly 

named FIFA Council.    

 

I saw a further opportunity to reinforce gender equality into FIFA’s regulatory 

framework, and detail the obligations and consequences that would apply. I engaged 

with Council members and FIFA’s lawyers to make drafting suggestions. Among other 

issues, I felt it was important that key committees operating below Council level should 

have express powers and duties on gender issues, because they would perform crucial 

functions such as budget setting, allocating development resources, setting policies, and 

monitoring compliance. 

   

A few months later, in May 2016, revised FIFA Governance Regulations were passed by 

the FIFA Council (FIFA Governance Regulations 2016), which required that: 

● members of FIFA bodies and FIFA employees shall do everything possible that is 

conducive to fulfilling FIFA’s objectives, and refrain from any action that could be 

detrimental to those objectives (Reg 3.1); 

● the FIFA Council has a specific duty to support “the full participation of women at 

all levels of football, including in governance and technical roles” (Reg 8.2(s));  

● the FIFA President shall be a vanguard for promoting human rights, non-

discrimination, and gender equality (Reg 14.2) 
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● various Standing Committees were given specific powers and responsibilities with 

gender equality in mind e.g.  

o the Development Committee: “to ensure that development activities, 

guidelines and regulations reinforce the importance of developing and 

resourcing women’s football, and to support the full participation of women 

in governance, technical and administrative roles”;  

o Finance Committee: “to ensure that budgets submitted for approval support 

the growth and development of women’s football”;  

o Governance Committee: “to advise on social responsibility, human rights, 

environmental protections and gender equality matters” 

o Audit Committee: “to monitor compliance with FIFA’s policies regarding 

social responsibility, human rights, environmental protection and gender 

equality matters”; 

o Football Stakeholders Committee: “to make recommendations and 

proposals to promote the growth of club football for women.” 

 

7. Implementation 

Following the passing of the reforms, the co-opted terms of the women on the FIFA 

Council were not renewed in anticipation of forthcoming elections in which at least six 

women candidates would take their quota seats on the FIFA Council.  In the AFC, the 

elections were delayed twice and eventually held a year later.  Dodd contested, and was 

disappointed not to win the women’s seat in Asia (Australian Associated Press 2017).  

The implementation of the reforms remains a work in progress.  Achieving cultural and 

institutional change is rarely immediate, yet there are some instances where the reforms 

have already been applied to positive effect:  

● when the FFA’s statutes were revised in 2018, “taking into account the importance 

of gender equality” led to a 40/40/20 requirement on its governing board (FFA 

2018 cl.44 and 45.1; Ordway 2018, November); 

 

● FIFA’s statutory commitment in Art 3 to respect all internationally recognised 

human rights logically encompasses a commitment to protect women’s rights. It is 
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reinforced through its Human Rights Policy (in line with the UN Guiding 

Principles on Business and Human Rights) and independent Human Rights 

Advisory Board, which reports publicly on issues of concern. Its Fourth Report, 

covering May - December 2019 (FIFA Human Rights Advisory Board 2020), listed 

two ‘priority cases’, both of which involved women’s rights (abuse of members of 

the Afghan Women's National Team and exclusion of women spectators from 

stadiums in Iran) and urged greater accountability at the political and governance 

level. It also indicated one of its three immediate future priorities being ‘Progress 

on FIFA’s strategy regarding women at all levels of the game, including 

strengthening grievance mechanisms.’ FIFA’s responses to and tracking of the 

issues raised are also public.      (Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, 

2020); 

 

● In 2017, several Brazilian women’s national team veterans, including Sissi, 

Formiga and Cristiane, wrote an open letter (Tafarel 2017) to their member 

association, the Confederação Brasileira de Futebol (CBF), a move described in the 

New York Times as a ‘revolt’ (Panja 2017) as some players announced their 

retirements because they were ‘exhausted from years of disrespect and lack of 

support’.  The letter went on: 

 

We, the players, have invested years of our own lives and all of our energy 

to build this team and this sport to its strength today. Yet we, and almost 

all other Brazilian women, are excluded from the leadership and decision-

making for our own team and our own sport… 

CBF still has no women on its governing board. There are almost no 

women among its Congress and senior management. There are no 

meaningful pathways for former players to find their way into CBF and 

help to run their own game.  Over many years we have lived and watched 

in despair as Brazil’s women were neglected by CBF… It is time for CBF to 

overhaul its practices, in line with FIFA’s reforms and principles. 
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CBF agreed to hold discussions with the players, and while change was not 

immediate, over the next three years significant progress was made. CBF 

appointed a highly regarded international female coach for the national team, 

hired two former national team players into key roles running women’s football, 

and announced that they would provide equal allowances to their men’s and 

women’s national teams. 

 

8. Conclusion: Lessons and Future Challenges: 

Hutchingson and Duncan (2012) noted that the: “Quality of research within the discipline 

of law is normally evaluated not only by the citation of research papers by other 

researchers, but also by the referencing of pertinent research by the courts or law reform 

bodies. This is not the type of citation measure that is customary for other disciplines” 

(p91-92).  In disciplines outside of the law, the way that academic “impact” is being 

assessed is currently undergoing a revolution (Given et al 2015).  As neatly summarised 

by Kelly (2019): “Getting a journal article published is internal impact.  Having that 

research create change in the world, is external impact.”  Sharing this success story from 

international sport is intended to achieve the greatest external impact, by influencing 

policy-makers, advocates and academics working in this space. 

8.1 Learnings: 

It is fascinating to consider the extent to which behavioural motivation models attempting 

to understand why people commit crimes, such as fraud, treason and corruption, can be 

applied to the sporting context.  Why the corruption scandal ‘FIFAgate’ became the 

tipping point to create positive change, when all other extrinsic and intrinsic influences 

had had little or no influence on the senior leadership or voting members of FIFA, is worth 

considering.  For example, the S.C.O.R.E model, which has been expanded to the 

S.C.C.O.R.E model, proposes a theory that people involved in fraud do so based on the 

following motivations: Stimulus; Capability; Collusion; Opportunity; Rationalisation 

and/or Ego (Vousinas 2019).  Ironically, perhaps the same elements said to enable and/or 

support corruption may also apply to creating the conditions necessary to achieve reforms 

and create positive change.  In this case, it could be said: 
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S. The Stimulus was the legal intervention and international pressure to reform, 

caused by the ‘FIFAgate’ arrests and allegations; 

C. The Capability to generate reform proposals was achieved through the build-

up of internal capability and the establishment of both the WFT and the Reform 

Committee supported by research-based proposals; 

C. Drawing on internal and external allies created a form of Collusion for reform 

internationally; 

O. Seizing the Opportunity presented - through the co-opted women’s positions, 

the opportunity to draft Calls to Action at the FIFA Women’s Football Symposium, 

and to submit them as proposals to the Reform Committee - was crucial; 

R. Providing the Rationalisation that reforms, including gender equality reforms, 

were necessary to save the institution from imploding; and  

E. Appealing to those both morally and commercially motivated from an Ego 

perspective that this was an opportunity to ‘face forward’ and be on the right side 

of history,  

and these proved to be a successful combination for reforms to be passed in 2016.   

 

Reflecting on the journey to achieve the gender equality reforms thus far has therefore 

enabled the identification of themes and learnings which may also provide powerful 

advice for others:  

● Women inside the tent: The presence of women on the FIFA Executive 

Committee at the time the crisis occurred meant that gender issues were able to be 

prosecuted with a priority that would not have occurred had the female-specific 

positions not been created.  Women inside who have knowledge of how the 

organisations function, who the key decision-makers are, and what the timing is 

for step decisions enabled statutory reforms to be achieved that were not within 

contemplation prior to the crisis.  Dodd was able to use her knowledge of the 

institution and its instruments, her recognition of the opportunity, and her sense 

of timing to drive change.  She explained: ‘we looked at each other and said, “Of 

course it is time for reform, but why isn’t anyone talking about gender equality?”... 
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if we can make a difference here, we can make ten years of progress in six months’ 

(Glass 2016). 

● Influence: Regulatory reforms were achieved despite none of the women having 

significant levels of direct power.  There were three co-opted members on a Council 

of 27, and two of them had no right to vote.  Rather, change was able to occur 

through a process of influence and advocacy from within based on long-established 

relationships of trust and respect. 

● A Driving Force: Change ‘takes a village’ but the importance of a champion to 

drive change cannot be underestimated (Taylor, A et al 2011).  As demonstrated 

here, and recognised by others, Dodd was identified as ‘the driving force in the 

recent push for women within FIFA’ (Clarey 2016) and ‘the one woman who was 

most responsible for reform on women's football’ (Foudy 2017). 

● Play the Long Game: Dodd’s ability to influence change was the outcome of a 

long game; in football, in business, in law, and in governance.  Eight years on 

governing bodies had provided the proximity to observe and understand the 

mechanisms of influence and decision-making and have insights into key decision-

makers.  This is not to suggest that changes cannot be achieved more quickly but 

being realistic about what is involved in creating systemic and/or cultural change 

may help to put the daily struggles and obstacles into perspective. 

● Collaborate with other women: The shared experiences of those in the 

women’s game transcends borders and time, creating an engaged and passionate 

network of supporters and advocates.  By 2015, the first generation of recognised 

international players were in their 40s or 50s, with significant professional and life 

experience behind them. Some held positions of influence in sport, media and 

business, and were keenly engaged in the cause. Committed volunteers among 

them worked with Dodd almost daily in developing strategies, sense checking, 

advocating, and recruiting more allies and advocates. The women’s game had also 

attracted passionate fans. Collaborating with the global community of women’s 

football supporters created a vocal public who were keen to express support for 

equality in football.  The #womeninFIFA campaign had a Twitter reach of 47 

million (Glass 2016).  
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● Foster Allies: Internal and external allies for reform were crucial.  Internal allies 

ensured the progress of the gender reforms within the overall package and assisted 

in garnering support from the decision-makers (the Reform Committee, the 

Executive Committee and the Congress).  Male allies were crucial (Heffernan 

2018): men held almost all the decision-making power.  Advocacy and questioning 

by other men was very powerful.  In combination it demonstrated that the outside 

world was watching and expecting football to meet modern ‘real-world’ (if not ‘best 

practice’) standards. 

● Know what to ask for: Knowing what to ask for, and what was likely to be 

accepted, during the various stages was crucial to the reform process.  The 

Symposium Calls to Action, and the arguments set out in the WFT reform 

submission ‘Football, FIFA and women: why reforms must specify inclusion and 

investment’ were developed over months, based on years of learning and lived 

experiences, tapping into the generous input of many women’s football experts.   

● Leverage a crisis /Be prepared for the unexpected window to open: It is 

said that “You never want a serious crisis to go to waste” (Emanuel 2009).  Being 

positioned to influence the agenda, having relationships and allies, and knowing 

what to ask for, took years to develop - yet the window for action arrived suddenly 

and unexpectedly.  The opportunity then had to be seized before the window closed 

again.  Timing and instinct were therefore important keys to unlocking change.  

Dodd compared it to: “when the game opens up, your first instinct is to accelerate 

into that space” (Glass 2016).  Without the arrests and bans of some FIFA 

members, the makeup of the decision-making group would not have changed as 

dramatically, and the imperative and possibilities for change would have been far 

more limited.  Many opponents of reform were ‘red-carded’ and change suddenly 

became possible.   

● Utilise governance levers: Funding decisions, and governance responses, such 

as the FIFA Associations Committee and the mechanism for installing FIFA 

normalisation committees, can be a powerful lever to force Member Associations 

to comply with governance reforms, including gender equality (see for example, 

implementation in Australia (Ordway 2018 February; 2018 November). FIFA has 
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promoted its use of the normalisation committee tool throughout the world to 

enforce compliance with its rules (eg: FIFA Media Release 2011; FIFA Media 

Release 2018). 

● Intersectional collaboration: While this paper has focussed on gender 

reforms, many who backed the package took an intersectional approach.  The 

#womeninFIFA campaign was backed by groups whose focus was on human rights 

and/or particular aspects of disadvantage e.g. racism, accessibility, homophobia 

and transphobia.  They not only believed that the gender reforms were right; they 

believed that a gender-balanced FIFA would also help to address other issues.  

Their intersectional support was very powerful.  Human rights, and anti-

discrimination based on disability, were also included in the package of reforms, 

setting the stage for further progress on inclusion and respect.  

● Document the “why”: Clearly document the thinking and intention behind the 

reforms sought and achieved, as memories can be short, personnel can change and 

hard fought for reforms can later be undone by the stroke of a pen if people do not 

understand why the reforms were implemented. Moreover, in a long struggle like 

the one for gender equality, the underlying rationale for reform measures can 

remain valid for many years. A clearly articulated record of that rationale can have 

the longevity to serve future campaigns. 

 

8.2 Future Challenges: 

While the decision-making environment within FIFA has changed, many areas remain 

challenging.  Since the reforms were passed, FIFA launched its first Women’s Football 

Strategy (2018).  This was a ripe opportunity for FIFA to take a strong leadership position 

in implementing the reforms.  The Strategy includes, as one of five “key pillars”, “Govern 

& Lead … Strive for Gender Balance” (FIFA Women’s Football Strategy Snapshot 2018).  

This is defined to mean:  

a. Ensure women’s football and female representation in key decision-making 

bodies 

b. Refine regulatory frameworks to boost professionalisation 

c. Empower those dedicated to the women’s game and foster a global network 
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Krech (2020) explains the inherent and perhaps inevitable tensions in the Strategy 

between pre-existing institutional objectives, such as enhancing FIFA’s authority, 

finances and reputation, and the new objectives of gender equality and human rights, and 

finds it more likely that those tensions ‘will be resolved in favor of the former, thus 

undermining the transformative potential of the latter’.  This may explain why the 

‘tangible goals’ set out under ‘Govern & Lead’ are not especially ambitious, and raise 

important questions.  Examples of issues and limitations with these goals include: 

(i) Goal: 100% of FIFA member associations to have at least one woman 

present on their executive committee by 2026.  

Comment: In FIFA’s 2019 women’s football survey, around 70% of 

responding member associations indicated they already had one or more 

women (FIFA Women’s Football 2019). Why it should take until 2026, and 

why the goal should be limited to a single woman, are not elaborated. 

Evidence from the corporate sector has long suggested that ‘to fully realize 

the contribution that women can make to corporate governance, the goal 

should be not just to increase the number of boards that include a woman 

but to increase the number of women on boards.’ (Konrad & Kramer 2006). 

(ii) Goal: Every Member Association will dedicate at least one seat on its 

Executive Committee to representing the interests of women in football 

and women’s football;  

Comment: This role – to be a dedicated representative of women’s interests 

– is interesting in that FIFA itself adopted this approach for its own 

governing board in 2012, then abolished it a year later in favour of ‘female 

members’. Subsequently, 2016 FIFA reforms favoured a gender 

mainstreaming approach under which women were added to almost all 

FIFA committees, but the three committees dedicated to women’s football 

were all abolished. The strategy of seeking a dedicated board seat to 

represent women’s interests suggests a view that, at member association 

level, the mere presence of women in the room may be insufficient to 

represent women in football and women’s football.  This role is not required 

to be filled by a woman, and there is no timeframe set. It also raises the 
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possibility that women’s interests could be marginalised as a discrete, one-

person portfolio, rather than a mainstream responsibility borne by all 

members. 

(iii) Goal: By 2022, at least one-third of FIFA committee members will be 

women.  

Comment: Since 2016, FIFA has had a statutory obligation to ensure that 

‘appropriate female representation’ is present on all standing committees 

(Art 39.4) and judicial committees (Art 52.2), the members of which are 

respectively appointed or proposed by the FIFA Council. Why one third of 

members cannot be women in a much earlier time frame is not clear, 

especially when all members of FIFA bodies, and all FIFA employees, bear 

a positive duty to ‘do everything possible that is conducive to fulfilling 

FIFA’s objectives … and refrain from any action that could be detrimental 

to those objectives’ (FIFA Governance Regulations 2016 at Reg 3.1).  Since 

2016, those objectives have included ‘the full participation of women at all 

levels of football governance’ in Art 2(f) of the FIFA Statutes (FIFA 2016). 

Indeed, the regulations also impose an express – and even broader - duty of 

inclusion on the FIFA Council to support “the full participation of women 

at all levels of football, including in governance and technical roles” via Reg 

8.2(s).   

 

(FIFA Women’s Football Strategy 2018 p16 – comments added). 

 

Almost two years after the Strategy was released, FIFA released an extensive Women’s 

Football Administrator Handbook (FIFA Women’s Football 2020) to cover ‘gender 

matters in organisational structures and governance’ and bring together ‘all gender-

specific areas in FIFA’s regulatory framework’.  The chapter entitled ‘Institutionalising 

Gender Equality’ urges readers to: “anchor women’s football in governance to bring about 

gender balance”, citing FIFA’s statutory human rights commitment (Art 3) and noting 

that “gender equality is at the very heart of human rights” (p 31).  The statutory Art 15(j) 

obligation - to take in to account the importance of gender equality in constituting 
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legislative bodies - is also cited, urging member associations to: “adopt the necessary 

regulations on equal opportunities for men and women.” 

It is not known why the chapter does not cite the clearest statement of FIFA’s regulatory 

commitment to including women in governance and leadership, which is embedded in 

FIFA’s objectives at Art 2(f): “to promote the development of women’s football and the 

full participation of women at all levels of football governance”, and which flows down via 

the FIFA Governance Regulations to bind all members of FIFA bodies (thus binding all 

member associations as members of the FIFA Congress) and all FIFA employees.  

Nonetheless, the Handbook’s introductory statement: “Only by broadening female 

representation in the game’s decision-making bodies can we truly grow the sport for all” 

(p17) is a clarion call for dramatically increasing the participation of women, and the best 

practices it espouses are important tools for progress. At the same time, it acknowledges 

the reality that: “the establishment of women on governing bodies is a process that… 

requires as much patience and ambition” (p47).   

It is evident that there are broader issues and challenges embedded in the governance 

system which impede the ability of the institution to implement meaningful change, 

including: 

● Women remain profoundly disenfranchised.  Insofar as women were Dodd’s key 

constituency, the quota system as designed did not enable that constituency to 

vote.  Only 2% of voting association Presidents are female, and women’s football is 

not a major driver of voting intention; 

● The statutory rule against more than one FIFA Council (and previously, Executive 

Committee) member from the same association, together with the incumbency of 

male leadership in football, has historically barred women from some of the 

strongest women’s football associations from even being nominated. While the fair 

representation of less developed associations is important, the system had the 

effect of excluding many of those with the greatest experience, participation and 

success in the women’s game, depriving FIFA of their expertise.  As long-time US 

women’s national team captain Julie Foudy wrote: “Five out of the six women's 

council seats do not crack the top 100 in rankings… This is clearly not 

representative of the women’s game.” (Foudy 2017). While FIFA’s Governance 
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Regulations were amended to allow a second seat to be held if one person is a 

‘designated female representative’ (Reg 67.3), the FIFA Statutes (Art 33.6) do not 

yet reflect this (FIFA Legal Handbook 2020). Doing so would provide certainty for 

a significant class of quality female candidates.  

● The elective mechanism for each Confederation to elect at least one female 

member to the Council has not been consistently applied, with allegations that 

some Confederations tried to block full implementation of the new rules (BBC 

2017). One unsuccessful female candidate has appealed to the Court of Arbitration 

for Sport, alleging failure to follow election rules (Associated Press 2020). Lack of 

clarity about the election mechanism can act as a disincentive for candidates to 

nominate.  

● The wording of the reforms is less specific than what was sought, and 

interpretations may differ.  Such lack of clarity can be unhelpful in measuring and 

enforcing compliance. For example, when constituting a legislative body, the 

words “taking into account the importance of gender equality in football” does not 

set a clear ratio. Presumably zero women would not suffice, but is 30% enough? 

Moreover, the inclusion of gender non-binary people is not expressly contemplated 

anywhere.  

● The nature of member-based organisations - which are widespread in sports 

governance - means that the appetite for reform, reporting, investigation, 

enforcement and sanctions is only as great within the governing body as it is among 

the consensus of its members. As an organisation, FIFA’s political will to 

implement the gender reforms that its Statutes promise, either on itself or its 

subsidiary bodies, depends on the collective and cumulative political will of its 

members. As has been seen in sports such as Handball (IHF), this can be 

compounded by the proportional representation voting system (Laursen Brock 

2017). Member association representatives from countries that are not active in 

the sport, and may not even have women’s teams, enjoy the same voting rights as 

those who deeply care about the women’s game - and they can wield significant 

power. 
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● There are limited mechanisms and actions to ensure accountability in FIFA, its 

Confederations and its Member Associations to adopt, implement and comply with 

the gender equality provisions. However, there are at least two tools to progress 

this, subject to will and opportunity.  

o First,  the human rights provision of the FIFA Statutes has been elaborated 

in its FIFA Human Rights Policy (2017) which broadly adopts the UN 

Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights following the Ruggie 

Report (2016).  The Policy specifically states that: ‘FIFA places particular 

emphasis on identifying and addressing differential impacts based on 

gender and on promoting gender equality and preventing all forms of 

harassment, including sexual harassment’ and commits to ‘contributing to 

providing remedy where individuals have been adversely affected by 

activities associated with FIFA’ (FIFA Human Rights Policy 2017 p6, 9).  It 

is a laudable policy, but meaningful remedies and timely mechanisms to 

hold wrong-doers to account are at best a work in progress.  Accusations of 

sexual abuse against two association presidents have highlighted the 

formidable challenges in fulfilling this policy (Panja 2020). The 

development of grievance and redress mechanisms under FIFA’s human 

rights commitments will be an important means to also deliver on its gender 

equality reforms. 

o Second, FIFA already has powerful levers which could be applied. 

Governance responses, such as the FIFA Associations Committee and the 

mechanism for installing FIFA normalisation committees, can require 

Member Associations to comply with governance reforms, including gender 

equality (see for example, implementation in Australia (Ordway 2018 

February; 2018 November). FIFA has promoted its use of the normalisation 

committee tool throughout the world to enforce compliance with its rules 

(e.g: FIFA Media Release 2011; FIFA Media Release 2018). Funding 

conditions are another powerful lever: FIFA’s Forward program regulations 

already impose obligations on grantees to ensure that principles of anti-

discrimination and human rights are protected and promoted, and to take 
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measures to safeguard children and minors (although not women) from 

potential abuse (FIFA Forward 2.0 2019, p 22).       

● The pathways into football governance and the process by which ‘merit’ is assessed 

- or how voting intention is otherwise formed - is an area for future research.   Dodd 

has described her presence on the FIFA Executive Committee as: “In some ways, 

it was a total accident … You couldn’t have planned it, but it happened at a good 

time for me, and the experience I had accumulated was not an accident.  I’d had 

nearly 20 years of professional experience in a range of roles across law, media and 

consulting, I had a law degree and an MBA, and I felt I was equipped to give it a 

red hot go” (Settimi 2018).  Developing a pool of candidates who are motivated to 

develop all aspects of the game, and educated in ethical leadership, then 

nominating and electing them, should not be an “accident”.  Better pathways into 

governance, together with election systems that ensure integrity and fair 

representation by committed, active and ethical leaders (of any gender), require a 

major overhaul across all sports internationally. 

 

Dodd recently reflected on what had been achieved during her stint with FIFA: “Women’s 

football went from being neglected without consequence to a gold star issue, in that you 

got a gold star for doing something for the women’s game. . .  Now it needs to move 

towards a consistent and equal program of involvement and investment.  The return on 

investment on a marginal dollar in women’s football is far higher than on a dollar in men’s 

football, where the progress has already been made” (quoted by Pender 2019).  Clearly, 

further work needs to be done. The intersection of the global movement towards gender 

equality and the rise of women’s sport is a fertile ground for progress when the 

mechanisms for change are triggered by external events, and/or otherwise created 

through strategic and careful planning. 
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