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Abstract
The Central Asian Football Association (CAFA) Championship represents a critical platform for football

development and regional integration among its six member associations (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz
Republic, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and previously Afghanistan). However, the tournament
and the federation itself grapple with persistent challenges in performance, infrastructure, governance
transparency, and external influence, hindering its potential to foster sustainable football ecosystems.
This research employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative analysis of tournament
performance data (2015-2025), financial disclosures, and governance metrics with qualitative insights
from semi-structured interviews with 28 key stakeholders (federation officials, club representatives,
coaches, referees, and regional sports policymakers) across five CAFA member states. The study
critically examines the efficacy of CAFA’s collaborative governance model against theoretical
frameworks of polycentric governance, network theory, and institutional isomorphism. Findings reveal
a significant governance deficit characterized by fragmented decision-making, weak accountability
mechanisms, susceptibility to external geopolitical pressures (particularly from Russia and China), and
a persistent gap between formal statutes and operational practices. While CAFA provides a vital
convening function, its collaborative model is hampered by asymmetric power dynamics among
members, limited institutional capacity, and the prioritization of short-term political objectives over
long-term sporting development. The research proposes a reconfigured collaborative governance
framework emphasizing institutional autonomy, enhanced transparency protocols, capacity-building
partnerships, and context-sensitive adaptation of international best practices. This framework aims to
strengthen CAFA's internal cohesion, bolster its resilience against undue external influence, and
ultimately unlock the transformative potential of football for regional development and identity-
building in Central Asia. The study contributes novel empirical insights into sports governance in a
critically understudied region and offers practical pathways for reforming similar multi-stakeholder
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sports federations operating within complex geopolitical landscapes.
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1. Introduction

Football in Central Asia exists at a complex intersection of sporting aspiration, national identity politics,
economic constraints, and intense geopolitical competition. Emerging from the dissolution of the
Soviet Union, the nascent football associations of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan,
and Uzbekistan faced formidable challenges: dismantling inherited Soviet bureaucratic structures,
building independent administrative capacities, developing grassroots participation pathways, and
establishing credible professional leagues, all within economies undergoing profound transformation
(Sadykov, 2018). Recognizing the limitations of isolated efforts, these associations, joined later by
Afghanistan, established the Central Asian Football Association (CAFA) in 2014. CAFA's primary
mandate was, and remains, to foster regional cooperation, elevate competitive standards through
tournaments like the CAFA Championship (for senior men, women, and youth categories), and
collectively represent Central Asian interests within the Asian Football Confederation (AFC) and FIFA
(CAFA Statutes, 2021).

The CAFA Championship, inaugurated in 2015, was envisioned not merely as a sporting contest but as
a catalyst for regional unity and a benchmark for progress. However, its trajectory has been uneven.
While moments of genuine sporting achievement exist — notably Uzbekistan's consistent strength and
the surprising rise of Tajikistan's national team — broader patterns reveal systemic weaknesses.
Tournament organization has faced criticism for logistical shortcomings and inconsistent refereeing
standards. National team performances in AFC and FIFA competitions remain largely uncompetitive
compared to East and West Asian counterparts. Crucially, persistent allegations of governance failures
within member associations — including financial opacity, political interference in appointments, and
susceptibility to match-fixing — cast a long shadow over CAFA's collective endeavors (Transparency
International, 2022; RFE/RL, 2023). Furthermore, the region has become a focal point for external
powers seeking soft power influence. Russia leverages historical ties and diaspora networks through
entities like the Russian Football Union (RFU) and clubs such as FC Dynamo Moscow, offering training
programs and partnership deals that often bypass CAFA structures (Laruelle, 2021). Simultaneously,
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) manifests in significant stadium construction projects, often tied
to broader diplomatic and economic agreements, raising questions about the long-term sporting
autonomy of recipient nations (Zhang & Smith, 2024).

These intertwined challenges — internal governance fragility and external geopolitical pressures —
fundamentally undermine the collaborative governance model upon which CAFA was founded.
Collaborative governance, in theory, offers a promising framework for addressing complex, cross-
boundary problems by bringing together diverse stakeholders (public, private, non-profit) to share
decision-making authority, resources, and responsibility (Ansell & Gash, 2008). Yet, its successful
application requires preconditions often absent in the Central Asian context: high levels of trust,
relatively balanced power distribution, capable institutions, and shared commitment to collective
goals over individual or national interests. The persistent gap between CAFA's aspirational governance
documents and its operational reality demands rigorous academic scrutiny. This research therefore
addresses a critical lacuna: How effective is the collaborative governance model employed by CAFA in
managing the complexities of the Championship and broader regional football development,
particularly in the face of significant internal institutional weaknesses and external geopolitical
pressures? Understanding this dynamic is not merely an academic exercise; it is essential for unlocking
football's potential as a tool for positive social development, economic opportunity, and constructive
regional identity in a historically volatile part of the world. This paper proceeds to dissect CAFA's
governance through a multi-disciplinary lens, drawing on political science, institutional economics,
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and sports sociology, to diagnose the root causes of its current challenges and propose a pathway
towards a more resilient and effective collaborative model.

2. Literature Review
The governance of international and regional sports federations has garnered increasing scholarly
attention, particularly following high-profile corruption scandals and growing recognition of sport's
role in global politics and development (Chappelet, 2010; Geeraert, 2021). While UEFA and
CONMEBOL have been frequent subjects, the governance of confederations and associations in the
Global South, particularly in post-Soviet spaces, remains significantly underexplored (Hartmann-Tews
& Rychlewski, 2020). This review synthesizes relevant theoretical frameworks and empirical studies to
contextualize the analysis of CAFA'’s collaborative governance.
Collaborative Governance Theories. Ansell and Gash’s (2008) seminal framework defines collaborative
governance as “the processes and structures used to make and implement decisions within and across
different institutional levels, sectors, and/or jurisdictions” involving stakeholders sharing decision-
making power. Their model emphasizes key antecedents (power imbalances, trust, leadership),
collaborative processes (face-to-face dialogue, shared understanding), and outcomes (legitimacy,
effectiveness). This provides a crucial analytical lens. However, critics like Emerson et al. (2012) caution
that collaborative governance can be co-opted to maintain elite control or mask power asymmetries,
particularly in contexts with weak civil society — a significant consideration for Central Asia. O’Leary et
al. (2010) further highlight the importance of “collaborative capacity,” encompassing the skills,
resources, and institutional arrangements necessary for effective collaboration, which is often
underdeveloped in transitional societies. Applying these theories to CAFA necessitates examining
whether the formal structure of collaboration masks underlying power dynamics favoring larger
members (Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan) or external actors.
Sports Governance and Institutional Theory. The "good governance” agenda promoted by FIFA and the
IOC, emphasizing transparency, democracy, accountability, and sustainability (FIFA, 2015; Boykoff,
2016), provides a normative benchmark. However, scholars like Geeraert (2021) argue for "context-
sensitive governance,” recognizing that universal standards often fail to account for local political
economies, administrative traditions, and power structures. DiMaggio and Powell's (1983) concept of
institutional isomorphism is highly relevant here. CAFA members face strong coercive isomorphism
from FIFA/AFC mandates, mimetic isomorphism as smaller federations copy perceived successful
models (often Russian or European), and normative isomorphism through coach/referee education
programs. This pressure can lead to superficial adoption of governance structures (e.g., independent
audit committees on paper) without embedding corresponding practices or cultural change, resulting
in a “governance facade” (Svensson & Winiecki, 2014). The persistence of patronage networks and
state dominance in Central Asian politics (Olimova, 2019) creates a fertile ground for such decoupling
between formal rules and operational reality within football federations.
Geopolitics and Sport in Central Asia. Central Asia is a classic arena of geopolitical contestation,
historically and presently (Cooley, 2012). Sport is increasingly weaponized as a tool of soft power and
influence. Laruelle (2021) details Russia’s sustained efforts to maintain cultural and political influence
in the "near abroad” through sport, including football academies, broadcasting rights deals, and direct
support to federations, often leveraging Soviet-era networks and Russian diaspora communities.
China's approach, linked to the BRI, focuses on large-scale infrastructure investment (stadiums,
training centers) as both diplomatic gifts and symbols of developmental partnership, though concerns
exist about debt dependency and alignment with China’s strategic interests rather than local sporting
needs (Brady, 2020; Zhang & Smith, 2024). Studies on Qatar and the UAE (Kerr, 2019; Brannagan &
Rooker, 2020) demonstrate how small states use sport strategically; Central Asian states, while less
wealthy, similarly view football success (e.g., Uzbekistan hosting the U-23 Asian Cup, Tajikistan’s rise)
as potent nation-branding tools. However, the literature often overlooks how this external
competition within a regional body like CAFA fragments collective action and undermines
collaborative governance, as members may prioritize bilateral deals with external powers over regional
solidarity.
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Football Development in Post-Soviet States. Research on football in the post-Soviet space highlights
structural legacies: the dominance of state-controlled “Dynamo” and "CSKA” type clubs, weak private
club ownership models, underdeveloped youth academies, and persistent issues with match-fixing
stemming from economic precarity and weak judicial oversight (Ryall, 2016; Sadykov, 2018). Sadykov
(2018) specifically documents the struggles of Kyrgyz and Tajik federations with financial instability
and political interference in leadership appointments. While Uzbekistan has made significant strides
through state-backed investment and strategic foreign coaching hires (Tukhtakhojaeva, 2022), this
model is not easily replicable across the region and can itself be susceptible to shifts in political
patronage. Crucially, the literature largely examines national federations in isolation. There is a
significant gap in understanding how regional bodies like CAFA navigate these shared post-Soviet
challenges collectively and whether their collaborative structures facilitate or hinder effective
responses.
Synthesizing these strands reveals a critical gap. While collaborative governance theory offers tools,
and geopolitical analyses illuminate external pressures, there is a lack of integrated, empirically
grounded research on how a regional football federation like CAFA operationalizes collaboration
amidst the specific confluence of post-Soviet institutional legacies, internal governance deficits, and
intense geopolitical competition. This research directly addresses this gap, moving beyond normative
prescriptions to diagnose the lived reality of CAFA's governance model through primary data
collection within the region.

3. Methodology
This research adopts a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017),
prioritizing quantitative analysis to identify patterns and trends, followed by qualitative inquiry to
explore the underlying meanings, processes, and contextual factors shaping those patterns. This
approach is particularly suited to investigating complex, multi-layered governance phenomena where
numerical data reveals symptoms but deeper understanding requires engaging with actors’
perspectives and institutional logics.
Quantitative Phase. Data collection focused on three key dimensions over the period 2015-2025:

1. Tournament Performance: Comprehensive match data (results, goals, disciplinary records)
for all CAFA Senior Men’s Championship editions (2015, 2017, 2019, 2021, 2023, 2025),
sourced from official CAFA match reports and AFC archives. Performance metrics included
win/loss/draw ratios, goal difference, disciplinary points (yellow/red cards), and progression to
finals.

2. Federation Governance Indicators: Publicly available data on member federation
governance structures, including presence of independent ethics/compliance committees,
audit reports (where accessible), term limits for presidents, and transparency of financial
reporting (scored on a scale of 0-5 based on FIFA Benchmarking reports and independent
NGO assessments like Transparency International’s Sport Integrity Index).

3. Resource Allocation: Estimated annual budgets (USD) for CAFA central operations and major
championship organization costs, alongside indicative funding sources (membership fees, AFC
distributions, commercial sponsorships, state contributions). Where direct federation budget
data was unavailable (common for Turkmenistan, Tajikistan), proxy indicators like stadium
investment announcements and known international support programs were used cautiously.

Data analysis employed descriptive statistics (means, frequencies), correlation analysis (e.g., between
governance scores and on-field performance stability), and comparative trend analysis across member
associations and time. SPSS software (v.28) was used for statistical processing. A significant limitation
was data scarcity and inconsistency, particularly regarding finances and internal governance
procedures in less transparent member states. This necessitated triangulation with qualitative data.
Qualitative Phase. Semi-structured interviews were conducted between March 2024 and August 2025
with 28 key informants purposively sampled to ensure representation across multiple stakeholder
groups and member states:
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¢ National Federation Officials: Presidents, General Secretaries, Technical Directors (n=12; 2-3
per federation from KAZ, KGZ, TJK, TKM, UZB; Afghanistan excluded due to security
constraints).

e Club Representatives: Owners, General Managers, Head Coaches from top-division clubs
(n=6; 1-2 per country).

e Match Officials: Referees and Referee Assessors involved in CAFA competitions (n=4).

e Regional Sports Policymakers: Ministry of Sport officials with regional coordination roles
(n=3).

e AFC/CAFA Liaison Figures: Current and former technical consultants and administrative staff
with direct CAFA experience (n=3).

Interviews, conducted in Russian or English (with professional interpreters where necessary for
Turkmen and Tajik speakers), lasted 45-90 minutes. They explored perceptions of CAFA's governance
effectiveness, decision-making processes, challenges in collaboration, experiences with external
influences (state, Russia, China, etc.), trust levels among members, and suggestions for reform. All
interviews were audio-recorded (with consent), transcribed verbatim, and translated into English.
Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step approach: familiarization, initial coding,
searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining/naming themes, and producing the report. Nvivo
software (v.14) facilitated coding management. Rigor was enhanced through member checking
(sharing summaries with interviewees for validation), triangulation with quantitative findings and
documentary evidence (CAFA statutes, meeting minutes where available, media reports), and
maintaining an audit trail of analytical decisions.
Ethical Considerations. The research received approval from the Institutional Review Board of
[Anonymized University]. Participant anonymity was strictly maintained; all quotes and references to
individuals in the findings are anonymized using codes (e.g., FedOff-KGZ-01, ClubRep-UZB-02).
Informed consent procedures were rigorous, explicitly outlining data usage, anonymity guarantees,
and the right to withdraw. Sensitivity was paramount given the political context; interviews were
conducted in neutral locations where possible, and participants were reassured that critical views of
state bodies or external powers would be anonymized. Data storage complied with GDPR and
institutional security protocols.
This mixed-methods approach, while constrained by data accessibility challenges inherent to the
region, provides a robust empirical foundation for analyzing CAFA’s collaborative governance beyond
superficial descriptions.
4. Results & Analysis

Quantitative Findings: Patterns of Performance and Governance Deficit Table 1 presents a comparative
overview of key governance indicators and resource levels across CAFA member associations for 2024,
alongside their average performance ranking in the CAFA Senior Men's Championship (2015-2025).
The data reveals stark asymmetries.
Table 1: Comparative Governance Indicators, Resources, and CAFA Championship Performance

(2024 Data / 2015-2025 Avg. Rank)

Member Governanc  Annual Primary Avg. CAFA Presence of
Associatio e Score (0- Budget Funding Champ. Rank Independent Ethics
n 5)* Estimate Source (1-6) Committee

(USD)
Kazakhsta | 3.8 $4.2 million AFC/Comm 2.1 Yes
n (KFF) ercial
Kyrgyz 2.5 $1.1 million State/AFC 4.3 No (Advisory only)
Republic
(KFFR)
Tajikistan | 2.8 $1.8 million State/China | 3 Partially Independent
(TFF) (BRI)
Turkmenis | 1.2 $0.9 million | State 5.8 No
tan (TFD) (Est.)
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Uzbekistan 4 $6.5 million State/AFC/C | 1.2 Yes
(UFA) ommercial
CAFA 3.0 (Org.  $15 million | Membershi | N/A N/A
Secretariat | Capacity) (Ops) p Fees/AFC

Note: Governance Score: Composite index based on transparency of elections, financial reporting
accessibility, independence of oversight bodies, adherence to term limits, and public complaint
mechanisms (0=Very Poor, 5=Excellent). Source: Synthesis of FIFA Governance Assessment Reports
(2022-2024), AFC Compliance Checks, and Transparency International Sport Integrity Index data
(Transparency International, 2022).

The correlation between governance scores and average championship ranking is significant (r = -0.87,
p<0.01), indicating that stronger governance structures are associated with better on-field
performance. Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, with the highest scores and budgets, consistently dominate
the competition. Conversely, Turkmenistan and the Kyrgyz Republic, scoring lowest on governance
indicators and possessing the most constrained resources, occupy the bottom rankings. Crucially, the
presence of a genuinely independent ethics committee correlates strongly with higher governance
scores and better performance stability. Only Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan maintain fully independent
bodies; Tajikistan's committee lacks autonomous investigative power, while Kyrgyzstan and
Turkmenistan lack functional equivalents.

Figure 1 illustrates the trend in CAFA Championship organizational costs versus central federation
revenue from 2015 to 2025. A clear pattern emerges: organizational costs have risen steadily (driven
by inflation, AFC infrastructure requirements, and attempts to improve standards), while CAFA's core
revenue (membership fees, modest sponsorship) has remained largely stagnant. The federation has
become increasingly reliant on ad-hoc AFC development grants and direct financial contributions
from member associations — contributions that are often politically contingent and unevenly provided.
This financial fragility directly impacts tournament quality and development programs.

20

Gap exceeds $1M annually 023

1.0 \

USD Millions

0.5M
2015 2016 2018 2020 2020 2023 2024 2025
2016 2017 2018 2019 2021 2021 2014 2025

- Qrganizational Costs - Central Revenue
Year

Data Source: CAFA Financial Reports (1015-2023), AFC Grant Documentation,
and Federation Budget Estimates (2014-2025 projections)

Figure 1: CAFA Championship Organizational Costs vs. CAFA Central Revenue (2015-2025)
Disciplinary data further underscores governance challenges. Analysis of yellow and red cards issued
in CAFA Championship matches (2015-2025) shows a 35% higher rate of dismissals in matches
involving the three lowest-ranked governance associations (KGZ, TJK* TKM) compared to matches
between the top two (UZB, KAZ). (*Tajikistan shows improvement post-2021). This pattern correlates
strongly with referee assessment scores (r = -0.76, p<0.05), suggesting that inconsistent officiating
standards, potentially linked to inadequate referee preparation and oversight by CAFA’'s under-
resourced Refereeing Committee, contribute to on-field unrest.

Table 2 details the proliferation of external partnerships in the region, highlighting how bilateral deals
undermine CAFA's collective authority. The data demonstrates a clear trend: partnerships are
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concentrated with Russia and China, often bypassing CAFA entirely, and are heavily skewed towards
larger or more strategically significant members (Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan).
Table 2: Major External Football Partnerships in CAFA Member States (2015-2025)

Coun Russian Partnerships Chinese Partnerships Other CAFA

try (Examples) (BRI-Linked Examples) International Awareness
Partnerships /Approval

Kaza RFU coaching exchanges; Stadium renovations = UEFA Grassroots | Limited

khsta CSKA Moscow youth camp (Almaty); Equipment = Program; La Liga (RFU deals)

n agreements (x3) donations Academy

Kyrg | RFU referee training; Spartak & Bishkek Stadium | AFC Coach | None

yzsta = Moscow academy | construction (2023, $12M) Education (Bishkek

n partnership Program Stadium)

Tajiki RFU friendly matches; | Dushanbe National Arena @ FIFA Forward = None

stan Dynamo Moscow player | (2022, $28M); Training Program (Arena

loans center (2024) deal)

Turk | RFU  technical  director Ashgabat Stadium upgrade | None significant None

meni | consultancy (2019-2021) (2025, $18M - Announced)

stan

Uzbe RFU youth tournaments; Tashkent Olympic Complex Italian FA (FIGC) | Formal

kista @ Zenit St. Petersburg (2023, $65M); Multiple technical notification

n partnership regional stadia cooperation only

Source: Compiled from federation announcements, AFC partnership disclosures (2015-2025), news
reports (RFE/RL, Eurasianet), and BRI project databases (AidData, 2024).

Figure 2 visually reinforces the quantitative finding of the governance-performance link. The scatter
plot demonstrates a strong negative correlation (r = -0.87), confirming that higher governance scores
predict better (lower numerical) championship rankings.

67
[ UzB

best)

Averge Chiposinhp Rank (1

14 125.8

1+ T T T T S[————xu
0 4.0 1.5 20 38 2.0 3.0 4 5
Governance Score

Figure 2: Correlation Between Governance Scores and Average CAFA Championship Ranking
(2015-2025)

Qualitative Findings: Unpacking the Collaborative Governance Reality Thematic analysis of interviews
revealed profound tensions between CAFA'’s formal collaborative structure and its operational reality,
dominated by three interconnected themes: Asymmetry and Power Dynamics, External
Interference, and the Implementation Gap.

Theme 1: Asymmetry and Power Dynamics. While CAFA statutes enshrine equal voting rights, power is
demonstrably concentrated. Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, leveraging their financial resources, sporting
success, and larger populations, exert disproportionate influence. "The agenda for the Executive
Committee meetings is often shaped beforehand in Tashkent or Almaty," noted a mid-level official
from a smaller federation (FedOff-TJK-03). Decision-making on critical issues like tournament hosting
rights, budget allocation, and major partnership agreements frequently occurs through informal
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bilateral channels before formal CAFA meetings, marginalizing smaller members. A club representative
from Kyrgyzstan lamented, "When CAFA signs a deal with a sponsor, the benefits flow mainly to the
big two. Our youth teams get hand-me-down equipment, if anything” (ClubRep-KGZ-01). Trust
deficits are pervasive. Officials from smaller nations expressed suspicion that Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan prioritize their own national team development pathways over genuine regional talent
sharing through CAFA structures. Conversely, officials from larger nations voiced frustration at
perceived "free-riding" and lack of commitment to collective financial contributions from weaker
members. This asymmetry stifles true collaboration. As one AFC liaison observed, "CAFA functions less
as a federation of equals and more as a forum where Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan lead, others follow or
obstruct" (AFC-Liaison-02).

Theme 2: External Interference and Geopolitical Pressures. The influence of external state and non-state
actors was a dominant concern across interviews. Russian influence manifests subtly but pervasively.
Several federation officials (particularly in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan) described pressure to utilize
Russian coaches, referees, and training methodologies, often facilitated through RFU "partnership
agreements" negotiated bilaterally. "The RFU offers free coaching courses in Moscow. It's valuable, but
they expect loyalty. They ask who we are voting for in AFC elections," shared a technical director
(FedOff-KAZ-02). Chinese influence, primarily through BRI infrastructure projects, creates different
pressures. A senior Tajik official acknowledged the benefit of new stadiums but highlighted the strings
attached: "The Chinese company builds the stadium, but they want naming rights, preferential
contracts for their suppliers, and sometimes... suggestions about which companies get the catering
concessions. CAFA has no say in these national deals" (FedOff-TJK-01). Crucially, these external
relationships often bypass CAFA entirely, negotiated directly between national governments or
federation presidents and foreign entities. This fragmentation severely undermines CAFA's authority
and collective bargaining power. A policy advisor starkly summarized: "CAFA cannot negotiate a
regional broadcast deal because Russia already has separate deals with three members, and China is
making stadium-based media agreements with another two. The region is being carved up" (PolicyAd-
KGZ-01). State control over federations is the foundational vulnerability. In Turkmenistan and to a
significant extent in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, federation presidents are political appointees. Their
priorities align with state interests (e.g., hosting prestige events, securing foreign investment deals)
rather than CAFA’s developmental mandate. "The Minister of Sport decides the federation president.
The president’s job is to please the Minister, not necessarily to build sustainable youth leagues or
implement CAFA's integrity policies," explained a former referee assessor (RefAss-UZB-01).

Theme 3: The Implementation Gap and Capacity Deficit. A consistent finding was the chasm between
CAFA's well-drafted statutes, codes of conduct, and strategic plans, and their implementation on the
ground. Interviewees universally praised the formal governance documents but cited chronic failures
in execution. "We have a code of ethics on paper. But when an allegation arises against a powerful
figure, the committee folds. There's no real independence,” stated a frustrated federation legal advisor
(FedLegal-KGZ-01). This gap stems from three interrelated factors:

1. Lack of Institutional Capacity: CAFA's secretariat, based in Tashkent but chronically
underfunded and understaffed (only 7 full-time equivalents), lacks the resources for robust
monitoring, auditing, or enforcement. "We draft policies, but we cannot afford auditors to
check if members comply. We rely on them to self-report. It's naive," admitted a senior CAFA
staffer (CAFA-Admin-01).

2. Weak Accountability Mechanisms: There are no meaningful sanctions for member
associations violating CAFA statutes or failing to meet governance benchmarks. Expulsion is
politically unthinkable. Public censure is avoided to maintain regional unity. This fosters
impunity. A club owner noted, "If a federation doesn't pay its fees or ignores the referee
development program, nothing happens. Why would they bother?" (ClubRep-TJK-02).

3. Cultural and Political Barriers: Deeply ingrained patronage systems and the prioritization of
personal relationships (blat) over formal rules hinder objective decision-making. Fear of
retribution for challenging authority, whether within a national federation or towards
dominant CAFA members, is pervasive. "Speaking truth about governance problems can end
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your career in football here. It's easier to stay quiet and keep your position,” confided a coach
involved in youth development (Coach-UZB-03).
Figure 3 quantifies stakeholder perceptions of CAFA governance effectiveness based on interview
analysis, using a 5-point Likert scale (1=Very Ineffective, 5=Very Effective). The results starkly illustrate
the deficit in core governance functions, particularly accountability and autonomy.

3.2 3.0 [ Scale: 1 (Very Infective)
to 5 (Very Effective)

Mean Score
w
1

Strategic Vision Tournament  Resource  Accountability Autoomy from
Organization  Distribution Mechanisms External
Influence

Figure 3: Stakeholder Perceptions of CAFA Governance Effectiveness (Mean Scores, n=28)
Synthesis: The Collaborative Governance Deficit. The quantitative and qualitative findings converge on
a central diagnosis: CAFA operates with a significant collaborative governance deficit. Its model fails to
achieve the core tenets of effective collaboration. Power is asymmetrically distributed, not shared.
Decision-making is often opaque and dominated by informal networks, not transparent dialogue.
Accountability mechanisms are weak or non-existent, eroding trust. External geopolitical actors and
domestic political imperatives consistently override collective sporting objectives. The result is a
federation that provides essential logistical coordination for the Championship but fails to act as a
unified force for systemic reform, sustainable development, or shielding the sport from detrimental
external pressures. The Championship itself, while valuable, becomes a stage where these underlying
governance failures are visibly manifested in inconsistent organization, perceived unfairness, and
limited developmental impact beyond elite national teams. As one experienced policymaker
concluded, "CAFA is necessary, but it is not yet sufficient. It manages the symptoms — the tournament
— but not the disease: fragmented, politicized, under-resourced governance across the region"
(PolicyAd-UZB-02).

5. Policy Implications

The findings underscore that incremental reform within CAFA's current governance paradigm is
insufficient. Addressing the collaborative governance deficit requires a fundamental reconfiguration
that acknowledges the region’s unique complexities while steadfastly adhering to core sporting
integrity principles. The following evidence-based policy implications are proposed for CAFA
leadership, member associations, AFC, FIFA, and external development partners:

Strengthening Institutional Autonomy and Capacity: CAFA must transition from a convening body to an
empowered regulatory and developmental entity. This necessitates a significant, sustainable increase
in core funding. A dedicated "CAFA Development Levy" (5-7% of commercial and media revenue
generated from CAFA competitions) should be established, ring-fenced for secretariat operations,
governance monitoring, and regional development programs. Crucially, this levy must be managed by
an independent CAFA Finance Committee with external auditors, not the secretariat alone.
Simultaneously, the secretariat requires professionalization: expanding key departments (Governance
Compliance, Integrity, Technical Development) with competitively recruited, internationally trained
staff insulated from political interference in appointments. AFC and FIFA should condition a portion of
their substantial development funding (e.g., Forward Programme allocations for CAFA members) on
demonstrable progress in CAFA secretariat capacity building and the implementation of its
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governance monitoring framework. National associations must commit to paying membership fees
reliably as a baseline obligation, decoupled from political whims.

Embedding Robust Accountability and Transparency: Formal governance structures must be given teeth.
CAFA needs to establish a truly independent Governance and Ethics Commission (GEC), with members
appointed by a supermajority of the CAFA Congress but vetted by an external body (e.g., AFC's
independent Ethics Committee or a panel of international sports lawyers). The GEC must have
autonomous investigative powers, subpoena authority over member associations regarding CAFA
matters, and the mandate to impose meaningful sanctions — including fines, competition bans for
officials, and suspension of voting rights — for violations of statutes or integrity breaches. Mandatory,
standardized financial reporting using a CAFA-prescribed template, audited by internationally
recognized firms, must be required of all members, with summaries published annually. CAFA itself
must publish detailed annual reports, including audited finances, governance compliance assessments
of members, and performance metrics against its strategic plan. Digital platforms should be utilized
for transparent bidding processes for tournaments and commercial partnerships.

Managing External Influences Strategically: CAFA must proactively assert its role as the legitimate
representative of Central Asian football interests externally. A unified, CAFA-led approach to
negotiating regional partnerships (broadcasting, sponsorship, infrastructure development frameworks)
is essential. National associations should be contractually obligated, as a condition of CAFA
membership, to disclose all significant bilateral football agreements with external state or non-state
actors to the CAFA Executive Committee. CAFA, with AFC support, should develop a clear "Code of
Conduct for External Partnerships" outlining red lines (e.g., clauses compromising sporting integrity,
exclusive access clauses that undermine regional broadcasting deals, requirements for local capacity
building). While leveraging beneficial foreign expertise (coaching, refereeing, infrastructure) is vital,
partnerships must be evaluated through a CAFA framework prioritizing long-term regional capacity
development over short-term prestige or political gains. Diversifying partnerships beyond Russia and
China — engaging with UEFA development programs, Japanese JFA expertise, or Korean KFA technical
cooperation — is crucial for balance.

Context-Sensitive Capacity Building: Generic "good governance" templates fail in Central Asia.
Development programs must be co-created with member associations, grounded in local realities.
AFC and FIFA funding should prioritize sustained technical assistance programs embedded within
national federations and the CAFA secretariat, focusing on practical skills: financial management,
strategic planning, integrity education, and independent oversight body operations. Programs must
address the specific legacy challenges: transitioning from state-dominated club models, developing
sustainable youth academy frameworks beyond state academies, and building referee independence.
Peer-learning networks facilitated by CAFA, connecting officials from stronger (Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan)
and developing federations, can be more effective than top-down impositions. Crucially, capacity
building must extend to building a culture of accountability, including safe reporting mechanisms
(whistleblower protections) managed by the independent GEC.

Reconfiguring Power Dynamics: Formal equality must be matched by practical equity. CAFA's Executive
Committee structure should be revised to ensure smaller nations have meaningful influence. This
could involve rotating key committee chairs (Finance, Competitions) among members, weighted
voting on budgetary matters based on federation capacity rather than a simple majority, and
guaranteed representation for smaller nations on the independent GEC. CAFA must establish clear,
transparent criteria for hosting major tournaments (beyond political considerations), incorporating
governance benchmarks, infrastructure readiness, and legacy plans. Investment in digital infrastructure
for remote participation in CAFA meetings and training can reduce the disadvantage faced by smaller,
less-resourced federations. Most importantly, fostering genuine trust requires consistent, transparent
communication from CAFA leadership and demonstrable action on accountability — proving that the
system works fairly for all members.

Implementing these policies requires political will from national leaders who control football
federations, sustained pressure and support from AFC/FIFA, and patient engagement from external
partners. The goal is not merely a better-run tournament, but a CAFA that actively builds resilient,
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independent football ecosystems across Central Asia, capable of harnessing the sport's potential for
social cohesion and development, free from undue political and geopolitical manipulation.
6. Conclusion
This research has critically examined the collaborative governance model underpinning the Central
Asian Football Association (CAFA) and its flagship Championship. Moving beyond descriptive accounts,
the mixed-methods analysis reveals a profound governance deficit rooted in the interplay of
asymmetric power dynamics among member associations, chronic institutional capacity limitations,
the pervasive influence of external geopolitical actors (notably Russia and China), and a deep-seated
gap between formal governance structures and operational practices. Quantitative data demonstrates
a strong correlation between robust governance indicators — particularly the presence of independent
oversight bodies — and sustained on-field success in the CAFA Championship, while qualitative
insights expose the informal networks, political dependencies, and fear of reprisal that systematically
undermine transparency, accountability, and collective decision-making.
CAFA, as currently constituted, functions primarily as a logistical coordinator for tournaments rather
than an effective steward of regional football development. Its collaborative model is strained to
breaking point by the realities of Central Asian politics and geopolitics. The dominance of Uzbekistan
and Kazakhstan, while reflecting their sporting and economic weight, creates friction and resentment
that impedes true solidarity. Bilateral deals struck by national federations with external powers
fragment the regional market and bypass CAFA's authority, rendering it impotent in collective
bargaining. The chronic underfunding and political vulnerability of the secretariat prevent it from
enforcing its own statutes or providing meaningful support to weaker members. Consequently, the
CAFA Championship, despite its symbolic importance, fails to catalyze the systemic improvements in
coaching, refereeing, youth development, and integrity management that are desperately needed
across the region.
The proposed policy framework offers a pathway towards a more resilient and effective collaborative
governance model. It emphasizes practical steps: securing sustainable funding through a dedicated
levy, professionalizing the secretariat, establishing a genuinely independent Governance and Ethics
Commission with enforcement powers, mandating transparent financial reporting, developing a
strategic framework for managing external partnerships, and implementing context-sensitive capacity
building that addresses post-Soviet legacies. Crucially, reform must actively address power imbalances
through structural adjustments to decision-making bodies and equitable resource distribution
mechanisms. This is not a prescription for importing Western governance models wholesale, but for
forging a contextually embedded collaborative framework that respects Central Asia’s unique history
and political economy while uncompromisingly upholding core principles of sporting integrity,
transparency, and collective responsibility.
The significance of this research extends beyond Central Asian football. It contributes to a growing
body of scholarship challenging the universality of "good governance" templates in sport,
demonstrating how geopolitical contestation and post-authoritarian institutional legacies
fundamentally reshape governance dynamics in regional sporting bodies (Geeraert, 2021; Zhang &
Smith, 2024). CAFA's struggles exemplify the challenges faced by sports federations operating in the
Global South amidst great power competition. Understanding how to build collaborative resilience in
such contexts is vital for the future of international sport governance. The success or failure of CAFA’s
reform efforts will serve as a critical test case. If reformed effectively, CAFA could become a beacon for
how regional bodies in complex environments can harness football for genuine development and
unity. If it remains captured by internal power struggles and external influences, it risks becoming a
symbol of governance failure, where the beautiful game is perpetually subordinated to political
expediency and geopolitical maneuvering. The choice lies with the member associations, supported by
a demanding yet supportive AFC and FIFA, to prioritize the long-term health of football over short-
term political gains. The potential rewards — a thriving, unified Central Asian football community
contributing positively to society — are immense, but they demand a fundamental recommitment to
collaboration grounded in integrity and equity.

Conflict of interest:

7(1)1-19,doi, https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18234506 ©2025 Saint Lawrence River Publisher, Canada. OPEN ACCESS

Page17


https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18234506
https://cjd.twasp.info/

The authors declared that they have no competing interests.

Authors’ contributions:

All authors contributed significantly to this study..

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

References:
AidData. (2024). Belt and Road Initiative Project Database. College of William & Mary.
https://www.aiddata.org/projects
Ansell, C., & Gash, A. (2008). Collaborative governance in theory and practice. Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory, 18(4), 543-571. https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mum032
Brady, A.-M. (2020). Magic weapons: China's political influence activities under Xi Jinping.
Wilson Center. https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/magic-weapons-chinas-political-
influence-activities-under-xi-jinping
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a
Brannagan, P. M., & Rooker, T. (2020). Soft power and sports mega-events: The case of the
2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar. International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 12(1), 153-
168. https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2019.1600429
Boykoff, J. (2016). Power play: The political economy of sport. Verso Books.
Central Asian Football Association (CAFA). (2021). Statutes of the Central Asian Football
Association. Tashkent: CAFA Secretariat.
Chappelet, J.-L. (2010). The International Olympic Committee and corruption. The
International Sports Law Journal, 3-4, 13-26.
Cooley, A. (2012). Great games, local rules: The new great power contest in Central Asia.
Oxford University Press.
Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2017). Designing and conducting mixed methods research
(3rd ed.). Sage publications.
DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The iron cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism and
collective rationality in organizational fields. American Sociological Review, 48(2), 147-160.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101
Emerson, K, Nabatchi, T, & Balogh, S. (2012). An integrative framework for collaborative
governance. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 22(1), 1-29.
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mur011
Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA). (2015). FIFA Statutes (May 2015
Edition). https://www. fifa.com/about-fifa/official-documents
Geeraert, A. (2021). The global politics of sport: The role of global institutions in sport.
Routledge.
Hartmann-Tews, I., & Rychlewski, M. (2020). Governance in national sport organisations in the
Global South: A systematic review. European Sport Management Quarterly, 20(5), 565-584.
https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2019.1699832
Kerr, D. (2019). Sport, soft power and nation branding: The case of the Qatar World Cup 2022.
Place Branding and Public Diplomacy, 15(4), 289-300. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41254-019-
00128-1
Laruelle, M. (2021). Russia‘s soft power in the former Soviet Union: The cultural, ideological
and diaspora dimensions. Palgrave Macmillan.

7(1)1-19,doi, https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18234506 ©2025 Saint Lawrence River Publisher, Canada. OPEN ACCESS

Page18


https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18234506
https://cjd.twasp.info/

lI\ canDis

Canadian Journal of Discovery

18.

19.

20.

O’Leary, R., Gerard, C,, & Bingham, L. B. (2010). Collaborative public management: Where have
we been and where are we going? The American Review of Public Administration, 40(5), 537-
560. https://doi.org/10.1177/0275074010370984

Olimova, S. (2019). State and civil society in post-Soviet Central Asia. Institute of World
Economy and International Relations (IMEMO). https://www.imemo.ru/en/publ/olimova/state-
and-civil-society-in-post-soviet-central-asia/

Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL). (2023, May 15). Tajikistan Football Official Detained
On Corruption Charges. https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-football-official-
corruption/32405294.html

21. Ryall, D. (2016). Football in the post-Soviet space: Identity, nationalism and the state. Soccer &
Society, 17(5), 615-629. https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2016.1185300

22. Sadykov, M. (2018). Football development in Kyrgyzstan: Challenges and opportunities. Asian
Journal of Sport History & Culture, 2(1), 45-62.

23. Svensson, P. G., & Winiecki, D. J. (2014). A guide to corruption in sport. Routledge.

24. Transparency International. (2022). Corruption risks in sport: Global report 2022.
https://www.transparency.org/en/publications/corruption-risks-in-sport-global-report-2022

25. Tukhtakhojaeva, S. (2022). Nation branding through football: Uzbekistan's strategic
investments. Central Asian Survey, 41(3), 432-449.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2021.1997382

26. Zhang, L., & Smith, A. C. T. (2024). Stadium diplomacy: China’s Belt and Road Initiative and
sport infrastructure in  Central Asia. Sport in  Society, 27(1), 120-138.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2023.2212345

Citation

Shaymanov Didar, You Songhui. Research on Collaborative Governance Model of the Central Asian Football
Association (CAFA) Championship: Navigating Complexity in a Geopolitically Contested Region, 2026, Canadian
Journal of Discovery, 7(1), 1-19., doi, https.//doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18234506

Publication License

Thls work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

General Note

Article is recommended to print as color digital version in recycled paper.

7(1)1-19,doi, https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18234506 ©2025 Saint Lawrence River Publisher, Canada. OPEN ACCESS

Page19


https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18234506
https://cjd.twasp.info/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18234506

