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Introduction 

It’s almost a tragic continuation of Billie Jean King’s “Battle of the Sexes”, but the 

battle isn’t over competitive spaces. This battle is over leadership real estate. The realm 

of sports participation has long been a disputed territory for women. Whether by 

structural disempowerment or by social stigma, athletics have been contentious for 

female participants until (or through) recent history. The societal coding of actions as 

they pertain to gender performance plays a historically acknowledged role in the divide 

between men and women in sports- competition belongs to masculine entities, 

caretaking belongs to the effeminate. This binary continues into modernity, as female 

athletes have more freedom to compete alongside men. Yet somehow, female athletes 

are not advancing into coaching positions as so many of their male contemporaries do. 

My analysis of existing literature on women’s leadership in athletics will not provide 

solutions that fix why only 40% of women’s collegiate sports have been coached by 

women since 2007 (Lavoi, 2017), but naming a problem and its inherent contradictions 

is the first step towards righting a wrong.  

I’d also like to note that while my analysis of existing literature is focused on the 

gendered experience of athletic leadership, the coaching disparity, of course, is 

influenced by racial discrimination. In 2005, the Journal of Blacks in Higher Education 

published a statistical analysis that announced that “In 2004, 7.7 percent of all head 

coaches of men's teams at the nation's largest college athletic programs were black. For 

women's teams, 5 percent of the head coaches at the large colleges and universities were 

black.” (The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2005) These numbers are despite 

black athletes making up 28% of large college and university athletic scholarships (The 
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Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2005). Athletics has a history of being a guild led 

by white men, as we can infer from the statistics regarding who is not coaching in a post-

Title IX arena. Anybody can compete, but few are allowed to lead. 

Gender and Athletic Leadership 

In a post-Tile IX athletic sphere, more women are competing, and more women 

are being expected to compete at some point in their lives. It was in 1972 that the 

Federal government allowed that “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of 

sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under any educational program or activity receiving Federal financial 

assistance.” This ruling completely upended the status quo for interscholastic sports- 

the entry of additional stakeholders into this previously male-dominated realm would 

mean a reevaluation of protocols and procedures. Most concerning to many male 

coaches: reevaluation of funding (Uhlir, 1987) (Messner, 2002). To a certain measure 

their fears were not unfounded- the first president of the Women’s Sports Foundation, 

Donna de Varona, proudly wrote in 2016 that nearly half of the summer Olympic 

participants were women (up from 1984’s 23%) and she connected this advancement to 

the Title IX requirement that teams receiving federal financial assistance fund sports 

equitably between the genders. President de Varona lauds the research- “There has been 

a 545% increase in the percentage of women playing college sports and a 990% increase 

in the percentage of women playing high school sport” since 1972. Yet on the flip side of 

the coin, fewer women are coaching and leading sports.  
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Despite the widespread belief that women have arrived in the sacrosanct 

bastions of athletic power and privilege within the university, the reality is 

otherwise. In no area of higher education are women so noticeably absent 

from the most prestigious positions of decisionmaking. A woman may 

even aspire more realistically to become chief executive officer or a 

member of a governing board than to become a director of athletics of an 

NCAA Division I institution. (Uhlir, p. 25) 

The universal phenomenon of institutional masculine hegemony is examined in 

Joan Acker’s 1992 article and she postulated that gender is not simply a characteristic or 

an aspect of an individual. She referenced other gender theory scholars, such as West 

and Zimmerman, in her claim that gender is a process, and introduced the term 

“gendered institution” (p. 567). Acker’s explanation of a gendered institution exposed 

the experience of male dominance as a reproduction of the gender process because of 

the qualities within “practices, images and ideologies, and distributions of power in the 

various sectors of social life” (p. 567). She pointed out that male leaders in power are 

rarely described as being caring or supporting, but instead, they are qualified as 

“aggressive, goal-oriented, [and] competitive” (p. 567). Acker’s evaluation of the role 

gender plays in the construction of social institutions assists in the evaluation of 

feminine exclusion and interpretation in organized sports. 

 R. Vivian Acosta and Linda Jean Acosta conducted a longitudinal study of 

women’s and girls’ participation in intercollegiate sports, beginning their surveys even 

before Title IX was mandated to take effect. They found that while female participation 

in sports had increased dramatically from 1977 to 1990, female leadership in sports 
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decreased dramatically (Acosta & Carpenter, 1991). The researchers don’t offer reasons 

for why this may be, but the data already indicates there is a flaw in coaching 

philosophies and an upset in the perceived equality between the genders.  

Coaching Philosophies 

Michael Messner published a book in 2009 that touched on the experiences of 

coaching for women and categorized them as A) Stoppers, B) Cyclers, or C) Gamers. 

Stoppers were the female coaches that coached only one season of youth sports, Cyclers 

chose to cycle through intermittently depending on need, and Gamers were those who 

were able to advance in coaching the upper levels of youth sports. Messner’s 

participants in his qualitative study repeatedly acknowledged the role Title IX played or 

didn’t play in their comfort with athletics- some coaches, often the Stoppers or the 

Cyclers, coached because at the very least they had “kid-knowledge” more so than 

“sport-knowledge”. Messner’s women coaches weren’t coaching because they felt 

qualified to lead a competitive team, but because they felt comfortable in their 

“mothering skills” (2009). The gendered dynamic of caregiving in athletic leadership 

continues as, evidenced in another study done by Messner along with Suzel Bozada-

Deas, women are shuffled into “team mom” positions while men are promoted to coach 

as a result of a “gender category sorting system”.  

It’s a conflict of athletic interest best described by Lavoi- “Women’s coaching 

talent—particularly the talent of women of color—has been untapped to the detriment of 

male and female athletes.” (p. 16) High school basketball players were surveyed and 

found that they both preferred and had the highest competitive drives when they played 
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for ““servant-leader" coaches who emphasized caring for and developing them as people 

beyond the sport” (Scales, 2016, p. 21). Daniel Gould, in 2016, formulated a checklist for 

athletic administrators to use as they select coaches to lead student-athletes and the 

importance of being a caregiver to athletes was within the top five recommendations. 

Women are being relegated to the position of “team-mom” because of the gendered 

expectation that they are above average caregivers (Messner & Bozada-Deas, 2009), yet 

it is that same quality and philosophy that is setting aside the “good” coaches from the 

“bad” coaches in a modern coaching environment.  

Conclusion  

Women who succeed and become “Gamers”, leading competitive teams and 

athletic programs, are often lauded and praised for “making it in a man’s world” 

(McDonald, 2000). But it’s not inherently a man’s world. Don’t women share the same 

spaces for living, loving, and fighting as men? Don’t they encourage with as much 

passion and lead with as much energy as male coaches do? Nancy Theberge described 

the situation within athletics: 

The near absence of women in all but a few sports has provided fertile 

territory for the growth of an ideology of gender. At the heart of this 

ideology was an assumption that men are naturally superior athletes and, 

on this basis, also superior coaches. (1993, p. 305) 

Gender ideology within athletics, and incredibly so in coaching, is dependent upon the 

socially constructed expectations for gendered obligations- men are to be strong and to 

complete the work, while the women remain almost sedentary (Theberge, 1990). As I 
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said before, I don’t have a solution for the diversification of athletic leadership. It 

certainly isn’t for lack of desire that any marginalized group is excluded from leadership 

positions. Women in sports have been the personification of contested space, especially 

as we examine and bring to light the gendered disparity between women’s leadership 

and athletics.  
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