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Johanna A. Adriaanse

 The Role of Men in Advancing Gender 
Equality in Sport Governance

Introduction

Data on the Sydney Scoreboard, a web-based tool that monitors women’s 
representation on sport boards globally, indicate that gender equality in 
sport governance has not yet been achieved. Th e Sydney Scoreboard shows 
that only four of 44 countries have more than 30% women directors on the 
board of their National Sport Organisations (NSOs) (International Working 
Group on Women and Sport, 2012). Th ey include Cook Islands (50.5%), 
Fiji (32.5%), Norway (39.4%) and Sweden (32.1%). On the lower end of 
the scale, the Sydney Scoreboard shows that fi ve of the 44 countries have 
less than 10% women on their sport governing boards which are Bangla-
desh (5%), Croatia (7.8%), Czech Republic (9.8%), Poland (8.4%) and San 
Marino (9.5%). Women’s representation on NSO boards in the majority 
of the listed countries on the Sydney Scoreboard varies between 10 and 
30% (International Working Group on Women and Sport, 2012). Overall, 
these data provide evidence that women remain clearly under-represented 
in sport governance. Th e rationale to focus on women’s representation in 
NSOs is that they are the national governing body for their specifi c sport 
and it is at this level that important decisions are made for hundreds of 
thousands physically active people, men and women, in their country and 
those that want to be active. 

Research in the corporate domain has suggested that gender diverse 
boards can lead to more competent boards contributing to good gover-
nance (Branson, 2007; Erhardt, Werbel & Shrader, 2003; Huse & Solberg, 
2006; Nielsen & Huse, 2010; Singh & Vinnicombe, 2004; Terjesen, Sealy 
& Singh, 2009; van der Walt & Ingley, 2003). A comprehensive review of 
research on women directors on corporate boards, conducted by Terjesen, 
Sealy and Singh (2009) and including more than 400 publications in the 
past 30 years, found that corporate governance was improved when women 
were appointed to boards because they brought value-adding talents and 
represented stakeholders who had previously been excluded. Further, a re-
cent study (Nielsen & Huse, 2010) concluded, the ratio of women directors 
(number of women directors in relation to total number) is positively relat-
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ed to board eff ectiveness and strategic control. Th e case for gender equality 
on boards in the corporate sector is now solidly established. 

A growing number of studies have emerged to examine and understand 
women’s under-representation in sport governance. Researchers have exam-
ined this issue in a range of countries, for example, in Australia (McKay, 
1992, 1997; Sibson, 2010), in Canada (Hall, Cullen & Slack, 1989; Inglis, 
1997; Shaw & Slack, 2002), in Germany (Doll-Tepper, Pfi ster & Radtke, 
2006; Hartmann-Tews & Pfi ster, 2003; Pfi ster & Radtke, 2009), in the Neth-
erlands (Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007, 2008), in New Zealand (Cam-
eron, 1996; Shaw, 2006), in Norway (Fasting, 2000; Hovden, 2000, 2006; 
Skirstad, 2002, 2009), in Scandinavia (Ottesen, Skirstad, Pfi ster & Haber-
mann, 2010) and in the UK (Shaw & Hoeber, 2003; Shaw & Penney, 2003; 
White & Brackenridge, 1985). Th e majority of these studies have explored 
questions of distribution, such as the ratio of women directors, barriers for 
women to obtain director positions and then recommending strategies to 
address these constraints. Several studies have also used a relational gender 
perspective and investigated how gender works – the underlying gender/
power dynamics – on sport boards. Th is line of investigation has disclosed 
important reasons for the lack of gender equality on sport boards.

Th e aim of this chapter is to investigate the underlying gender dynamics 
on boards of NSOs and in particular, the role of men on sport boards. It 
is based on a recent study conducted with Australian NSOs. Th e theoreti-
cal framework focuses on the concept of a gender regime. Using a gender 
regimes approach is a marked departure from previous studies and repre-
sents a new contribution to the fi eld of gender and sport governance. A 
gender regime is characterised by four interwoven dimensions: production, 
power, emotional and symbolic relations (Connell, 2009). When applied to 
governance dynamics in sport boards, this concept permits identifi cation 
of how gender works. Th e gender regime (Connell, 2009) on the board of 
one of the fi ve NSOs involved in this study has been identifi ed as gender 
mainstreaming in process, the most conducive pattern in advancing gender 
equality when compared with those prevailing on the board of the other 
four sport organisations and will be used as a case study. Th e research 
questions are: i) What are the gender relations that characterise the com-
position and operation of this sport board in terms of a gender regimes 
approach? ii) What is the role of men on this board in advancing gender 
equality in sport governance? 

Th e chapter is organised in the following way. First, I critically review 
several salient studies on gender and sport governance and present the 
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conceptual framework of the study drawing from the concepts of organisa-
tional management, gendered social practices and gender regimes. Second, 
I outline the methods of the study. Th e study involved an audit of the gen-
der distribution on boards of NSOs in Australia as well as in-depth inter-
views with board directors and chief executive offi  cers (CEOs) of selected 
NSOs. Th ird, I present and discuss the results for the board of one NSO 
as a case study. Th e chapter concludes with a discussion of implications of 
the study’s fi ndings for the advancement of gender equality in sport gover-
nance.

The Role of Men in Obstructing and Advancing Gender Equality

One of the barriers for women to obtain a board position identifi ed by sev-
eral studies has been the male-dominated culture in sport organisations 
and the role of men (consciously and sub-consciously) to maintain their 
privileged position. For example, several researchers (Radtke, 2006; Shaw, 
2006; Sibson, 2010) found that some male board members actively prevent-
ed women from gaining or maintaining a seat at the boardroom table. Th is 
occurred when women were given less opportunity than men to contribute 
and develop, were being excluded from the male networks, or through in-
timidation and/or sexual harassment. Other studies have revealed that men 
can control boards by framing the process of recruitment and selection in 
a manner so that the male-dominated culture on the sport board is main-
tained (Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007; Hall et al., 1989; Hovden, 2000). 
Th is happens when male board members select women that “fi t” to recreate 
themselves. Hovden (2000), examining leadership selection in Norwegian 
sport organisations, found that the selection discourses strongly refl ected 
male-centred images of corporate leadership skills. Th e term “heavyweight” 
was used as a metaphor of preferred leadership skills. Hovden (2000) ex-
plained how these skills were associated with heroic, powerful, masculine 
characteristics but perceived as gender neutral. Th e common strategy of 
searching in networks of friends and colleagues for potential board mem-
bers recreated the existing gender structure.

On the other hand, Claringbould and Knoppers (2008) introduced a 
new perspective by asserting that men can play a signifi cant role in the 
“undoing” of gender meanings to behavior or tasks. Th ey examined how 
board members of national sport organisations in the Netherlands en-
gaged in “doing and undoing gender in sport governance” (Claringbould 
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& Knoppers, 2008, p. 81). Male directors did gender when they described 
male and female qualities but undid gender when they allocated stereotypi-
cal behaviours in atypical ways, for example by allocating women to the 
role of being responsible for the development of high performance sport 
or being chair. Th e authors emphasised that infl uential men can become 
change agents by using their position to bring about change. Claringbould 
and Knoppers’ approach represents a change from a focus on the way in 
which men can obstruct gender equality to one in which men can advance 
gender equality in sport governance.

Conceptual Framework: Masculine Ethic in 
Organisational Management

Th e pioneering work of Rosabeth Kanter entitled Men and Women of the 
Corporation (1977) heralded the beginning of a range of studies investigat-
ing gender relations in organisations. Based on ethnographic research of 
a large corporation in the USA, Kanter argued that the role of managers 
is profoundly masculinised since rationality and effi  ciency were the raison 
d’être for their position. Paraphrasing Max Weber, she wrote: “Th e spirit of 
managerialism was infused with a masculine ethic” (Kanter, 1977, p. 20). 
According to Kanter masculine ethic can be identifi ed as a collection of 
characteristics including a tough minded approach, strong analytical abili-
ties, a capacity to set aside emotional considerations, focus on task accom-
plishments and cognitive superiority in problem solving. Another related 
and salient fi nding of Kanter’s work was that men who managed main-
tained the masculine ethic of management by recruiting people who fi tted 
in, who were “their kind”. In this context Kanter introduced the concept 
of “homosocial reproduction” (1977, p. 54), meaning managers reproduce 
themselves in their own image through selecting prospective managers on 
the basis of social similarities. Kanter (1977) proposed that it was the struc-
ture of the corporation and not individual characteristics that caused gen-
der inequalities. Women’s problems occurred because they were placed in 
dead-end jobs at the bottom of the organisation and exposed as tokens at 
the top. 

Acker (1990) further developed this perspective by introducing the 
concept of the gendered organisation. She stated that organisations are not 
gender-neutral and should be viewed as sites that are patterned in their 
very constitution by a distinction between male and female, masculine and 
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feminine, in relation to their basic components, that is, structure, ideology, 
policy and practice, interaction and identity. Th is constitutive patterning, 
according to Acker, simultaneously reproduces gender inequalities since the 
distinction that characterises it necessarily involves hierarchical diff erentia-
tion of values along gendered lines. She asserted: “Images of men’s bodies 
and masculinity pervade organisational processes, marginalising women 
and contributing to the maintenance of gender segregation in organisa-
tions” (Acker, 1990, p. 139). 

Since the publication of Acker’s paper there has been extensive and vig-
orous theoretical discussion of the concept of gender in this context. One 
of the dominant threads in this development has been the idea that gender 
is indeed a social process but one that brings the bodily reproductive dis-
tinction between men and women, male and female, into being in such a 
way that the diff erential relationship involved is not necessarily hierarchical 
and unequal (Connell, 2009; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Ferree, Lor-
ber & Hess, 1999; Kvande, 2007; McNay, 2000; Moore, 1994). Th is allows 
for the possibility of gendered social practice that does not reproduce gen-
der inequality and that, in fact, may advance gender equality. Th e question 
that arises here is how can we distinguish between social practice that ad-
vances gender equality and one that frustrates or obstructs it?

Connell’s Four Dimensional Model of Gender Relations

According to Connell (2009) the key to understanding gender is to move 
away from a focus on gender diff erences to one on relationships between 
and among men and women at a number of levels including a personal and 
institutional level. She (Connell, 2005; 2009) further explains that system-
atically determining where and how people “do gender” depends on being 
able to identify a pattern of practices associated with four main areas of 
social life. Th e combination of these and the pattern of gender relations 
produced by it, is what Connell calls a “gender regime” (Connell, 2009, 
p. 72). Th e four dimensions of a gender regime are the:
a)  gender division of labour, that is the way in which production or work is 

arranged on gender lines including the division between paid work and 
domestic labour; 

b)  gender relations of power, that is the way in which control, authority, 
and force are exercised on gender lines, including organisational hierar-
chy, legal power and violence, both individual and collective; 
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c)  emotion and human relations, that is the way attachment and antago-
nism among people and groups are organised along gender lines, in-
cluding feelings of solidarity, prejudice, sexual attraction and repulsion; 

d)  gender culture and symbolism, that is the way in which gender identities 
are defi ned and gender is represented and understood, including pre-
vailing beliefs and attitudes about gender.

Although four structures of gender relations can be distinguished it does 
not mean that they operate in separate ways. Th ey are interwoven and con-
stantly interact with each other. 

From this perspective, the social practices involved in producing gen-
der in organisations at any one time occur within already existing patterns 
of practice that have been established over time. Th ese shape the param-
eters for possible action. Action, in turn, can cause such limits to change. 
Such an approach permits the possibility of identifying how organisational 
processes, such as sport board governance, are gendered and whether the 
confi gurations identifi ed reproduce gender inequalities or promote gender 
change. Accordingly, it was chosen as the preferred approach for conduct-
ing a study of how gender works in the governance of sport organisations. 
Schofi eld and Goodwin (2005) have demonstrated how this model can ef-
fectively be used to analyse the gender dynamics in organisations. Th eir 
study identifi ed the various gender regimes that prevailed in several pub-
lic sector institutions in New South Wales, Australia. In their conclusion 
they state that their approach and method can be adopted by researchers to 
analyse and identify gender dynamics in other organisations. Th is fourfold 
gender model provides the theoretical framework for the present study.

Method

Th e research design for the study was a comparative case study of fi ve 
NSOs and included two stages. Stage one involved an audit of gender dis-
tribution on the boards of 56 NSOs that received public funding from the 
Australian Sports Commission (2008) at the time of the study. Th e main 
purpose of this stage was to get important benchmark data on the gender 
distribution on boards of Australian NSOs and to use this data to sample 
participants for the next stage. For the second stage of the study I con-
ducted in-depth interviews with directors and CEOs (n=26; 9 women and 
17 men) from fi ve NSOs. Th e following criteria for sampling were used. 
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Th e governing bodies of sports that traditionally favour participation of 
one gender such as the football codes, cricket, netball, soft ball and syn-
chronised swimming were excluded. In addition, based on the informa-
tion gathered in stage one of the study, only sport organisations that had 
members of both genders on their board were considered for participation 
because the aim of the study was to examine interactions within and be-
tween the genders. Another criterion for selection was that directors had 
served on their respective boards for a sustained period of time, which was 
a minimum of 6 months since it would be diffi  cult to gauge the perspec-
tive of board members with limited board exposure. Sample size was deter-
mined by data saturation which is the point when additional data are being 
collected that do not produce any new themes or recurrent topics (Guest, 
Bunce & Johnson, 2006). 

I used a semi-structured interview schedule to guide the in-depth in-
terviews. Th e fourfold model of gender relations, as previously described, 
provided the framework for the interview schedule. Th e schedule was in-
formed by the topic list used in Schofi eld and Goodwin’s study (2005) with 
public sector institutions in Australia. Further, I considered the question-
naires and checklists used in three other studies on women on sport boards 
(Doll-Tepper et al., 2006; Henry et al., 2004; McKay, 1992). Interview topics 
included role and tasks of the directors, status of the role, infl uence and 
authority on the board, contributions and qualities of directors, confl icts 
or challenging situations along gender lines, understanding of gender and 
gender equality. As part of the interview I also asked for and collected doc-
uments in relation to gender equality on boards of these organisations such 
as an annual report, constitution and strategic plan. A pilot study was con-
ducted with four directors (three women and one man) of a national sport 
organisation which was a diff erent organisation from the ones that partici-
pated in the main study. Aft er the pilot interviews the interview schedule 
was slightly adjusted. Some questions were added in relation to compari-
sons between board members along gender lines and meanings of gender 
and gender equality in order to get more explicit data on these topics. All 
interviews were conducted face-to-face either in the offi  ce of the sport or-
ganisation or another location mutually convenient to the interviewee and 
interviewer. Th e duration of the interviews was between 20 and 90 minutes 
with an average of 52 minutes. 

All interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim. Each tran-
script was then read to identify and code any comments or responses that 
were relevant to a particular category of Connell’s framework of gender re-
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lations. Th is type of coding has been referred to as concept-driven cod-
ing, which uses codes that have been developed by the researcher based on 
theory prior to data analysis (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Similar to Scho-
fi eld and Goodwin’s research (2005), Connell’s model was adapted to work 
as a data analysis tool by formulating the four dimensions as questions to 
be applied to the interview data. Th e fi rst category, production relations, 
was addressed through the question, what are the roles and tasks on the 
board in terms of men and women? Th e second category, power relations, 
became the question, who exerts infl uence in the organisation’s governance 
and whose authority prevails in the process? Th e third category, emotional 
relations, was applied to the data analysis as, who do board members like 
to work with, who do they dislike? Th e fi nal category, symbolic relations, 
was operationalised by becoming the question, how did respondents un-
derstand the meaning of gender and gender equality? I then re-read the 
data gathered under one category and identifi ed any sub-themes. For ex-
ample, I coded the following sub-themes of production relations: positions 
on the board, involvement in board subcommittees, link of work on board 
to professional or sporting background and comparison along gender lines. 
Th is type of coding represents an inductive approach. Amis (2005) has 
argued that using both a deductive approach (theory inspired) as well as 
an inductive approach (data inspired) can be fruitful because it allows for 
gaining a creative insight from the data without reinventing concepts that 
have been proven useful previously. Subsequently, structured on the four 
categories of gender relations, case studies were draft ed with the analysis of 
the preliminary results for each NSO, fi ve case studies in total of approxi-
mately 3500 words each.

Case Study: The Regime of Gender Mainstreaming in Process

In this section, I present the results for one of the fi ve case studies: sport 
board E. Th e gender regime in this organisation has been characterised as 
gender mainstreaming in process. Th is regime provided a strong basis for 
gender equal governance. Sport board E was the only one of the fi ve sport 
boards involved in the study that demonstrated this particular gender re-
gime. Th e board of the other four organisations showed a more traditional 
gender regime in which masculine hegemony still prevailed. It is for this 
reason that sport board E is used as a case study to i) analyse the gender 
relations that characterise the composition and operation on this board and 
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ii) identify the specifi c role that men directors play in advancing gender 
equality in sport governance.

Sport board E is the governing body of a national organisation rep-
resenting a popular Olympic team sport in Australia with approximately 
120,000 members at the time of the study (Annual report). Sex disaggre-
gated data indicate that, in terms of participation, the majority (52%) of 
players were women but the sport was also prominent among men. At an 
international level the men’s and women’s national teams have considerable 
success as they both consistently rank among the top nations in the world. 
Th e board of this sport organisation included nine directors, six men and 
three women. Th e male CEO was not part of the board but usually at-
tended board meetings as a non-voting member. Th e following is based on 
interviews with the president, the CEO and three directors, two of whom 
were women and three were men. Th e results are structured on the four 
dimensional model of gender relations which are production, power, emo-
tional and symbolic relations. 

Production Relations

Th e role of president was held by a man. In addition to attending to gen-
eral board matters, each director was expected to assume responsibility for 
tasks relating to their knowledge area. Governance was structured largely, 
according to the expertise or professional background of board members. 
Th e women board directors’ areas of expertise and tasks were as follows: 
the vice-president, who was a qualifi ed accountant, focused on fi nances. 
Th e male CEO explained her role:

She is vice-president and she also heads up … fi nance … and given 
her expertise in fi nance she has been a great asset there. We are go-
ing through a process of just reengineering how we manage our fi -
nances and report on our fi nances as an organisation and she has 
been pivotal to that. (She gives) investment advice as well and (ad-
vice on) how we manage investments. So in terms of her skill set, 
(she is) very good, but importantly, beyond that, she is a very good 
strategic thinker. She is very good at process, and very knowledge-
able about … (the) sport and competition as well. So she brings a 
full range of skills to the board and contributes on every level basi-
cally. 
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Further, the woman director who worked in sports administration, particu-
larly in elite development, was responsible for the high performance area of 
the sport and the third woman director, who had a Master’s degree in Busi-
ness, was responsible for developing relationships with stakeholders and 
sponsorship. Th e male CEO commented on the contribution of the latter 
director in the following way:

She is … a very good stakeholder manager, so whether that be with 
prospective business partners or with the international body when 
they are out here and hosting them with functions. And ensuring 
that we are aligning ourselves well to, I guess, the powerbrokers of 
the sport and perceived in the right way, she is very good at that 
networking and positioning the national body in that way. 

Th e male president contended that all three women directors were particu-
larly valuable for their contribution in cultivating relationships and consult-
ing with stakeholders:

… I use (them) more for … talking to people and eliciting respons-
es. And I don’t know whether it is just the makeup of our board but 
(while) a couple of the male members … are quite good, … each of 
the girls (is) very good at talking to people and getting answers out 
of people, probably because they listen better than men do. 

Th e expertise of the men on the board, and the tasks they performed in 
relation to it, were concentrated in several key areas, namely, business, law 
and corporate governance. All directors but one had a strong background 
in the sport they governed. 

It is evident that the distribution of portfolios and tasks of the organisa-
tion was based on individual professional experience, a point emphasised 
by all the interviewed participants. However, since there were six men and 
three women on the board, the majority of the roles were taken by men; 
therefore the division of labour was male dominated. Further, it is also 
apparent that a signifi cant gendered division prevailed in the work of the 
organisation in relation to its communication with a wide variety of stake-
holders. 



Johanna A. Adriaanse60

Power Relations

Women’s representation on the board was 33%. Th is percentage had 
been stable over the past few years partly due to the constitution which 
contained a clause that “No one gender is to constitute less than 3 of the 
board’s membership and at least 2 of each gender must be elected mem-
bers”. 

In regard to hierarchy or status on the board, the male president’s view 
was that each member brings their own expertise and skills to the table. All 
are equally important, as he said: 

… I mean even as president I don’t play on … status … I have run 
teams all my life in business and status is the worst way to run a 
business. Th e best success I have always had is actually (when) peo-
ple are equal and think equally and every view is important, and as 
soon as you bring hierarchy and status in, good ideas oft en get lost. 
And so … what I try to do is make sure that the board is a team 
of equals, but recognise that certain people have attributes and skill 
based areas where they will be the experts …

Th is perspective was supported by other directors as one of the women 
who participated in the study commented:

… I would be saying that (this sport organisation) should be look-
ing at what collectively … the board equals, and certainly I have got 
some qualities that absolutely contribute to that whole as does every 
other board member but in diff erent ways … so I wouldn’t compare 
us as apples and oranges but we all make up a fruit salad. 

On the other hand, all interview participants reported that two board 
members were especially active and infl uential in terms of their contribu-
tion to the organisation. One, according to interview participants was a 
woman who distinguished herself by asking many critical questions in rela-
tion to good governance and she had also brought several new members to 
the board. Th e male president was also identifi ed as particularly dynamic. 
Both demonstrated a proactive approach towards the state associations by 
infl uencing some of their nominations. Th ey provided advice and guid-
ance on the sort of qualities and expertise needed on the national board. In 
sum, in view of the high ratio of male directors and the position of presi-
dent and CEO being held by men, the power in this organisation was male 
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dominated, however the female minority exercised infl uence through their 
signifi cant board positions.

Emotional Relations

Participants characterised the board as cohesive and democratic; one in 
which all voices were heard and respected, including those of women. De-
spite having diff erent perspectives on board matters, once a decision had 
been reached, the directors supported each other. As one woman director 
stated:

… I think there is, the board is terrifi c. We all have a view and 
we will all debate it and we are all even happy to back each oth-
er’s judgement if someone else feels a little bit more strongly about 
something. Very open, very honest, very strong have good discus-
sions, and then also a willingness to actually support other people’s 
direction as well. 

Th e mutual respect and collaboration was also emphasised by the male 
CEO who pointed out how well regarded and respected the female fi nance 
director was. Another, relatively new, woman director, whose view on a 
particular board matter was sought and accepted, stated: 

And look … (in) my fi rst month on the board, I had the good 
fortune of being given a project to take recommendations from a 
Sports Commission review of the sport, the National High Per-
formance Network, put that into an implementation plan format 
through consultation nationally and seek board approval for the 
content of the plan and strategies moving forward, which included 
recruitment of a new position. … So I feel very well supported and 
I felt like I had a really good opportunity to put my strength to the 
test and certainly that was all well received. 

Further to the board’s emotional relations it is noteworthy that two women 
directors were openly gay to which the male CEO commented: 

It is something (in the) history of the sport; … it is just part of the 
sport and so it is accepted as that. And actually I will say further to 
that as an example, Michelle brought her (same sex) partner to the 
(championships) and obviously felt comfortable bringing her part-
ner into that environment, and again you know no issues and no 
comments, and it is just normal behaviour as it should be. 
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Th e woman director agreed that her sexual orientation was accepted which 
is evident when she stated: 

I have certainly not experienced any discrimination or anything 
other than you know really being a person that is, you know, in a 
relationship with three kids. 

In addition to alluding to a climate of respect and collaboration, several 
directors mentioned the enjoyment that they experienced from being part 
of the board. Overall, the emotional relations on this board can best be de-
scribed as cohesive, supportive and satisfying.

Symbolic Relations

In reply to the question about the meaning of gender equality, the directors 
gave a range of answers. Th e male president understood gender equality in 
terms of men’s and women’s ability to listen to, understand and accept the 
views of the “other” gender. One woman director mentioned that gender 
equality involved a certain way of thinking:

it stems through a mindset so I think you need men with a gender 
equity mindset, you need women with a gender equity mindset as 
well. So it is as much about the gender of people as well as their 
(mindset) … so you need people on the board when decisions are 
being made that will think about both men and women, and see it 
as of equal importance and weigh up the decisions. 

Yet another meaning was off ered by a woman director who replied that it 
involved equitable contributions being made by men and women at every 
level of the sport. On the other hand, one of the men on the board sug-
gested that gender equality meant equal access by both men and women 
involved in the sport to fi nancial and human (such as quality coaches) re-
sources.

Th e participants not only demonstrated a clear understanding of gender 
equality but also a strong commitment to it. For example, the male CEO 
acknowledged the importance of the gender clause in the constitution (a 
minimum of three directors of either gender) to ensure adequate men’s and 
women’s representation on the board. One woman board member agreed 
and mentioned that she would not have stood for the board without the 
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clause because she would not have liked to be part of an election, a com-
petitive process. She said:

I think the thing that I would emphasise is having that ratio on a 
board designated specifi cally for whatever the minority is that a 
group is trying to address, so whether it be gender or … whatever it 
is, I think that allows a space for people to feel confi dent to have a 
go … Th ere is a reason that we have you know minority representa-
tion in a number of areas and I think that is the space that allows 
for people to feel confi dent and therefore contribute on more of a 
level plane. So I think that is extremely important. 

Th e gender clause in the constitution was instrumental not only to provide 
space for women directors and actively recruit them but also to maintain a 
percentage of at least 30% female representation. To summarise the sym-
bolic relations, gender equality was understood as equitable contributions 
and participation by men and women at every level of the sport. 

A summary of the gender relations on the board of sport organisation E 
based on Connell’s four-structure model can be viewed in Table one.

Table 1: Gender relations on the board of sport organisation E

Gender relations Characterised by

Production Male dominated

Power Female minority exercised infl uence through their signifi cant 
board positions

Emotional Cohesive and supportive team

Symbolic Gender equality understood as equitable contributions/partici-
pation by men and women at every level of the sport

Discussion

Th e fi ndings of this case study reveal that gender operated in diverse and 
complex ways on the board of sport organisation E. Th e complexity of the 
gender dynamics derived from the way in which roles were allocated on 
the board, power and authority were exercised, emotional relations be-
tween directors were played out and in particular, the manner in which 
gender and gender equality were understood. Overall, the gender regime 
in this sport organisation privileged men. Th ey comprised six of the nine 
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director positions and occupied the most infl uential roles of president and 
CEO. However, the gender dynamics also demonstrated two other salient 
features. First, the female minority exercised infl uence through their sig-
nifi cant board positions. Second, the male president and CEO played an 
instrumental role in support of women. Th ey promoted an organisational 
culture in which both women and men could contribute and develop. Th eir 
attitude refl ects an approach of gender mainstreaming which, according to 
Rees, is one “to transform organisations and create a culture of diversity in 
which people of a much broader range of characteristics and backgrounds 
may contribute and fl ourish” (1998, p. 27). Th e specifi c role of men on the 
board warrants further discussion. 

In terms of the gendered division of production, power and authority, 
the male president and male CEO were signifi cant as they exercised con-
siderable infl uence and power. Th e fi ndings indicate that both men demon-
strated acute awareness and commitment to gender issues. Organisational 
leadership was characterised by overt and unequivocal support for the ad-
vancement of gender equality. As proposed by Claringbould and Knoppers 
(2008), men can play an important role in the doing and undoing of gen-
der meanings to behaviours or tasks. On the one hand, the male president 
in sport E did gender by allocating stereotypical female tasks to the wom-
en directors on the board such as cultivating relationships and consulting 
with stakeholders. On the other hand, he undid gender by asking women 
directors to assume roles traditionally undertaken by men – in this case, 
the positions of fi nance director and the director responsible for high per-
formance athletes. It was the president’s view that the distribution of tasks 
should be based on individual expertise and not gender. 

In terms of emotional relations, the board of sport organisation E was 
cohesive with members respecting and supporting each other. Th e cohesion 
was evident when one relatively new woman director mentioned the sup-
port and enjoyment that she experienced as being part of the board. She 
commented on the positive climate on the board in which she had been 
given an opportunity to contribute and her input had been well received 
by the other board members including the six male directors. Further, sup-
port by men for women was apparent when the male CEO commented on 
the high regard and respect the board had for the woman fi nance director. 
Th is is in stark contrast to other studies in which men did not support and 
cooperate with women directors. For example, Sibson’s study (2010) found 
that some male board members blatantly excluded women directors by 
limiting their participation, input and infl uence in decision making. Radtke 
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(2006) reported that several women directors in her “drop-out” study felt 
obstructed by male colleagues to carry out their duties. In addition, they 
experienced the power games, infi ghting and incivility in interpersonal re-
lations on the board as repulsive. Radtke (2006) found that these women 
cherished values, such as collaboration and support, which were at odds 
with the behaviour that was prevalent in the sport organisation. Hostility 
and division among board members ultimately were the main reasons for 
these women to “drop out” of sport governance. So it is evident that a co-
hesive team on the board in which men and women support and respect 
each other is conducive for gender equality on the board. 

Further, in regard to symbolic relations, the fi ndings indicate that gen-
der equality was understood as equitable contributions and participation by 
men and women at every level of the sport including representation on the 
board. It is noteworthy that the directors of sport organisation E assumed 
responsibility for gender equality on their board which is a very diff erent 
approach from directors in other studies who attributed women’s under-
representation overwhelmingly to women themselves. In terms of McKay’s 
distinction (1992) between external and internal barriers, that is, organisa-
tional factors and those associated within women themselves, fi ndings of 
several other studies (Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007; Henry et al., 2004; 
Hovden, 2006; Pfi ster & Radtke, 2009; Radtke, 2006; Shaw & Slack, 2002) 
indicate that directors generally understood women’s under-representation 
in terms of the latter. Th ey believed that factors such as the lack of suit-
able, qualifi ed women (“can’t fi nd women”) and women’s unwillingness to 
be nominated or to assume leadership positions were the main reasons for 
women’s under-representation on their board. It was women themselves, 
they believed, who had generated the problem through their individual 
choices, priorities and competencies, all of which were beyond the control 
of the organisation.

By contrast, directors of the present study assumed responsibility as an 
organisation to address the issue of gender equality on the board by dem-
onstrating their commitment to the gender clause in the organisation’s con-
stitution. None of the interviewed directors or the CEO in this sport or-
ganisation expressed resistance to the gender clause, in fact, the male CEO 
expressed overt support for the clause. In line with the fi ndings of a study 
on women in the Olympic movement (Henry et al., 2004; Henry & Robin-
son, 2010), the results of the present study indicate that the adoption of a 
quota for the percentage of women on boards has had a positive eff ect on 
women’s representation on the board. Th e fi ndings suggest that one of the 
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women directors in sport organisation E emphasised that this clause was 
instrumental in her being elected on the board. She felt that the clause pro-
vided space for women directors and functioned as an incentive to actively 
recruit women. She emphasised that without this clause it would have been 
unlikely that she would have become part of the board. It is evident that 
the clause supported by the male directors had a positive impact on gender 
equality on their board. Nevertheless, the gender quota was perceived as a 
maximum rather than a minimum value since numerical parity of men and 
women on the board had not yet been achieved. 

Th e signifi cance of the role of men in gender equality processes has 
been acknowledged in the context of gender politics on a world scale since 
the 1995 Beijing World Conference on Women (Connell, 2009). Th e need 
to actively involve men and boys in gender equality work based on the 
premise that gender equality cannot be achieved by women alone. Reasons 
to engage men include that they oft en control the resources which are re-
quired for the work but more importantly, men will also benefi t from gen-
der equality (United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women, 
2008). Including men in the advancement of gender equality is fundamen-
tal.

Conclusion 

Although a growing body of research has contributed to the knowledge 
and understandings of the under-representation of women in sport gover-
nance, the present study has contributed by disclosing how gender works 
on boards of NSOs using a gender regimes approach. Th is study has demon-
strated how Connell’s gender regimes framework (2009) can be used as an 
eff ective analytical tool to identify how gender works in sport governance 
and the role of men as a foundation for determining the barriers to and 
opportunities for the advancement of gender equality. Th e gender regimes 
approach provided a systematic and transparent method for analysing qual-
itative data to disclose the underlying gender dynamics on boards. 

Analysis of the gender relations that characterise the composition and 
operation on sport board E indicate that despite a male-dominated division 
in production and power relations, the female minority exercised infl uence 
through their signifi cant board positions. Th ey were overtly supported by 
infl uential men, namely, the president and CEO. In terms of emotional re-
lations the board was a cohesive team in which directors enjoyed working 
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together. In addition, directors understood gender equality as a notion that 
exceeded numerical parity of men and women on the board and included a 
gender perspective across all aspects in their sport.

What then are the implications of the study’s fi ndings for the advance-
ment of gender equality in sport governance? Based on the case study of 
sport board E the fi ndings suggest that men can play a critical role in ad-
vancing gender equality in sport boards in the following ways. First, men’s 
support for gender quotas is an eff ective organisational strategy to ensure 
women’s presence on the board. Second, infl uential men directors can 
“undo” gender by allocating women to assume signifi cant board roles and 
responsibilities which were traditionally held by men. Occupation of such 
positions by women is foundational to gender equal exercise of power and 
authority in the decision-making of boards, especially related to the direc-
tions they propose for the development of the organisation and the allo-
cation of resources. Th ird, active endorsement of and support for women 
by men on boards, particularly if these men hold leadership positions, is 
highly eff ective in advancing gender equality. Establishing collaborative and 
supportive relations among women and men on boards is vital in progress-
ing gender equality. Fourth involves men directors’ understandings and 
explanations of gender inequality in sport governance. Recognition and 
understanding of the organisational and governance dynamics in produc-
ing the board’s gendered composition – rather than women themselves – is 
essential to the advancement of gender equality in sport boards. Proactive 
commitment to and action by board members towards the achievement of 
gender equality in board membership is crucial. It is critical to emphasise 
here that none of these structural dimensions on its own is suffi  cient to 
advance practice of gender equal governance. Rather, it is the combination 
of each of these dimensions that appears foundational to advancing gender 
equality in sport governance.
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