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Abstract

Despite the ubiquitous political and educational strategies aimed at redressing gender
inequality in sport in Australia for the past 30 years, the number of women in sport in
decision-making and leadership positions has remained low when compared to men. While
a number of studies have explored women’s under-representation in sport leadership roles,
there is limited understanding of how women practice sport leadership and how they
develop as leaders. To address this gap in the literature, this study took a humanistic
approach to account for, and consider, the nature of experience and the influence of
context. This study sought to provide a more personal, nuanced, and socially situated

understanding of how women practiced and learned to lead in sport.

An interpretive qualitative research design framed by a social constructivist lens was used
for this study to examine 23 women’s accounts of what constituted and framed their
leadership practices, including how they learned leadership from their engagement in day-
to-day social practices and life experiences over time. Data for this study were generated
through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted with each of the participants over

a period of two years. A multi-case study approach was used to analyse the data.

It was found that the participants’ leadership practice featured distinctive feminine
characteristics. However, for those participants at the elite level their approaches to
leadership were characterised by interaction that seemed to be traditional masculine
features of leadership with the participants’ “core” feminine approaches to leadership. The
participants’ leadership practice focused on social interaction and relationship building
underpinned by a strong sense of moral and ethical values. Key features included
collaborative decision-making, taking a team-oriented approach, using open dialogue,
valuing relationships and caring about others, and positive modelling. The model of
authentic leadership offered a useful way of conceptualising how the participants’

approached their practice of leadership.

An examination of the participants’ accounts of their experiences of the ways they learned
their leadership highlighted that leadership development for these women was a relational
and social process of learning over a lifelong journey that was influenced by individual,

personal experience situated within larger socio-cultural contexts. The relational nature of



the participants’ learning of leadership was fundamentally connected to, and drawn from
their interactions and interplay within their day-to-day social practices and life experiences
from their early childhood through to their adulthood. The findings of study revealed that
a range of past and present experiences and social factors influenced and shaped the
participants’ values and beliefs about their leadership practice such as the development of
their awareness and self-belief in their ability, the value of relationship building, and
development of strength of character associated with resilience. This study also identified
the significance of the informal social nature of the development of leadership through the
participants’ “lived” experiences but also recognised the importance of some formal
learning in developing the human capital aspects of the participants’ leadership.

Findings from this study have contributed to the relatively small body of literature
concerned with the examination of leadership practice and learning leadership for women
in a context of sport. This study has drawn attention to the different sets of relationships
that women draw on to develop their leadership practice from a young age through to their
adulthood, and has highlighted the multidimensional role of relational dynamics in the
construction of leadership. This study has also illustrated the importance of experiential
and situated learning that occurs during the formative years through to adulthood in terms
of developing women’s social skills and social awareness. These findings have
implications for the way in which women’s sport leadership practice is viewed and
encourages a rethinking on how affirmative action policies address the leadership
developed for women in sport in Australia.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and purpose of the study

In May 2012, The Australian published a list of the 50 most influential people in Australian
sport, and only four females made that list, one of which was the horse, Black Caviar. In
the same issue, journalist Nicole Jeffery wrote an article in response to the lack of women’s
presence in The Australian’s list of most influential people in Australian sport, concluding
that “Despite the many achievements of leading female athletes, sport remains a man’s
world in coaching, in administration and in the media” (as cited in Brown & Light, 2012,
p.185).

As a woman with previous involvement in the sport management industry as an employee
and volunteer, and now involved in educating the next generation of sport administrators
in the higher education system, this example of publicity is troubling and of concern.
Unfortunately this is not uncommon with numerous articles in the media publicly ignoring
the value and contribution women make toward sport. Women have long been under-
represented in decision-making and leadership roles in sport in Australia. The number of
women in sport leadership positions (23% for women as board members on national
sporting organisations) (Australian Sports Commission, 2011) is disproportionately low
when compared to the makeup of the Australian workforce population (79% males and
65.2% females during 2012/2013) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014).

Despite the ubiquitous political and educational strategies aimed at redressing gender
inequity in sport, sport continues to be dominated by men and masculinity, making it
extremely challenging for women to reach the highest echelons of sport regardless of their
credentials (Anderson, 2009; Burton, 2014; Greenhill, Auld, Cuskelly, & Hooper, 2009:
Shaw, 2006; Shaw & Hoeber, 2003; Sibson, 2010). Indeed, Kentel (2012) described gender
equity in sport as a myth, arguing that despite decades of political and educational

strategies aimed at redressing gender inequity, the status quo remained impenetrable.



For over three decades past governments and sport bodies in Australia have failed to
redress the under-representation of women in sport. This situation remains despite the
introduction of gender equity policies and affirmative action programs since 1987 with the
adoption of the first National Policy and Plan for Women in Sport by the Australian Sports
Commission (ASC). This failure led the Australian Federal Government in 2006 to conduct
a Senate inquiry into women in sport and recreation in Australia with one of the terms of
reference specifically focused on women in leadership roles in sport. It was not surprising
that the inquiry found that women remained under-represented in leadership and decision-
making positions in organised sport in the professional and voluntary sectors in Australia.
A number of barriers were identified as hindering the advancement of women in leadership
roles. In response to these findings, the Senate Committee made three recommendations
specifically focused on providing education and training opportunities for women in the

area of leadership (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006).

Four years after the Federal Government’s Senate enquiry, very little had changed, with
women still significantly under-represented in leadership and decision-making roles across
all levels of sport in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010). In particular, women
had low levels of representation in the management of sport as paid executive officers, as
board members, and as coaches and referees (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010). The
ASC reported that the representation of women on the boards of government funded
national sporting organisations (NSO) in Australia in 2010 was at 23% (ASC, 2011). Eight
years after the Federal Government’s Senate enquiry, the Sydney Scorecard reported in
2014 that women as Board of Directors on NSOs was at 28.69%, this was an increase from
the 2009-2012 data reported at 22.25% (International Working Group in Women and
Sport, 2014). However, while women as Board of Directors experienced an increase in
2013-2014, the number of Women as Board Chairs on NSOs had decreased from 20% in
2009-2012 to 11.54% in 2013-2014. Women as Chief Executives of NSOs also decreased
from 20.83% in 2009-2012 to 18% in 2013-2014 (International Working Group in Women
and Sport).



While it appears to be difficult for women to break into positions of leadership in sport
across all levels in Australia, the industry is at a crisis point as it struggles to meet the
growing demands of the delivery of sport (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). In
Australia, the sport system relies heavily on the leadership of volunteers and employed
staff to govern and facilitate the delivery of sport across Australia (Cuskelly, Hoye, &
Auld, 2006; Hoye, Smith, Nicholson, Stewart, & Westerbeck, 2012; Shilbury & Kellett,
2011). Within the context of growing concern with lifestyle diseases such as obesity, type
Il diabetes, and cardio-vascular disease, the Federal Government’s sport policy in Australia
has aimed at increasing participation in sport and physical activity (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2010). However, there is a trend showing a steady decline in the number of
volunteers in the Australian sport sector, dropping from 10 percent in 2007 to nine percent
in 2010 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010).

The next decade or so will likely see a significant expansion in sport and other physical
activity participation due to population increases and the effects of the Federal
Government’s sport policy (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010). This expected increase in
participation, however, will occur in the face of declining volunteer numbers in sport, as
well as demands for more professional delivery and financial sustainability (ASC, 2008b;
Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). These developments place pressure on the sport
industry not only to maintain but also to recruit and develop more volunteers and employed

staff to move into leadership positions.

1.2 Women’s leadership

One critical area of leadership that has received limited research attention is how women
practice leadership and how they develop as leaders. Within the broader context of research
on gender equity in leadership and recognition of the dominance of a masculine approach,
there has been an increased interest in gender-specific ways in which women lead
(Rosener, 1990; Sinclair, 2005). While there is a growing body of research focusing upon
women in the business sector using a transformational model of leadership (see,
Appelbaum, Audet, & Miller, 2003; Bass, Avolio, & Atwater, 1996; Burke & Collins,
2001; Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & Van Engen, 2003; Rosener, 1990; Van Engen &



Willemsen, 2004), very little is known about the style of leadership women practice in

sport.

Since 2000, a number of studies have been conducted on women’s leadership in sport in
an attempt to explain women’s under-representation in leadership roles. The majority of
these studies have focused on factors limiting women’s success and/or the choices
available to them to engage in leadership roles. For example, the success of the “old boys”
network, women’s lack of networks, limited professional opportunities for women, a lack
of support systems for women, lack of self-confidence, perceived lack of women mentors
and role models, and family responsibilities and commitments have all been identified by
women as key barriers for women’s under-representation in coaching and administration
positions (Claringbould & Knoppers, 2007; Edwards, Skinner, & O’Keeffe, 2000; Hovden,
2000b; Inglis, Danylchuk, & Pastore, 2000; Pfister & Radtke, 2006, 2009; Shaw, 2006;
Wensing, 2000). Although this body of research has provided important knowledge about

women’s leadership, it has only examined one aspect of a complex issue.

Furthermore, there appears to be limited understanding of how women learn to be leaders.
While there is a growing interest appearing in the research literature in leadership
development, Stead and Elliott (2009) argued that the literature is “gender neutral” and has
failed to adequately represent women’s experiences of becoming leaders. They suggested
that the literature “sustains narrow and shallow understandings of leadership development
that have limited relevance to women leaders” (p.29). The lack of empirical research into
women’s leadership practice and how they develop as leaders, highlights the need for
further critical examination. In particular, if the dilemma of women’s under-representation
in decision-making and leadership roles in Australian sport is to be addressed with more
women being encouraged to develop their leadership, there is a need to understand how

women practice leadership, and how it is constructed over time.

1.3 My background

As the researcher of this study, and to assist in adopting a reflexive approach (Bourdieu &
Wacquant, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002), it is important to share my



background and experiences in the introduction chapter. This information is aimed at
providing the reader with an insight into how my previous experiences, knowledge, and
dispositions have shaped my perspective and motivation for undertaking this study. It is
also important to provide context for the circumstances that led me to the topic of women’s

leadership being investigated in this study.

Sport, in some capacity, has played an enormous role in my life since | was a child. At the
young age of 10, I was heavily involved in the sport of ballroom dancing at a national level.
To compete at an elite level, similar to gymnastics, required a demanding training schedule
with up to 25 hours of weekly practice. At the age of 14, | became disillusioned with what
I thought was the pretentious culture of the sport. To the disappointment of my parents and
dance teachers, | walked away from dancing for a sport that was not based on subjective
judgment but, instead, on “black and white” athletic performance. Although | never
reached the same level of success competing in athletics as | enjoyed in dancing, it gave
me a far greater sense of achievement than dancing did. | put that down to the fact that in
athletics, | had to work extremely hard to achieve such small gains in performance and |
enjoyed the personal satisfaction arising from challenging myself and striving to achieve.
It was through my involvement in athletics where | eventually met my husband and

continued to compete as a middle distance runner into my mid-30s.

In regard to my educational background, | made the choice not to pursue higher education
while in my later years at secondary school in the late 1970s. At the time, | was undecided
about what | wanted to pursue as a career and saw no value in going on to complete a
degree in an area that | wasn’t interested in or had no intentions of working in. This led me
to make the decision to leave school at the end of year 11 at the age of 17 to work in a
banking institution. It was during my employment in the early 1980s with the bank that |
became acutely aware of gender discrimination in the workplace where junior males were
promoted into more senior roles despite their lack of experience or display of competency.
Female employees with years of experience were constantly overlooked with an acceptable
assumption that females were not given opportunities for promotion as they would
eventually leave the organisation once they were married to start a family. | became



frustrated with the injustice of the situation and left the bank after two years to experience
the same attitude at a Local Government Authority (LGA). Unaware at the time, | had
entered into an institution that appeared to be a “sacred” bastion of male privilege. | was
the first female to be appointed as head cashier in the history of the LGA’s existence and
was constantly reminded by a male colleague that | was only second choice behind a male
for the position who “unfortunately” declined an offer for the position to take up a better
offer elsewhere. During the three years | was employed by the LGA, | once again witnessed
males receiving promotions while females appeared to stagnate in their “mundane” clerical

positions.

At the age of 25, I was no longer working at the LGA, and had become a mother with three
sons (all under the age of three), I continued to be involved in athletics as a competitor and
club captain, and began teaching as a professional ballroom dance teacher. While I enjoyed
and valued my time being a young mother and bringing up a family in my early 20s, deep
down I regretted not having gained a higher education degree. In the early 1990s, my
husband and | made a significant decision to change our “city” lifestyle and move to the
country for his employment and to provide our three young sons with a “country”
environment to grow up in. While initially I struggled with the change and deeply missed
my support network (family and friends), | had the opportunity and time with the support
of my husband to complete a higher educational degree in Human Movement and Sport

Science, an area | was interested in and passionate about.

While completing the degree as a full-time student, in my second year of studies | also
started working part-time for a regional sports assembly, a not-for-profit organisation that
looked at addressing regional issues impacting on participation in sport and physical
activity. My studies and work at the regional sports assembly not only opened my mind
intellectually but also awakened my interest in gender in sport. This interest began to grow
as | developed and coordinated a program in primary schools specifically targeting girls in

a bid to increase their level of enjoyment and confidence in participating in sport.



At the completion of my Honours degree, | went on to full-time employment at the regional
sports assembly in the role of Executive Officer until 2002 where | became an academic
staff member and Lecturer of Sport Management at the University of Ballarat. Shortly after
my appointment at the University, | was contacted by a former colleague who knew of my
previous work with the sports assembly and my interest in promoting opportunities for
girls and women in sport, to encourage me to apply for a government research grant

evaluating the Victorian State Government’s Women in Sport leadership program.

That one phone call heralded the beginning of a journey into the maze of leadership
theories on style and leadership development, in particular for women. | took up the
opportunity to conduct a three-year research project evaluating the impact of the State
Government’s leadership program for women in the sport sector. As the principal
researcher, | had the opportunity to be involved in evaluating the Victorian State
Government’s grant scheme during 2003-2005. The research provided me not only with
the opportunity to gather additional data looking at the style of leadership practice in the
sport sector but it also allowed me to gain an insight into the processes involved in a
women’s leadership development program and an excellent opportunity to examine
women’s leadership through the lens of the government’s affirmative action intervention.

This work has formed the basis for my doctorate.

After completing the research project for the State Government, | was contacted by the
Federal Government seeking my interest in evaluating the Australian Sports Commission’s
(ASC) women’s leadership program. | went on to assemble a research team in 2005 and
again in 2008 to evaluate the impact of the ASC’s Sport Leadership Grants program for
women in the sport sector. | am proud to say the findings of the evaluation conducted in
2008 were used to support the decision for the Federal Government to keep the program
going, and also led to the program receiving significantly more funding from another

government department.

When 1 reflect back on my early days of employment, | realise how unfair and unjust the
attitude towards women in the workplace was while men enjoyed the privilege of



employment advancement. No one ever questioned such actions or attitudes; they were
just accepted as the norm. Thanks to the determination of the feminist movement in
provoking the introduction of equal opportunity laws, women now enjoy better prospects
in the workforce than I and many others experienced in the 1980s. Even with the presence
of equal employment opportunity and anti-discrimination laws in Australia for the past 30
years, my own experience encourages me to think that we still have a way to go within the
sporting industry in regard to reaching gender equity in positions of influence, in the face
of masculine domination. Indeed, from the beginning of sport in nineteenth century
England, its values and practices have been shaped by masculine hegemony (Connell,
2005).

Since the early 2000s, | have sat on a number of regional boards and advisory committees
related to sport and physical activity. In most cases, memberships on these boards and
committees have been dominated by men, and on a number of occasions | have found
myself being the only woman member. During this time, | have experienced both ends of
the continuum with being supported in a positive, collegial, and respected working
environment, to being treated as the “token women” and deliberately being marginalised
with my comments consistently ignored. There have even been a few instances when it has
been assumed by male board members that my sole purpose and role on the board was to
record the minutes of the meeting and make tea and coffee for everyone. | am glad to say
that in more recent times those negative experiences are becoming less frequent and I have
received wonderful support and respect from my male colleagues. Nevertheless, I still have
concern that when the discussion of having more female representatives on boards is
raised, | am constantly reminded by male board members that they, “would love to appoint
more women on our boards but simply there aren’t any women available to take up these
positions.” | do find these comments to some degree quite frustrating when | know there
are a number of women out in the community who are more than capable and would make
a positive contribution to a number of boards | have sat on. My real frustration is that we
need these women to have more confidence in their ability and be prepared to promote

themselves into positions of leadership.



1.4 Objectives of the study

In response to the gap in the literature on women’s leadership in sport, this study has sought
to understand how women practice and learn leadership within a sporting context
by exploring the accounts of women leaders’ experiences within the Australian sport
system across community (local clubs and regional sport associations) and elite (state and
national sporting organisations) levels in the state of Victoria. Specifically, this study has
addressed the following central question:

What are women’s approaches to sport leadership practice, and in what ways do they

learn to lead this way?

The principal unit of analysis for this study was the women who were recipients of the
Victorian State Government’s Women in Sport Leadership (WISL) program during 2003,
2004, and 2005. In recognition of the under-representation of women in leadership and
decision-making roles in sport, in 2003 the Victorian State Government introduced a
women’s leadership grant scheme in their attempt to increase the number of women in
leadership and decision-making positions in the sport and recreation industry in the state
of Victoria. The WISL program targeted women who were involved in sport at various
levels (club, regional, state, and national) in some form of leadership role with the aim of
providing them with the opportunity to increase their skill and knowledge levels to assist
their leadership capacity.

While Stead and Elliott (2009) argued that gender has a significant and fundamental impact
on women leaders, it has not been the main focus of this study to examine gender and
power in relation to the participants’ experiences of leadership practice and how they have
learned to become leaders over time. Instead, this study has used a social constructivist
theoretical framework to explore how women learn and practise leadership within a sport
context from their engagement in day-to-day social practices and life experiences over
their lives in sport and sport leadership. Importantly, it conceives that the development as
a sport leader as being a process of learning that is explicit and implicit, occurring at
conscious and non-conscious levels, and as a lifelong process. The study utilised an

interpretive qualitative research design and a multiple-case study approach to explore



beneath the surface of the ways in which women lead in sport, and to understand how their
leadership approach was constructed through, and shaped by, social experience. Data for
this study were generated through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted with
each of the participants over a period of two years, and the collection of key relevant

documents such as the participant’s grant applications and final reports.

1.5 Delimitations

This study was limited to recipients of the Victorian State Government’s Women in Sport
Leadership (WISL) program during 2003, 2004, and 2005. The participants in the study
came from a variety of not-for-profit sporting organisations from local, regional, state, and
national levels based in the state of Victoria. These women were chosen for this study
because of their involvement in the WISL program which targeted women who were
operating in a sport leadership role. No claims for significance of the study beyond these

delimitations will be made.

1.6 Rationale for the study

In an attempt to achieve a more equitable balance of women leaders and decision-makers
in sport in Australia, there is no doubt that more research needs to be undertaken in this
area to understand what constitutes and frames women’s leadership practices, including
how they learn to be leaders. This study endeavoured to make a significant and meaningful
contribution to the development and generation of knowledge about women’s leadership
experiences in sport and how the capacity of women as leaders and decision-makers in

sport can be developed.

The knowledge gained through this study contributes to existing theories on leadership
models specifically in relation to women, and provides some insight into the style of
leadership adopted by women in the sport environment. It has also aimed to contribute
toward knowledge on leadership development in relation to women in sport. From a more

practical perspective, the findings from this study may serve as a guide for future decisions
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about leadership programs and training for women in the sport domain provided by state
and federal governments, and sporting organisations.

1.7 Outline of thesis

The following chapter provides the background on how sport in Australia has evolved over
time, and what government intervention has taken place to address gender inequity in
decision-making and leadership roles in sport. Chapter 3 reviews the literature on
leadership theories, leadership development, and women’s leadership. Chapter 4 provides
an explanation for the theoretical framework used for the study. It describes and justifies
the research design and methodology used including recruitment of participants and data
analysis. Subsequent chapters (5, 6, 7 and 8) present the findings of the study and provide
a brief discussion at the conclusion of each chapter. Drawing on these four chapters,
chapter 9 provides a discussion and conclusion of the findings, identifies the major
limitations, explains the implications for theory and for women’s leadership development,

and makes recommendations for future research.
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2. The Australian Sport System and Government Sport Policies: An

Historical Context

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the history of sport in Australia
and how it has evolved over time in order to place the current study of women’s
experiences of leadership practices and development in context. The chapter includes a
brief overview of the present Australian sport system and discusses how it has been shaped
over time into a culture that privileges masculinity. This chapter endeavours to provide an
historical account of important events and policy development relating to sport and gender.
Finally, the impact of affirmative action and policies on women’s leadership in sport is

discussed.

2.1 The evolution of the Australian sports system

The Australian sporting landscape has been transformed since the early 1970s with many
of the structural changes being aligned to government involvement (Phillips &
Magdalinski, 2008). With the financial support from the government, the Australian sport
system has evolved into a complex federated network of approximately 30,000
professional and not-for-profit voluntary sport organisations across national, state,
regional, and local levels (Hoye & Nicholson, 2010).

Prior to the 1970s, the foundation of Australian sport was the not-for-profit, amateur club-
based sport system that was primarily managed and delivered by volunteers who received
minimal Federal Government support (Nicholson, Peters, Smith, Stewart, & Westerbeck,
2004). From an historical context, the phenomenon of voluntarism has its roots in colonial
and post-colonial sports (Deane, 2011). The beginnings of organised sport in Australia
dates back to the early days of British colonisation with the Australian colonies established
as outposts of the British Empire and as a penal settlement where British cultural practices
were introduced. Significantly, the development of the colonies occurred during a period
of belief by the British in the games ethic that had a particularly strong influence on the
rise to prominence of sport in Australian culture from the second half of the nineteenth
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century (Cashman, 1995; Light, 2008b).

As the population grew through free settlement, the establishment of clubs to organise
sport on a more permanent and continuing basis were introduced to Australia with the
formation of the Sydney Turf Club in 1825, followed by the Australian Cricket Club in
1826 (Cashman, 1995). Between the 1850s and the 1880s, sport in colonial Australia
experienced far-reaching changes shaped by the influence of the discovery of gold and the
establishment of private secondary schools and universities (Cashman, 1995). Cashman
suggested that this was an important period during which sport played a profound role in
the development of a sense of national identity and strength of character. It was also during
this period that sport evolved from a local competition to inter-colonial and international
competitions (Cashman, 1995).

While private and government schools played an important role in the development of
sport in Australia from federation in 1901 to the 1960s, sport was mainly delivered by not-
for-profit, member-based clubs run by volunteers that provided playing facilities and teams
to participate in local and regional competitions. At the state level, state sport governing
bodies coordinated regional competitions and organised state championships. At the
national level, national sport governing bodies were primarily responsible for coordinating
national championships and supporting national teams to compete against other countries
(Nicholson et al., 2004).

Since the early 1970s, the Federal Government’s influence on the Australian sports system
has been increasingly significant in setting the agenda for sport development in Australia.
During 1973, a report commissioned by the Department of Tourism and Recreation
entitled, The Role, Scope and Development of Recreation in Australia formed the basis for
defining the Federal Government’s involvement in sport. Since 1973, the Federal
Government’s provision of financial investment in sport has grown significantly from $6.2
million in 1973/74 financial year to $307 million in 2012/13 (Jolly, 2013). In 1985, the
Federal Government established the Australian Sports Commission (ASC), a statutory
authority with legislative responsibility for the coordination of sport policy in Australia.

The intervention of the Federal Government via funding distributed through the Australian
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Sports Commission has had a significant influence on sport at the elite level by
encouraging national and state sporting organisations to become more professional with
paid administrators responsible for the delivery and management of their sport (Shilbury
& Kellett, 2011; Stewart, Nicholson, Smith, & Westerbeck, 2004). As a tradeoff for
National Sport Organisations (NSO) receiving financial support from ASC, the ASC has
been able to influence their implementation of the government’s sport policy and initiatives

across all levels of their sport (Hoye & Nicholson, 2010).

In particular, in more recent times, the Federal Government’s sport policy and distribution
of funding has encouraged NSOs to adopt best-practice management and governance
systems, address elite sport development and performance, anti-doping policies, growth in
community sports participation, adoption of fair play in sport practices, and improvement
in economic efficiency (ASC, 2008a). Influenced by the funding received from the ASC,
the NSOs have worked with, and provided leadership to, their affiliated state sporting
organisations (SSO) to deliver sport development programs in each of the eight states and
territories in Australia. The SSOs have also received varying amounts of funding support
from their respective state or territory government which they have used to provide support
and leadership for regional and local clubs who are predominately driven by volunteers to
operate and deliver sport at the grass root level (Cuskelly, Hoye, & Auld, 2006; Shilbury,
Deane, & Kellett, 2006).

Despite the shift towards the “professionalisation” of sport over the last 15-20 years,
influenced by government funding, volunteers continue to form the backbone of
Australia’s sport delivery system with many sports still reliant upon volunteers to ensure
the ongoing sustainability of sport in Australia (Shilbury & Kellett, 2011). According to
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2006) over 1.7 million Australians aged 18 years and
over volunteered their time to enable sport to operate in Australia with an estimated input
value to the sector of $3.9 billion (Frontier Economics, 2010). While volunteers are integral
to delivering the Australian sport system, they are faced with a number of constraints and
barriers created by societal and institutional pressures (Cuskelly et al., 2006). The range
and complexity of tasks and responsibilities required volunteers to become more
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professional has increased dramatically over the past 20 years (ASC, 2008b). The
heightened expectations of consumers for sporting organisations to provide a quality
service, the pressures exerted by government agencies to meet compliance and
accountability requirements, the increasingly litigious environment inherent in sport
participation, along with changes in society and people’s priorities and perceived time
pressures have resulted in a decline in volunteers. Many volunteers are taking on multiple
responsibilities across diverse roles such as administrators, board and committee members,
coaches, team managers, and officials (ASC, 2008b; Cuskelly et al., 2006).

2.2 The culture of Australian sport

The culture of sport in Australia is in many ways similar to the culture of sport practised
in other Western societies (Coakley, Hallinan, Jackson, & Mewett, 2009; Phillips &
Magdalinski, 2008) yet has its own particular cultural features tied into its history (Light,
2008b). It is widely recognised that in contemporary Western cultures, sport forms a
cultural practise that exerts a powerful influence on the enculturation of boys, girls, men,
and women and upon their development of personal and gendered identity (Coakley et al.,
2009; Connell, 1983). In fact, sport has formed a central mechanism for the reproduction
of gender inequity (Light, 2007). For example, in an Australian context, sport has been
identified as a gendered activity where the reproduction of perceived differences between
appropriate female and male physicality has been established and accepted (Phillips &
Magdalinski, 2008).

Sport has also been recognised as a male institution where hegemonic masculinity is a
dominant culture within sport organisations in which the practices of masculinity are
cultivated, reinforced, and celebrated (Anderson, 2009; Burgess, Edwards, & Skinner,
2003; Coakley et al., 2009; Connell, 2005; Humberstone, 2002; Light & Kirk, 2000;
Whisenant, 2008; Whitson, 2002). Connell (2005) appropriated the term hegemony to
explain how both masculine domination, and the control of particular form of masculinity
becomes common sense, accepted, and unquestioned yet operates to reproduce gender
inequality. Connell made significant reference to the role that sport, in all developed

societies, played in this process including Australia.
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A range of practices prevalent in sport in Australia contribute toward the construction of a
culture that privileges masculinity while marginalising femininity, and promotes an
exemplary form of masculinity over others (Light, 2007) while also promoting
homophobia (Connell, 1998; McKay, 1997; Phillips & Magdalinski, 2008). Sport has been
dominated by discourses of masculinity where men are highly valued in sporting
organisations, while in contrast, women’s roles are associated with positions that are
undervalued (Shaw & Hoeber, 2003). A male-dominated culture within sport has led to
institutional and organisational practices that favour men and disadvantage women, which
has resulted in few women holding leadership positions in sport (Claringbould &
Knoppers, 2007; Edwards, Skinner, & O'Keefe, 2000; Greenhill, Auld, Cuskelly, &
Hooper, 2009; McKay, 1997; Phillips & Magdalinski, 2008; Shaw & Frisby, 2006).

Furthermore, the dominance of masculinity reproduced through sport is both celebrated
and idealised by the discriminatory and masculine bias of coverage of male and female
sport portrayed through the media. This has contributed to the perception that sport has
limited relevance to women and has reinforced the ideology that sport is a masculine
culture, marginalising women and minority groups (Humberstone, 2002; Kay & Jeanes,
2008). In Australia, the culture of masculine domination in sport is constantly reinforced
by media exposure of men’s sport and the limited coverage of women’s sport that conveys
and legitimises messages of gender domination associated with physical strength, courage,
assertiveness, competitiveness, and leadership (ASC, 2010; Bryson, 1990; Humberstone,
2002; McKay, 1991). For example, despite the international success of Australian female
athletes and the relatively high levels of girls and women over the age of 15 (approximately
1.725 million) participating in a playing role in organised club sport in Australia in 2009
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010), there was a disproportionate balance of all sports
coverage in Australian television news media between men’s (81%) and women’s (9%)
sport, which represented sport as a traditionally male culture and reinforced the male
dominance of sporting culture in Australia (ASC, 2010).

2.3 Government policies on gender in Australian sport

Historically, sport in Australia revolved around an amateur pursuit within community,
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club-based sport organisations run by volunteers. There was very little government
involvement other than state and local authority governments’ investment largely in
facilities such as sports grounds and pavilions (Phillips & Magdalinski, 2008; Stewart et
al., 2004). In order to compete at national and international levels, athletes were required
to rise through the local community club-based system where they represented their region
in interstate competitions and the elite were then selected to compete at national and
international levels. The club-based sport system, philosophically, provided an inclusive
structure for mass sport participation that allowed people the opportunity to participate at
a level graded by their ability (Shilbury et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2004).

During the 1970s, the viability of maintaining this traditional sports system was
questioned, resulting in a fundamental shift towards a reformed sports structure
incorporating support from the three tiers of government (federal, state, and local) and
increased support for elite athletes (Shilbury et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2004). This was
further shaped in the early 1980s by public outrage and the ensuing government response
to Australia’s poor performance in the 1976 Olympic Games in Montreal, where the
country finished in 32" position with no gold medals—a situation that led to the formation
of the Australian Institute of Sport (AlS). Due to these changes, progressively over time
the Australian sport system has transformed into a more professional industry. The increase
in professionalism has occurred in a range of ways with funding provided by the Federal
Government via the ASC, which has played a key role in shaping the Australian sport
system (Shilbury et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2004). The following section examines the

evolution of government policy with specific emphasis on women in sport.

2.3.1 Policy development during the 1970s

The 1970s saw the beginning of an important shift in government policy that set the
foundations for the institutional framework for the delivery of sport in Australia (Cashman,
1995; Stewart et al., 2004). Until that time, sport policy had not featured on the
Commonwealth Government’s agenda. The government had very little involvement or
influence on the development of sport and sporting organisations that provided sporting

opportunities for Australians (Bloomfield, 1973; Stewart et al., 2004). It was not until 1972

17



that the Labor Party, under the leadership of Gough Whitlam, commissioned an inquiry
directed by John Bloomfield, a physical education professor from the University of
Western Australia, to examine the role, scope, and development of recreation in Australia
(Bloomfield, 1973). Bloomfield’s (1973) report presented a strong case for the need for
the development of recreation in Australia to address the poor state of the nation’s health
(Bloomfield, 1973). Key recommendations made by Bloomfield included that the
Commonwealth Government: establish a national recreation system that would encourage
development of community recreation facilities at the local government level which all the
community would have access to; supplement the voluntary leader system with
professional expertise; and establish a national institute of sport and recreation to provide

leadership and sport programs for Australia’s elite athletes (Bloomfield, 1973).

Within the report Bloomfield (1973) did not specifically address the issue of gender, and
made limited reference to women’s participation in sport, while acknowledging that
Australian women, along with their male counterparts who had excelled at the international
level of sport, were great ambassadors for Australia. The only other reference to women
in the report was in relation to Bloomfield’s discussion on the societal challenges facing
the Australian population’s recreation trends. He stated:

There is also a growing problem of the intelligent and often well-educated

woman who has grown up in the mentally stimulating environment of our

various educational institutions and then abruptly finds herself cut off from

meaningful contact with anyone but her immediate family (Bloomfield,

1973, p.2).
Bloomfield’s (1973) comment reflected the attitude towards women’s status in the
Australian society at the time. In the 1970s, despite women’s steadily increasing
participation in paid employment, they made up only 35% of the officially recognised
Australian workforce (Bryson, 1994). Women were still perceived as second class citizens
in Australia, defined by their domestic work (Kingston, 1996).

Although not all of Bloomfield’s 74 recommendations were adopted by the Whitlam
Government (Stewart et al., 2004), the report formed the blueprint for the Australian sport
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system as it is known today. The report became a catalyst for the Whitlam Government to
argue strongly for government to have a greater involvement and commitment to sport in
Australia (Stewart et al., 2004). However, the Whitlam Government’s commitment was
not to come to fruition with the election of the Liberal Party in 1975 under the leadership
of Malcolm Fraser. The Fraser Government took the view that sport should run its own
affairs with little government interference (Stewart et al., 2004).

2.3.2 Policy development during the 1980s

The 1970s has been recognised as a significant period in the development of sport in
Australia with the Commonwealth Government’s increased funding for sport, and sport
infrastructure (Cashman, 1995; Deane, 2011). However, minority groups such as women
were not on the sport agenda of either government at the time. It wasn’t until a change of
government in 1983, back to the Labor Party under the leadership of Bob Hawke, that
women’s participation in sport was put on the agenda. The Hawke Government’s policy
mandated a more coordinated and balanced approach to sports development in Australia
that represented all sporting interests, not just at the elite level (Cashman, 1995; Stewart et
al., 2004). In 1985, the ASC was established to provide leadership and direction at the
national level. The ASC was responsible for delivering increased funding to NSOs and

assist with consolidating their sport development programs (Stewart et al., 2004).

In 1984, under the auspices of the Hawke Government, a working group on women in sport
was established to prepare a report to government, which contained recommendations for
a long-term strategy to provide a fairer deal for women and girls in sport in Australia
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1985). According to the working group, the Commonwealth
Government had largely ignored women’s participation in sport, despite the fact that
problems facing women in sport had been well documented (Commonwealth of Australia,
1985). The report prepared by the working group, titled Women, Sport and the Media,
recommended that two types of action were necessary for change. First, sports associations
needed to adopt new processes and practices that encouraged more opportunities for
women and girls to participate in sport. Second, the structural barriers facing women in

sport needed to be removed, in particular, by examining ways the Federal Government and
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the media industry could work together to become more aware and responsive to the needs
of women in sport. Combinations of these actions were recommended with the aim of
achieving a more equitable balance of opportunities for women, including a fairer coverage

of women’s sports by all media in Australia.

The Women, Sport and the Media report also recommended that a Women’s Sports
Promotion Unit be established under the auspices of the ASC to undertake the task of
implementing the recommended changes and to provide advice to Federal Government on
all aspects of women in sport in Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 1985). In 1987,
two years after the report was released, a task-force for women in sport was established
and the first national policy and plan for women in sport was adopted by the ASC (ASC,
1991; Shilbury et al., 2006). In the same year, a separate Women’s Sport Promotion Unit
was established within the ASC, which was responsible for women’s participation in sport.
The Unit’s prime focus was to improve public awareness of women in sport, provide
advice, and develop policies on women and sport issues across all ASC programs and the
broader community (ASC, 1991; 1992).

2.3.3 Policy development during the 1990s

In 1990, the ASC increased its support for women in sport when it designated affirmative
action as a priority area for research by funding three research projects through its Applied
Sports Research Program (McKay, 1997). In the same year, a committee was established
by the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs
to report on the progress made towards the achievement of equal opportunity and equal
status for Australian women. Part of the committee’s inquiry involved preparing a
discussion paper on sport, leisure and recreation (ASC, 1991). In February 1991, a joint
seminar was held by the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Legal and
Constitutional Affairs and the ASC at which 300 representatives from national and state
sporting organisations, media agencies, the education sector, and government agencies
discussed issues of equal status and equal opportunity for Australian women in sport (ASC,
1991; McKay, 1997). At the seminar, the Executive Director of the ASC, Jim Ferguson,

confirmed the Federal Government’s commitment to improving the opportunities for
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women to participate in sport at all levels (ASC, 1991). At the conclusion of the seminar,
Ferguson acknowledged that the criticisms of the ASC’s programs for women in sport
throughout the seminar, and in submissions received from organisations to the committee,
were to some extent justifiable. He also emphasised the ASC’s level of commitment to
“vigorously pursue action in the area of women in sport” (ASC, 1991, p.253). Prior to the
seminar, the ASC had begun to shift their approach to addressing women’s participation
in sport by changing the name of the Women’s Sport Promotion Unit to the Women and
Sport Unit, with the intention that the Unit would have more of a focus on policy

development rather than promotion (ASC, 1991).

In June 1991, the ASC, in conjunction with the New South Wales International Sporting
Events Council, held the “Sportswomen Step Forward Conference” in Sydney, Australia
as an initiative to develop women as leaders in sport. The focus of the conference was to
increase women’s confidence, and to develop their leadership and management skills, with
the intention of encouraging more women to participate in decision-making in Australian
sport (ASC, 1992). In her opening address to the conference, Ros Kelly, the Federal
Minister for Sport, reiterated the Federal Government’s support for women in sport by
stating that 1991 heralded the time for action and she wanted to lead the way for women
to achieve equity in the 1990s (ASC, 1992). Kelly noted that “women have a great
contribution to make as leaders in the area of sport but presently they were severely under-
represented in the decision-making echelons of the sports world” (p.6) and emphasised that
“every Australian must have equal access to sport and this type of conference is essential
in reaching that goal” (p.7).

During 1996, the Labor Government, which had been in power since 1983, was replaced
by the Liberal Government under the leadership of John Howard. The Howard
Government’s sport policy entitled Encouraging Players, Developing Champions,
confirmed its commitment to maintain funding levels to NSOs and the AIS, but also made
a commitment to increase assistance to minority groups, including the promotion of
women’s sport (Stewart et al., 2004). Due to the need for a more collaborative approach
between both federal and state agencies, in 1997 the Howard Government reviewed and
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revised the National Policy and Plan for Women in Sport, adopted by the ASC in 1987.
The revised national policy was also developed in response to the 1994 Brighton
Declaration on Women and Sport, an international set of guiding principles to increase
women’s involvement in sport at all levels, and the 1998 Windhoek Call for Action which
reinforced the Brighton Declaration and acknowledged the need for greater cooperation
and coordination between agencies and organisations (ASC, 1999a). The revised policy
released in 1999 was titled Active Women: National Policy on Women and Girls in Sport,
Recreation and Physical Activity 1999-2002 and provided three guiding principles aimed
at increasing the involvement of women and girls in sport, recreation and physical activity
at all levels: equity and equality; participation and well-being; and education and
information (ASC, 1999a).

The ASC also produced a resource to complement the Active Women: National Policy on
Women and Girls in Sport, Recreation and Physical Activity 1999-2002. The resource was
a guide for organisations working towards a position of equity and outlined practical
strategies and examples of good practice. Under the guiding principle of participation and
well-being, the ASC put forward a number of strategies addressing leadership and
decision-making. These included: organisations to provide equal opportunity recruitment
procedures; promotion of career pathways and opportunities available for women in
administration, coaching, and officiating from club to international levels;
acknowledgement of women’s contribution to sport; and the provision of mentoring

programs for women (ASC, 1999b).

In the same year that the revised national policy for women in sport was released, the
Minister for Sport and Tourism, Jackie Kelly, appointed the Sport 2000 Task Force to
conduct a comprehensive review of the Commonwealth Government’s involvement in
Australian sport and recreation. The purpose of the review was to advise the
Commonwealth Government on the appropriate structures, arrangements, and delivery
services for sport beyond 2000 (Commonwealth of Australia, 1999). The report, Shaping
Up: A Review of Commonwealth Involvement in Sport and Recreation in Australia,
recommended that the government change their priorities and put more emphasis on
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providing resources and funding into recreation and physical activity (Commonwealth of
Australia, 1999; Stewart et al., 2004). Within the report, the Task Force referred to the
Commonwealth Government’s commitment to women in sport with the release of their
revised national policy on women and sport during the review. The Task Force discussions
with sporting organisations about women’s participation in sport revealed that their main
concerns related to women’s access to participation and leadership positions. The Task
Force concluded that the Commonwealth Government had a continuing role to play in
assisting sporting organisations to adopt strategies to encourage women and girls’
participation in sport and recreation. The Task Force recommended that the government
assist sport and recreation organisations to adopt and implement the government’s national

policy on women and sport (Commonwealth of Australia, 1999).

2.3.4 Policy development during the 2000s

In 2001, the Howard Government launched their new sport policy titled Backing
Australia’s Sporting Ability: A more active Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 2001).
Despite the Sport 2000 Task Force’s recommendations for increased resources and funding
into recreation and physical activity (Commonwealth of Australia, 1999), the Howard
Government increased funding for elite sport development and prioritised participation
in organised club-based sport over informal physical activity (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2001; Nicholson et al., 2004). The Howard Government’s sport policy statement

omitted to mention women’s participation in sport.

In 2006, the Howard Government directed the Environment, Communications,
Information Technology and the Arts Reference Committee to conduct a Senate inquiry
into women and sport and recreation in Australia, with particular reference to: the health
benefits from accessibility to women’s participation in sport and recreation; women’s sport
in the media; and women’s leadership roles in sport (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006).
In relation to leadership and governance, the committee found that women continued to be
under-represented in the decision-making structures of sporting organisations and faced a
number of barriers hindering their advancement into leadership roles. Strategies discussed

by the committee to increase the number of women in leadership roles included: the
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introduction of quotas or targets for the proportion of women on NSO boards; and the
encouragement of NSOs to provide professional development, leadership training,
networking opportunities, and mentoring for women. The committee recommended that
the ASC’s Sport Leadership Grants for Women scheme be continued and funding for the
scheme be increased; that the ASC continue to provide professional development
opportunities for women to develop networking techniques; and that sporting organisations
be funded by the ASC to provide leadership training for women (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2006).

Not long after the Howard Government released the Senate report titled, About time!
Women in sport and recreation in Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006), there
was a change of government back to the Labor Party under the leadership of Kevin Rudd.
Within months of being elected, the Rudd Government released a national policy paper on
sport titled Australian Sport: emerging challenges, new directions (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2008). The paper outlined the Rudd Government’s proposed reforms to the
Australian sport system, at both the elite and community levels. The Rudd Government
named three key priority areas it intended to focus on during its parliamentary term, one
of which was the improvement of the status of women in sport. The national policy paper
stated there would be an examination of the Senate Committee Report on Women in Sport
and Recreation Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006). There was also a
commitment given: to help televise two national women’s sport leagues (soccer and
netball); create more training opportunities for women; recognise the achievements of
women; and continue to provide funding for the Sport Leadership Grants for Women

program.

In November, 2009, the Crawford Report titled, The future of sport in Australia
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2009) was released by the Federal Minister for Sport. The
report was produced by an independent sport panel led by David Crawford and was
commissioned by the Rudd Government. Its aim was to review the Australian sporting
system to ensure that the system remained prepared for future challenges at both the
community and elite levels. In June, 2010, Kevin Rudd’s leadership of the Labor
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Government was challenged internally and Julia Gillard was sworn in as the first woman
and 27" Prime Minister of Australia and re-elected by the Australian public at the August
2010 federal election as Prime Minister in her own right. Prior to the change of leadership
and Federal election, in response to the Crawford Report and in preparation for the
upcoming election, the Rudd Government released a national policy paper stating the
Labor Government’s new vision of sport titled, Australian sport: The pathway to success
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2010) to which the Gillard Government committed to in the
2010/2011 budget (Jolly, 2013).

Within the policy paper, breaking down the barriers to women’s and girl’s participation in
sport, and the promotion of women in leadership roles in sport were identified as key
priority areas. In the 2010/2011 budget, the Gillard Government committed to providing
additional funding and resources to: improve