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Abstract 

Historically, women like other marginalized and discriminated groups, have been 

compared to the manly model of sport as ‘others’ and often it is their feminine 

characteristics that are focused upon. In the coaching profession, women have yet to 

break through and be seen as equals to their male counterparts. Even as the number of 

women taking part in sports is increasing and equity between men’s and women’s 

sports is growing, there still remains areas within sport where women continue to 

struggle to gain more influence and power. High-performance coaching is an area where 

growth has been slow for women to gain a more equitable foothold. Men continue to 

dominate the role as the coach and continue to dominate even more so at the high-

performance level of coaching. The aim of this qualitative study is to examine and 

explore the experiences of high-performance coaches in three Swedish sporting 

organizations and contribute to an understanding to what factors surround the 

underrepresentation of high-performance female coaches in sports organizations that are 

relatively gender equal in participants and leaders. A semi-structured interview was 

conducted with 5 individual high-performance coaches (3 female; 2 male) across 

swimming, skiing and triathlon. The results show a continuation of a flexible masculine 

hegemony in the role of a coach, but also changing attitudes and norms towards women 

as high-performance coaches. It also questions the organization and structure of the 

coaching role taking into consideration recommendations for changes in the work of a 

coach to make the profession more sustainable for both men and women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 3 

Table of Contents 

1 Introduction ............................................................................................................... 5 

2 Purpose & objectives.................................................................................................. 7 

3 Literature review ........................................................................................................ 8 

4 Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................ 11 

4.1 Gramsci’s theory of hegemony ......................................................................................11 

4.2 Sport and hegemony ......................................................................................................12 

4.3 The Swedish Sporting Movement ..................................................................................13 

5 Method .................................................................................................................... 14 

5.1 Selection .......................................................................................................................15 

5.2 Collection......................................................................................................................16 

5.3 Processing and analysis .................................................................................................17 

5.4 Literature ......................................................................................................................18 

5.5 Ethical consideration .....................................................................................................18 

6 Result & analysis ..................................................................................................... 20 

6.1 Interview Findings: Theme 1 – Family and work constraints ..........................................21 

6.2 Interview Findings: Theme 2 – Men and women in coaching .........................................23 

6.3 Interview Findings: Theme 3 – Equality within the sport ...............................................26 

6.4 Interview Findings: Theme 4 – Recommendations for change ........................................29 

7 Discussion................................................................................................................ 31 

7.1 Work and family related constraints...............................................................................32 

7.2 The role of the high-performance coach .........................................................................33 

7.3 Factors for recruitment and retainment of female coaches ..............................................34 

7.4 Implications ..................................................................................................................35 

7.5 Limitations ....................................................................................................................36 

7.6 Recommendations .........................................................................................................37 

8 References ............................................................................................................... 39 

8.1 Journals .........................................................................................................................39 

8.2 Print ..............................................................................................................................42 

8.3 Internet media ...............................................................................................................43 

8.4 Research and development reports .................................................................................43 

8.5 E-books .........................................................................................................................43 

 



 4 

Appendix .................................................................................................................... 45 

A: Keywords .......................................................................................................................45 

B: Literature search .............................................................................................................45 

C: Interview Guide ..............................................................................................................46 

D: Interview request letter ...................................................................................................48 

E: Interview consent form ...................................................................................................49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

1 Introduction 

Sport is a cultural phenomenon that plays a large and meaningful role in society. Sport 

is advocated to create meaningful experiences and play a role in the social and moral 

education of the sport participant. It is a cultural practice that also brings with it, strong 

institutionalized qualities that have over the years marginalized and discriminated 

against certain groups. Modern day sports grew out of the wider values of the 

patriarchal Victorian period where power, competitiveness, and physical prowess were 

based in masculine qualities (Hargreaves, 1994). Despite the growing number of women 

in sport, there still remains a common notion of women being vulnerable and frail that 

continues to perpetuate the male hegemony of sport especially within the coaching 

profession (Norman, 2010a).  

Historically, women like other marginalized and discriminated groups, have 

been compared to the manly model of sport as ‘others’ and often it is their feminine 

characteristics that are focused upon. In the coaching profession, women have yet to 

break through and be seen as equals to their male counterparts. In the United States, the 

federally mandated Title IX law or otherwise known as the Educational Amendment 

Act of 1972, made it illegal to exclude women from education programs and activities 

receiving federal funding. Despite what it the law did for female college athletes, it was 

not without a negative consequence for women’s sports. Title IX also meant the end of 

the Association for Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (AIAW), an organization that 

was created for women, organized by women, and governed by women (Kane & Lavoi, 

2018). This had an effect over the years where in 1972, women made up near 90% of 

the coaches and administrators in collegiate women’s sports, but by 2010 made up only 

42% of coaches and 21% of administrators (Acosta & Carpenter, 2010). 

Even as the number of women taking part in sports is increasing, and the 

popularity of women’s sports is growing, there still remains areas within sport where 

women are still struggling to gain more influence and power (Burton, 2015). Coaching 

is an area where growth has been slow in increasing the number of women, especially at 

the high performance level of sport where men are most commonly coaches (Banwell, 

Stirling, & Kerr, 2019). Gender equality in sport is not a new topic and has been an area 

of focus for several years. It is not only about creating equal opportunities for women to 

coach and participate in sport, but it also pertains to that both men and women should 
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have equal influence in the decision-making to shape sport and their participation in it. 

Gender equity is part of the vision for the Swedish Sport Confederation in their strategy 

plan named “Strategi 2025” (Strategy 2025). This vision based in scientific studies, 

includes that women or men are represented by at least 40% in sport governing bodies 

(Svender & Nordensky, 2017). 

In May of 2018, the Swedish Skiing Team presented Annika Zell as their new 

national team coach. A year later, Expressen reported that Zell left the national team 

citing that the right conditions were not present which did not make the role of coaching 

enjoyable (Holmberg, 2019). These conditions were reported to be difficulties being the 

only female high-performance coach on the team (Holmberg, 2019). In 2019, the 

Swedish Sports Confederation produced a report that for the first time looked at the 

gender equality between men and women in the coaching role. Svender and 

Nordensky’s (2019) report, Jämställdhet bland idrottens ledare (Equality within sports 

leaders) compared the balance between men and women in coaching roles but does not 

differentiate the differences on the high-performance level. Despite the number of men 

and women coaching female national teams in Sweden, the overall number of national 

team coaches in Sweden is still dominated by men (Svender & Nordensky, 2019). 

When divided by head coaches for national teams in Sweden, there were a total of 216 

in the year 2017 where men made up 84% of these positions (Svender & Nordensky, 

2019). In those sports where women occupy the majority of leadership roles, men and 

women are nearly equally divided in national team coaching roles and in the sports 

where men occupy a majority of the leadership roles, we see that women occupy about 

a third of the national team roles (Svender & Nordensky, 2019).  

In international representation, women make up 25.7% of association and 

federation leaders. In 2018, eighty-one women represented Sweden in international 

associations where Swedish men numbered 234 (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2018). In 2018, 

it was reported that there were 3,059 active elite athletes in Sweden. Men made up 53% 

of the total number of elite athletes and women 47% (Norberg, Faskunger & Dartsch, 

2018). But when looking at the number elite coaches in the country, the number of 

women leading national teams was only 26% (Norberg, Faskunger & Dartsch, 2018). 

Although attitudes towards women’s involvement in sport is something that few people 

in western societies would say is ‘unnatural’, there still exists traditional notions of what 

is still concerned as appropriate (Jeanes, Hills & Kay, 2016).  
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2 Purpose & objectives 

In determining whether a woman is fit for the role of a coach, it is often male 

characteristics that a woman is compared against. Coaching at the high-performance 

level is an area where growth has been slow in increasing the number of women. 

Gender equality in sport has been a focus of the Swedish Sports movement since 1977 

(Svender & Nordensky, 2019). It is not only about creating equal opportunities for 

women to coach and participate in sport, but it also pertains to that both men and 

women should have equal influence in the decision-making to shape sport and their 

participation in it. Gender equality in Swedish sport is one of the priorities in the 

Swedish Confederations “Strategi 2025” aiming for that by the year 2025, at least 40% 

of leadership positions in Swedish sports will be occupied by women. These leadership 

positions include but are not limited to coaching roles (Svender & Nordensky, 2017). 

 The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine and explore the experiences 

of five high-performance coaches in three separate Swedish sporting organizations that 

have a minimum of 40% women in coaching and leadership roles. Further, the aim is to 

contribute to an understanding as to what factors, according to the coaches, surround the 

underrepresentation of female high-performance coaches in these sports organizations. 

Through semi-structured qualitative interviews, it is hoped that I can answer the 

following questions: 

1. What are the work/family related constraints experienced by the interviewed 

male and female high-performance coaches and how do they affect the coaches 

differently?  

2. What understanding do the interviewed male and female coaches in this study 

have about the coaching role at the high-performance level? 

3. What factors do the interviewed coaches believe contribute to successful 

recruitment and retainment of female coaches at the high-performance level? 
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3 Literature review 

Sport is considered a gendered institution where there exists a masculine hegemony 

(Burton, 2015; Walker & Sartore-Baldwin, 2013). Burton (2015) writes that “sport 

operates as a space to define and reproduce hegemonic masculinity as acceptable” and 

refers to the idea that masculinity (often heterosexual and physically dominant) 

reproduces itself and dominates the sporting culture subordinating other forms of 

masculinity and women (p. 156). This has constructed a gender ideology that coaching 

is men’s work and that only men can be good coaches (Kamphoff, 2010; Walker & 

Sartore-Baldwin, 2013). Masculinity or maleness has been accepted as the norm and 

viewed as superior to femininity making it challenging for women to assume roles as 

coaches in sports organizations. Further the macho culture, and maleness of the 

coaching profession is something that most female high-performance coaches adjusted 

to or accepted rather than resisting the culture (Kenttä, Bentzen, Dieffenbach, & 

Olusoga, 2020). 

Shaw and Slack (2002) analyzed gender relations in three English football 

organizations and found that hegemonic masculinity is promoted through the language, 

policies and practices that are created in an unequal gender environment. They reasoned 

that new organizations have a greater potential of reaching and making an equitable 

discourse than what older historical organizations due to the already established 

institutions, structures and policies that many times are hard to change (p. 102). Blom et 

al. (2011) discuss the gendering of the coaching role as being masculine and the 

challenges women face in assuming roles as coaches. Women find it harder to establish 

credibility as coaches, get the support of sports managers/directors, and feel loneliness 

in being the only female coach in their team/association/organization (Blom et al., 2011; 

Kamphoff, 2010). Even if the number of women participating in sport as athletes has 

increased greatly over the years, men still dominate as coaches even in coaching 

women’s sports (Kane & Lavoi, 2018). Sisjord, Fasting, and Sand (2020) looked at the 

gender pathways in recruitment of female high-performance coaches and found that 

relatively more female coaches than men had competed at the elite level contributing to 

them at times the social capital needed to be recruited as a high-performance coach. 

They also found that recruitment of coaches tended more often to be informal and 

concluded that sport like society is organized according to Bourdieu’s androcentric 



 9 

principle which theorizes that masculine domination in coaching is perpetuated through 

social constructed gender differences (Sisjord, Fasting, & Sand, 2020, p. 11). 

Scholars have been studying women in coaching for several years and a lot has 

been written on organizational structures and cultures that place limitations on 

minorities and women in sport coaching (Allen & Shaw, 2016; Blom et al., 2011; 

Borland & Bruening, 2010; Norman, 2010b, 2012; Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2018). 

Additionally, mental health of women and coaching has begun to come to the forefront 

as burnout has increased among female coaches in high performance coaching 

positions. Norman, Rankin-Wright, and Allison (2018) point out that the 

underrepresentation of women in coaching is a “symptom of a deeper issue, rather than 

the problem itself” (p. 395). This refers to the idea that to better understand the 

underrepresentation of women in coaching is to explore the organizational practices and 

processes that affect individuals in an organization (Norman, Rankin-Wright, & Allison, 

2018). Norman, Rankin-Wright & Allison (2018) make the case that developing a 

“culture of respect for differences, flexible working practices, a person-centered 

approach and an ethos of equifinality lead to more positive outcomes for both men and 

women (p. 396).  

Several scholars have written about work related constraints that are 

encountered by female coaches  discussing lack of support from administrators, low job 

security, low salaries, unfavorable working conditions and strain on family 

commitments (Carson, McCormack, & Walsh, 2018; Cunningham & Sagas, 2003; 

Kamphoff, 2010; Kubayi, Coopoo, & Morris-Eyton, 2017b; Norman & Rankin-Wright, 

2018). Kamphoff (2010) and Norman and Rankin-Wright (2016) discuss the lack of 

control or reduced quality of life for elite female coaches dealing with the demands of 

social and family affairs. Work-family balance in the coaching profession has been 

characterized as an issue for women, but it is also an issue for men as societal trends 

change and men are taking on more responsibilities in the home (Graham & Dixon, 

2017; Kenttä et al., 2020). Joncheray, Burlot and Julia-Marcy (2019) identified that 

some coaches had difficulties in combining the professional and family life while others 

used family life as a protection against passionate engagement in their profession. The 

authors noted that regardless of the balance between a coaches personal and 

professional life, none of the coaches in the study considered quitting their profession as 

a coach (Joncheray, Burlot, & Julla-Marcy, 2019). 
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LaVoi & Dutove (2012) use a model of ecological systems identifying variables 

that support or hinder women in the coaching profession within the sociocultural 

context, organizational, interpersonal, and individual spheres. The model can be used to 

help understand the factors that make women leave the coaching profession. It can help 

in recommending changes in policy to increase opportunities for female coaches to 

make the environment more inclusive, supportive, and positive. LaVoi and Dutove 

(2012) noted that the model is limited in providing guidance in the experimental testing 

of the interactions due to the large number of variables (p. 19). LaVoi, McGarry, & 

Fisher (2019) leveled criticism that blaming women for underrepresentation pushes a 

continuation of male dominance in the profession (p. 136). Wanting to understand 

occupational turnover, Cunningham, Ahn, Andersson and Dixon (2019) wanted to 

understand underrepresentation of women by looking gender differences, concluding 

that women are less likely to pursue the coaching profession when barriers and 

possibilities for networking and mentoring are limited (p. 69). 

Other studies have focused on initiatives to help women stay in the coaching 

profession by focusing on the perceived experiences of female and minority coaches. 

Many of these studies recommend that there should be support groups, work to promote 

equal pay, and reduce discrimination against women in coaching provide mentoring 

groups that contribute to the professional advancement of women in coaching, and 

providing more assistance by hiring more assistant coaches to help balance the 

workload allowing for more flexible arrangements that accommodate women who are 

juggling multiple roles (Banwell et al., 2019; Kamphoff, 2010; Kubayi et al., 2017b; 

LaVoi & Dutove, 2012). 

The importance of having women in elite coaching positions has been argued by 

many scholars. The lack of women in coaching perpetuates a male dominance in the 

profession. Due to the lack of female role models in elite coaching as well as female 

athletes coached by men, many women are less likely to pursue coaching as a 

profession. Further, structural and organizational barriers exist for women that hinder 

them from moving up in the coaching hierarchy towards high performance coaching. 

Women are often found coaching youth and junior sports.  
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4 Theoretical Framework 

4.1 Gramsci’s theory of hegemony 

Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is that our beliefs in what we see as right or wrong are 

socially constructed. The basic premise of Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is that the 

control of people is maintained by their own belief that the ruling idea is their own and 

that it is in their best interest to act this way and those who do not fit the dominant ideal 

should believe that their subordinate position is both right and natural (Andersson & 

White, 2017, p. 105).  Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is an important tool in analyzing 

and studying culture (Molnar & Kelly, 2013, p. 95; Andersson & White, 2017 p. 105). 

Gramsci’s theory of hegemony allowed for Marxist inspired analyses to go 

beyond Marx to provide a way of understanding the struggle for cultural leadership by 

rejecting the simple class-based concerns, encouraging theorists to recognize the 

incomplete unfixed and diverse nature of power relations (Molnar & Kelly, 2013, p. 

94). It rejects the idea that people are passive recipients of culture, but instead people 

are active participants in furthering and in many ways reinforcing the values of a 

culture. Our culture is learned through habitus and we are taught what to value and to 

see ourselves as heroes or victims, through a social construction accepting our 

subordinate role as natural (Andersson & White, 2017, p. 106). Thus, the subordinate 

position and its power and agency is maintained by our own actions based on what we 

have learned to be normal, expected and official. 

When applied to marginalized groups, hegemony theory works well to explain 

how the dominate culture maintains power by marginalized groups assimilating 

themselves in order to fit in (Andersson & White, 2017, p. 107). We can find examples 

of these hegemonic processes in how we value preferred traits in athletes or acceptance 

of female coaches when they exhibit more ‘male’ coaching traits. The social order is 

guided by patterns that induce us to act in certain ways voluntarily by invoking mass 

loyalty through hegemonic processes (Molnar & Kelly, 2013, p. 97). The current 

hegemonic favor or culture often escapes scrutiny. Those who do not follow the 

hegemonic favor are often themselves scrutinized for not fitting in. One such example 

of hegemonic processes is the ongoing debate of healthcare in the United States. 
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4.2 Sport and hegemony 

In a sports related example, Andersson and White (2017) discuss how 

hegemonic processes produce two different views to psychological abuse. Verbal abuse 

by a teacher is viewed by society as bad, but society is more accepting of verbal abuse 

by sport coaches. Why this is, has more to do with how society values sports and how 

we view our heroes and victims. Pain and suffering are seen as a noble pursuit in sport, 

elevating athletes above others. 

Norman (2010a) uses the theory of hegemony to argue that it is maintained in 

sport through certain ideologies, where women are seen as socially subordinate to men. 

In this analysis of the coaching profession through interviews conducted with female 

coaches, Norman (2010a) is calling for a critical analysis of the coaching profession to 

explain how masculine hegemony leads to women’s relative powerlessness. The theory 

of hegemony is used to explain that the dominating ideology maintains that gender is an 

organizing principal and through this, men are seen as “better coaches” and this 

ideology in sport is manipulated into common sense to the point that even women 

maintain this idea in the social institution (Norman, 2010a, p. 509). The article explores 

the experiences of women who experience the coaching profession differently than men 

(Eriksson & Hultman, 2014, p. 69-71). In studying the coaching profession, gender is 

often more a variable rather than a relation of power (Norman, 2010a). Norman (2010a) 

also discussed that other factors such as race, class, (dis)ability, sexuality and 

nationality should also be taken into consideration (p. 514). Women were found to have 

more social capital but are not rewarded the same as men in the coaching profession, 

thus reducing their ambitions and intentions in remaining in the profession (Norman, 

2010a, p. 508-509).  

 Both Anderson and Kian (2012) and Norman (2010a) use the theory of 

hegemony to explain how gender is maintained as an organizing principle in sport 

through hegemonic processes. They are both referring to masculine hegemony. Where 

Anderson and Kian (2012) report of a cultural paradigm shift in the masculine values 

that are challenging the premise of older masculine values, the analysis in Norman 

(2010a) is calling for a paradigm shift in how the coaching profession is viewed, 

challenging directly hegemonic processes. The theory works well in both articles as it 

gives the authors a broad theory to stand upon and formulate arguments based on the 
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different perspectives involved, furthering an understanding of the hegemonic processes 

involved (Eriksson & Hultman, 2014, p. 65). 

 

4.3 The Swedish Sporting Movement 

The Swedish sporting movement is one of Sweden’s largest with over 3.1 million 

members among 19,000 sporting clubs in 250 sports according to the 

Riksidrottsförbundet (Swedish Sport Confederation) website (www.rf.se). Children and 

young people make up the majority of members. The organizing body is the 

Riksidrottsförbund (Swedish Sport Confederation) that oversees 72 special sporting 

associations for all sporting clubs in Sweden and acts as a representative for all sporting 

organizations to government agencies, politicians and the community at large. It takes 

responsibility for lobbying for sports interests in the country and demonstration of the 

value of sport to society. The organization is tasked with supporting the development of 

knowledge and sport in line with the Swedish Sporting movements’ strategy and goal. 

To accomplish this, the Swedish Sporting Confederation works with the special sporting 

associations, identifying and highlighting areas of improvement in relation to the overall 

vision and strategy, as well as develop recommendations and guidelines for how sport 

in Sweden should be organized and developed (www.rf.se). 
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5 Method 

In this section a description of the method and process used to fulfill the purpose of the 

study is given together with the studies scientific approach as well as how 

considerations have been taken in criticizing sources and ethics.  

This study of the underrepresentation of women in high-performance coaching 

within Swedish sports is a qualitative study that from material obtained through semi-

structured interviews with both men and women in high-performance coaching 

positions attempts to interpret, analyze and produce empirical evidence to further 

knowledge of the phenomenon of underrepresentation. In choosing of a qualitative 

method the purpose is to analyze and compare the experiences of both male and female 

coaches in their attitudes, experiences, and thoughts on high-performance coaching and 

what factors may explain underrepresentation. The qualitative method has the advantage 

over a quantitative method in that the use of the qualitative interview allows for a 

greater amount of information that would otherwise be lost in limited surveys. 

This study is hermeneutic in that it seeks to find meaning from the perspectives 

of both the female and male coaches in their understanding of the phenomenon of 

underrepresentation of female high-performance coaches in Sweden (Patel & Davidson, 

2011). Although a quantitative structured interview is a more structured method since 

the researcher has a clear formulated set of questions that are going to be answered, the 

purpose in structuring an interview is for the researcher to reach an answer for the 

research questions (Bryman, 2008). Therefore, choosing the qualitative interview 

allowed for a greater flexibility in answers in order to find additional meaning in the 

perspectives of the high-performance coaches (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2017). 

The qualitative interview encompasses a lot more and allows for that 

respondents can give more thorough answers allowing for a deeper understanding. It is 

directed towards the participants own experiences rather than the interviewer’s own 

interests (Bryman, 2008). This study is based is based in information gained from 

interviews conducted in a semi-structured manner. Use of the semi-structured interview 

allowed for tailoring of questions to the specific respondent. It can be helpful in a 

qualitative interview to allow for the interview to go in different directions as this 

allows for the interviewee to give information that they experience to be relevant and 

important (Bryman, 2008). There are of course drawbacks to the qualitative interview in 
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that it is harder to make generalizations based upon the experiences of those 

participating in the interviews and risks only being relevant for those involved in the 

study. The amount of information gained in a qualitative interview can be complexified 

with a lot of information that may or may not be known how to interpret and use as well 

a process that can be demanding in time. Nevertheless, the qualitative interview helps 

provide an empirical base that can be further explored to uncover underlying themes 

that can provide a base for understanding the phenomenon being studied. 

It should be pointed out that the purpose of the study is not to study women in 

coaching, but instead this study is about women and their experiences in high-

performance coaching. The purpose of these interviews would be to understand the 

perceived challenges these coaches face in their careers to help better understand the 

phenomenon of underrepresentation in order to develop theories or ideas of how to best 

encourage more women into the role of high-performance coaches. 

 

5.1 Selection 

Selection of the sporting associations in this study were based on Svender and 

Nordensky’s (2019) research and development report Jämställdhet bland idrottens 

ledare (Equality among sport’s leaders) in which the authors reported on the status of 

equality among Swedish sporting associations. Three sporting associations were chosen 

based upon the percent of reported male and female leaders or coaches within their 

associations. These three sporting federations were the Swedish Swimming Federation, 

Swedish Triathlon Federation, and the Swedish Skiing Federation. The report 

highlighted that despite sports organizations having nearly equal numbers of men and 

women participating, there still existed a discrepancy in the number of women as 

coaches at the elite level. In choosing these three federations, it was decided to look at 

three federations where women represent at least 40% of the total number of leaders. 

Another factor in choosing these associations was in the equity between male and 

female members in the organizations. In the 2018 report Jämställd idrott i siffror (Sport 

Equity in Numbers), it was reported that in both the swimming and skiing federation, 

women and girls make up over 40% of the total membership (Norberg, Faskunger & 

Dartsch, 2018). Both the swimming association and the skiing association are among 

the top 20 largest associations in the country. Comparing a smaller association like the 
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triathlon association was thought to see if there are any differences between larger and 

smaller associations. 

 

5.2 Collection 

For the purpose of this study, a semi-structured interview was used. A semi-structured 

interview allows a greater freedom for the interview person to formulate their answers 

in their own way (Bryman, 2008). An interview guide was created by operationalizing 

the research questions into themes and creating questions for each theme. An advantage 

to this method is that the interviewer does not need to follow the line of questioning for 

each interview but can ask additional questions based upon what the interviewee has 

said. This allows for the interviewee to take up additional topics that interest them in the 

question and could be beneficial to the research questions at hand.  

 Because of the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, interviews were conducted through 

the use of an online digital platform in order to safely reach coaches from across the 

country without requiring in person meetings and travel. Each interview was recorded 

using the iOS Voice Memo app. The audio was then transcribed to a written format. 

Each interview was conducted in English and participants were welcomed to respond to 

the questions in Swedish as well as use Swedish when necessary to explain their 

thoughts.  

The advantage of recording the interview is that the interviewer does not need to 

focus on excessive notetaking and can instead focus on what is being said, in order to 

ask additional questions and observe the interviewee under the course of the interview. 

Screen recording of the conversation could have been made possible in order to observe 

the interviewees facial expressions and gestures, but for the sake of this study, was 

determined not necessary. Audio recordings were saved locally and then immediately 

uploaded to a password protected file in a cloud-based system for later analysis. 

Both female and male high-performance coaches were selected for this study. 

The purpose in interviewing both men and women for this study was to attempt to 

remove any biases on the part of the researcher. Contact was taken with national team 

coaches and managers from the three sporting federations. Where information was not 

available, contact was made directly with the federation to obtain contact information to 

high-performance coaches. Contact information for the national team coaches and 
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managers was obtained through the respective federation’s websites. A form email was 

sent to each person requesting an interview along with an informational letter with 

consent form (Appendix D & E). The informational letter was used to inform the 

participants about the purpose of the study, as well as to how their information would be 

used. A total of 17 interview requests were sent out with the purpose of obtaining an 

interview with one female and one male in each sporting federation. 

 

5.3 Processing and analysis 

A high degree of standardization of the interview themes as well as a low degree of 

structuring of questions allowed comparison between respondents as well as giving 

more room for responses for further analysis of the themes (Patel & Davidson, 2011). 

An excised interview can lead to too little room for the interviewer to respond within. A 

negative thing about the qualitative interview for this type of study may be that the 

interviewee may not be willing to share their experiences if the study cannot show any 

kind of positive change or outcome. The interviewee would also need to feel that they 

are free to speak without any negative outcome based upon the answers. 

 General categories or central themes were determined beforehand. These themes 

were: Family and work constraints; Men and women in coaching; Equality in the sport; 

and Recommendations for change. Charting out the central themes allows for the 

charting out of the occurrences of certain themes regarding underrepresentation of 

female elite coaches. In analysis of the data obtained, coding was used. Based in 

grounded theory, coding is used to set etiquettes, tags, or categories on parts of the texts 

that seem to be of theoretical importance or contain a particular meaning for the 

interviewee (Bryman, 2008). A general problem with coding that can occur is that the 

context of what has been said can be lost or fragmented (Bryman, 2008). These 

categories or codes can be used in a thematic analysis of the interviews. When 

identifying themes, it would be wise to look for repetitive themes, metaphors and 

analogies, as well as the data that may be missing – what is not being said (Bryman, 

2008, p. 529). 

 Each interview was transcribed verbatim from the audio in order to maintain the 

authenticity of what was spoken. Since the interviews were conducted in English, 

situations where the Swedish coaches used Swedish terms to explain their thoughts 



 18 

where translated into English. Quotes in Swedish taken directly from the interviews 

were translated into English. Some grammar was corrected for the sake of clarifying the 

meaning and purpose of the participants statement. Each transcript was read several 

times and a summarizing text was written for each interview to provide an overview of 

the material contained in each transcript. The transcripts were then analyzed based upon 

the four themes – Work and family constraints, Men and women in coaching, Equality 

in sport, and Recommendations for change.  

 

5.4 Literature 

A semi-systematic review of the available scholarly literature regarding female coaches 

in high-performance coaching was conducted (Appendix B). This review lay a 

groundwork to help provide an overview into the areas that are lacking in research and 

areas that are interdisciplinary that could be of value in developing new methods and 

theories for understanding how sport organizations can increase the number of female 

coaches at the high-performance level (Bryman, 2008; Snyder, 2019) 

A search on the Malmö University Library website was conducted using the 

keywords: Women, Coaching, Gender, Female, Sport Discrimination, Leadership, 

High-Performance and Elite (Appendix A). Results were screened and limited to 

scholarly works in both English and Swedish and reading through titles and abstracts. 

Additional literature was chosen based on its association with the topic being studied. 

Additional literature was identified after reviewing the references included in the 

literature. Additional literature was attained through the Swedish Sports Confederation 

as well as the Malmö University Library. 

 

5.5 Ethical consideration 

Production of new knowledge is valuable as it contributes to the development of 

society. The basic ethical principles are the information needs, consent of the 

participants, confidentiality needs, and the usefulness of information (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2017; Bryman, 2008). In order to meet the requirements of informational needs and the 

consent, individuals participating in the study were informed of the purpose, the risks 

associated with participation in the study, and that the subjects involved in the study 
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would be at any point allowed to discontinue their participation. In collection of data for 

this research project, only necessary information with the purpose of conducting the 

project was obtained. In order to meet the confidentiality requirements, identifying 

information of those participating in the study have been omitted to protect the 

confidentiality and integrity of the individuals participating in the study. Although the 

information obtained in this research project may not directly affect the subjects being 

interviewed, it is the authors hope that it contributes to the furthering of knowledge in 

creating a more gender equal sport. 
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6 Results 

Interview requests were sent out to a total of 17 individual high-performance coaches 

across the Swedish Swimming, Skiing, and Triathlon associations. Of the 17 individuals 

who were contacted (6 women; 11 men), five individuals responded to the interview 

request. Other individual coaches were non-respondent or declined the interview. One 

female coach in each association was interviewed. Two male coaches, one from the 

swimming association and one from the triathlon association agreed to be interviewed. 

The response rate for this study was 29.4%. 

 

 Swimming 

Federation 

Triathlon 

Federation 

Skiing Federation  

Women Men Women Men Women Men Totals 

Contacted 2 4 2 5 2 2 17 

Responded 1 1 1 1 1 0 5 

Declined 0 2 0 2 0 0 4 

Table 1. Interview request response totals 

 

Coach Gender Sport Coaching Experience 

Coach A Female Swimming >30 years (HP >10) 

Coach B Female Triathlon >5 years (HP >2) 

Coach C Female Ski >5 years (HP >1) 

Coach D Male Swimming >20 years (HP >10) 

Coach E Male Triathlon <5 years (HP <5) 

HP = High Performance 

Table 2. Coaches interviewed. 
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The following section presents the results of the interviews that were conducted as well 

as seeks to analyze the contents of the interviews. The results are divided into four key 

categories: Family and work constraints; Men and women in coaching; Equality within 

the sport; and Recommendations for change. 

 

6.1 Interview Findings: Theme 1 – Family and work constraints 

All the coaches responded that coaching occupies a large part of their life and is an 

extremely time-consuming job, sometimes not having time to spend with family. “It’s a 

lifestyle,” reported one female coach. “Coaching is a 24 hour a day job. You have to be 

available for your athletes 24 hours a day” (Coach C). This adds an additional stress to 

the family life as the time demands of coaching sometimes conflict with the demands of 

family, especially for new mothers and coaches to young children. One female coach 

reported feeling inadequate at times in her role as a coach because of her role as a 

mother: 

“It’s 24 hours in the day, but now you need to say, “No, I can’t speak to you now. I 

need to call you tomorrow.” … So that’s a hard thing, because you want to do…, but it 

still feels like you are doing a bad work, because you don’t have these extra minutes for 

your athletes.” (Coach C). 

Setting limitations and prioritization of time were reported as necessary for maintaining 

a balance between the family and the work. 

All respondents reported that having a strong home base was important for their 

coaching. Respondents reported that supportive family members helped them in 

maintaining their drive as well as helped in balancing their coaching and time at home 

with family (Joncheray et al., 2019). Coach D believed that with coaching occupying 

the early mornings and late evenings, it was important for the person at home to have an 

understanding and in fact be accepting of the lifestyle. This can be difficult for many. 

“One can look at the coaching profession in Sweden and see a lot of singles and several 

separations.” (Coach D). Other coaches felt support and felt they had a good structure 

because of the shared interest between them and their partner. Even the environment 

that the coach grew up or surrounded themselves in as well was also a factor: 
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“I’ve grown up in a sporting family. My dad has been an elite coach for 20 years, I 

think. My sister has been swimming. My mom has been like the biggest supporter of all 

time.” (Coach B) 

Only two of the respondents (1 male; 1 female) have children. The male coach talked 

about the need for organizations to be supportive and maintain a dialog with female 

coaches wishing to have children. One female coach considered the consequences on 

her coaching profession choosing to have children. Organizational support for women 

having families and allowing adjustments to the work to make space for a family helped 

make the decision to start a family easier for her.  

“I felt that they’re [the association] really helpful because I had some wonders, “Will it 
work if I want to have children?” … And they said, “Yeah, you can choose yourself.” 

(Coach C). 

However, she did not feel her male colleagues had the same choice. When male 

colleagues initiated a discussion with the association about the need for balancing time 

with their children and coaching, she felt more comfortable in starting a family.  

Starting a family and balancing the role of a high-performance coach can weigh 

more on the female coaches’ mind than the male coach. Even so all the coaches believe 

that a good dialog helps make the work-family balance easier to handle. Not having to 

be at every practice and working in coaching teams, were ways for coaches to cope with 

balancing the work-family constraints. Although, there are work-family constraints in 

coaching, there are some positive aspects in the profession that allowed for spending 

time with family. One coach explained that her coaching role is not an “8 to 5” job and 

gives her time to take her young children to day-care or spend time with them during 

the day. This alongside working in a team was for some of the respondents an important 

part of balancing the work and family constraints. For one respondent, working in a 

team was important in order to find the time for her family and be able to fulfill her 

duties as a coach. 

Some coaches considered not having children as a factor for being able to be a 

high-performance coach: 

“This is why I maybe am in the position I am; you know. Of course, I have some 

qualities that might be good, but also, I have no kids. I have this dog, and my boyfriend 
who [also is a coach]. So, it’s never been an issue. It’s been our life to [coach]. So, I 

sort of, I work all the time. So, it’s never been a problem.” (Coach A). 

Having a significant other, spouse, or parents who understood the demands of the job 

were helpful for the coaches in this study, but for some of the coaches, family members 
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and friends may not always understand that coaching is a profession saying that 

coaching takes up a lot of their time, that could otherwise be spent with family or 

friends. “They mostly don’t understand what I’m doing and how I can do it full time” 

(Coach B). There is also a need at times to legitimize the profession. “People will ask 

me, what my real job is” (Coach B). “It is simple to see that it is a hobby that has 

become a job, but one should always think that one needs to also have a life outside of 

the job” (Coach D).  

Travel was also a factor for respondents where the travel requirements for 

competitions and camps could mean several days and weeks a year away from their 

families. This can place additional stress on both the coach and the family members at 

home. Coach C described the travelling as a problem for the family as being gone every 

weekend placed stress on her partner left to take care of the family. For Coach D, this 

dynamic of being away from home often on the weekends meant that it was important 

for one’s partner to accept the lifestyle.  

One coach described that the travel demands of coaching are one of the reasons 

that she was unwilling to advance to a larger role in the national team. “I’m interested, 

but I would say no because of all the travel days with the structure right now. Would 

that change, I would be interested” (Coach C). For some, being able to have family 

travel with them and allowing even the athletes to travel with children helped in 

relieving some of the stress that accompanies being away from home and family. This 

has not always been an accepted practice as one coach responded: 

“…families included without being in the way. So, I think we really had a good time in 

Rio before the Olympics with these two children and everyone was…it was like having 

your dog running around, you know. Everyone laughed and had fun. So um, I talked to 
[another coach] about this, and he was like “No, no, no. It’s impossible”. Because he 

thinks children are always sick and that they will get the athletes sick. So, there are 

different ways of thinking things.” (Coach A) 

Allowing time with family and even incorporating the family into the sport while away 

on camps and competitions was seen as a positive way of being able to balance the 

work and the family.  

 

6.2 Interview Findings: Theme 2 – Men and women in coaching  

Respondents did not consider there to be gender differences in how men and women 

coach but instead pointed out that personality and coaching philosophies were a factor. 
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Further, it was observed by the coaches that male and female coaches were treated 

relatively the same. Although gender differences were not apparent to any of the 

coaches in this study, every coach believed it was the coach’s personality that made a 

difference. All the coaches responded that personality was most important and that this 

was attributed to making sure that “the right person for the job” was found. This was 

regardless of gender. Some of the coaches responded that women were “softer” towards 

athletes, perhaps more “holistic” in their coaching approach then what male coaches 

are, but also explained that they felt that the culture of the sport was also a factor. One 

male coach considered it necessary for coaches to see the athlete from a holistic 

perspective drawing upon his own experience as an athlete and feeling that coaches only 

saw the athlete and not the person. Further, all the respondents did not consider that 

their gender was a factor in the relationship between them and their male or female 

counterparts. One respondent reported that she thought that “most men in Sweden, 

coaches, want to have more women [female coaches] in the sport” (Coach A).  

 The male respondents did not consider there to be gender differences in how 

men and women coach but stressed their perception that it was necessary for both male 

and female coaches to be flexible in their approach to coaching when working with 

male and/or female athletes. As one male coach expressed, “as a coach, one has to be 

flexible and can adjust for everyone” (Coach D). Male respondents pointed out that the 

athletes perhaps make a differentiation between female and male coaches treating 

women differently than men: 

“I have worked with both female and male coaches and it is clear that one experiences 

differences between me and female coaches, but just as much difference between me 

and other male coaches. And similarities.” (Coach E) 

One female coach also responded that sometimes there is some resistance for a female 

coach when coaching male athletes, but also considered her youth as a factor when 

coaching older athletes. 

The respondents experienced some level of suppression or domination 

techniques in their roles as coaches. One coach with several years of experience 

responded that she herself had not experienced domination techniques in the same way 

as some of her female colleagues have over the years but felt that 

suppression/domination techniques still existed. Another coach described her 

experience of being “talked over” and ignored by her male colleagues: 
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“One time I was in a group of me and four male coaches, elite coaches, and I was 

talking, and I really experienced it…they really were not hearing what I was saying. I 

thought, “So now I’m here standing, talking to myself.” And one of the older 
experienced coaches, he was like… just cut me off and started talking. I was talking to 

him and he just started talking to me. And as soon as another male coach come into the 

picture, he directly started to have a conversation with him. And I was, like, forgotten.” 

(Coach B) 

Younger coaches also felt that being talked over and ignored also could have something 

to do with their age as they felt it was also a matter of having to legitimize themselves 

as coaches with the limited experience that they had. 

 The female respondents all reported that there is the feeling that women are 

more “back drawn” in their position as coaches and are unsure of their agency and 

ability to be high performance coaches. Female coaches “need a kick in the ass”, 

reported one female high-performance coach (Coach A). This was referring to that 

women need additional encouragement to pursue high performance coaching jobs.  

“I can tell you that when I got the question to be a head coach, I said no. I said no. I 

said no. And then the right person called me and said, “I really think you should take 
this job.” And then I said yes. And I think a man would say “yes” before he got the 

question.” (Coach A) 

For the female coaches, it is thought that it is a personal issue for women in not taking 

the step towards a high-performance coaching job. The female coaches in this study, 

placed some blame of underrepresentation on women themselves. “If you had a guy, 

‘Okay, I will test.’ So many women need to say, ‘I will try,’ instead of, ‘No, I can’t’. 

That’s not a problem against the male. That’s with the women.” (Coach A). For many 

of the respondents, men were considered more likely to take a job as a high-

performance coach because as one male coach stated:  

“…it maybe is that a few more men than women who want to be high up, or have the 
confidence to say, “I have coached that athlete and they are very good. I have done all 

of this.” It can be that men have a bigger ego than women and it is this that drives them 

to be at the top.” (Coach D). 

Although, the coaches in the study did not identify gender differences, most considered 

male coaches to be more driven by success than their female counterparts who were 

often referred to as "softer” more “behind the scenes” kind of coaches.  
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6.3 Interview Findings: Theme 3 – Equality within the sport 

Equality in the sporting federations was something that all respondents reported as 

being something where more needed to be done. All the respondents felt that the 

question of underrepresentation of female high-performance coaches is a current 

question that their respective associations were working with. Every respondent 

answered that they do see an underrepresentation of women in their sport. 

“…it’s so bad. Swimming is bad, um, and all the other federations actually. Even 

equestrian where you would think that there would be more women, I was thinking 

anyways, because they have a huge base...” (Coach A) 

 

“Even among the athletes (in the sport) it has been roughly the same difference. If one 
looks at the elite starting field on the senior level, there is about a third women and an 

over representation of men. So, I would reason it is a reason that there are more active 

men (coaches)… this is nothing I know for certain. (Coach E) 

In trying to understand why women were underrepresented, one male coach believes 

that, “the step for gliding over into the coaching profession is a little easier for men than 

it is for women” (Coach D). Further it was expressed that gender norms and culture 

plays a role in underrepresentation where women because of norms feel they “should be 

home, take care of the children, take care of the home and do the shopping.” (Coach D). 

Every respondent believed that gender norms should continue to be challenged. 

 It was mentioned that more could be done at the local club level in encouraging 

more women to pursue elite coaching careers. For some respondents, they felt it was a 

part of the local club culture rather than initiatives from the associations that needed to 

be changed in order for women to take a larger role in elite coaching. It was thought that 

local clubs should work towards more equality and consider how they recruit coaches, 

particularly how they recruit women. 

 A larger percentage of women in coaching roles can be found in the youth 

programs in all three sporting federations in this study. As one coach reported, “you 

find the female coaches with the kids and in the age 6 to 10” (Coach B). Why this 

phenomenon exists was hard to explain, but for some of the coaches they explained, 

“athletes can be skeptical to[wards] female coaches, because they are used to men 

being the norm,” (Coach B) and that this causes some women to back off. Even in 

coaching education, there is a difference in gender the more advanced the education. 
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“…there are more females than males in the first steps of the education, …so the more 

playful training courses where we have the smaller kids is more female, but when we 

come up to the elite education coaching it’s only male.” (Coach C). 

One male respondent theorized that women perhaps do not consider high-performance 

coaching because of the amount of work and that they perhaps feel “because of culture, 

that they should be home, take care of the kids, take care of the home, do the shopping 

(Coach D). 

With less women occupying roles as high-performance coaches, it becomes 

difficult in bringing in a balance of both male and female coaches and some teams are 

left to select women as coaches simply based on their gender. Some responded an 

uncomfortable feeling of selection based upon their gender, producing feelings of guilt. 

This was recognized as not being only particular to females but recognized as a feeling 

that both male and female coaches can experience when selected for coaching on a 

national team where one of their own athletes is not present.  

“I got the question I got the question form the head coach then if I wanted to be the 

coach on the national team for the Europeans, and I said yes. I didn’t have a swimmer 
there, and then when the time, you know… got closer, I was like “I have no swimmer 

there”. I felt so you know. I didn’t feel like I should be there. You understand what I 

mean, I’m getting at. So, it has to be like, it has to be, you can’t do a thing, where 
women, or man, feel “Oh, she’s picked because she’s a woman”. That’s totally wrong.” 

(Coach A) 

Further, using quotas to encourage a balance of male and female coaches was also 

discussed, but in this instance, selection of the coach based on gender instead of 

accomplishment was considered wrong. Quotas are an easy way to balance out the 

disparity between male and female coaches. Economic incentives for federations was 

mentioned as a method to encourage federations to pursue more equality between men 

and women.  

“Because a lot of companies, also, if they are going to go into a [federation] as 

sponsors they have demands on the environment, the way they work with the 

environment, and also the equality. That’s good. To put something like a demand and 
maybe connect it to an economy, then you have to do something – in order to get the 

money.” (Coach A) 

The respondents in this study also mentioned their educational backgrounds and the 

differences between educational backgrounds among female and male coaches. All the 

respondents in this study had university educations having achieved at minimum a 

bachelor’s degree. There was only one respondent who did not have a university 

education in sport science or coaching. All of the respondents have also taken courses 
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through their associations. The female coaches reported that most often, they are more 

educated than their male counterparts. One female respondent was recruited as an elite 

coach because of her educational background although she had little coaching 

experience. It was also apparent that many female high-performance coaches have 

university educations. One female coach with a master’s degree stated: 

“I think I have the highest level in our federation right now, yes. That is how it is. Right 

now, I have my [female] colleague right now. Soon a bachelor. And I have talked to 

some coaches and it’s the same. She is the most education also. It’s pretty interesting, 
female they have higher level. Academic. But not so many years [experience]. I have 

not been coaching so many years as my colleagues. Uh, men have.” (Coach C) 

One male coach suggested that the educational pathway in their sport could be a 

contributing factor to the underrepresentation of women: 

“It has been fairly complicated for me to find which way I should go to get the right 

education to be a licensed coach to these [advertised] coaching positions… There is no 

guide for men or women to find the educations.” (Coach E) 

Experience was valued as highly as education for the female coaches. Two of the 

subjects reported that experience was an important factor for them in gaining more 

status with their male counterparts. One reported that age combined with experience 

was also a factor. The male coaches valued experience, but not the education as much as 

their female counterparts. For one male coach, it was important to gain a lot of 

experience early on by moving club environments that would help sustain growth. 

Gaining experience is important for female coaches and as one male coach stated: 

“It is important that one can come to an environment where one can develop, but if one 

is too good for their environment, one will need to change in order to take the next step. 

This is difficult in swimming… with many small swim clubs where (women) become 

stuck in the 14 to 16-year-old track.” (Coach D) 

 The stress to perform was also considered by some of the coaches. “You have to 

remember, that elite coaches [like elite athletes] also have to perform” (Coach A). The 

male coaches in the study seemed to fall into the role of coaching where the female 

coaches made a conscious decision to pursue coaching. One male coach believes that 

women/girls more often have a plan whereas men/boys tend to just follow the flow: 

“I think women are much smarter than men in certain circumstances. Or in many, 

actually. Women often have a clearer plan than men. If one talks to the athletes, it is 

nearly always the girls who know their next step – they are going to do this, then they 
are going to do that. But if you ask a 16-year-old boy, they don’t know how next week 

looks like… And this possibly reflects a little of our culture where women have a rather 

decided plan, and men just fall into the plan there is because they don’t make many 
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decisions. Girls are supposed to be good at school. They are supposed to be good at 

sport. They are supposed to be good at everything they do.” (Coach D). 

The male coaches were not aware of any initiatives in their sports encouraging 

women to be high-performance coaches. The female coaches claimed that no initiatives 

were in place, but that their associations have acknowledged that underrepresentation 

exists and have all made it priority in their overall strategy plans to remedy. In all three 

sports involved in this study, only one sport had a network for female coaches, but this 

network was unknown to the male coach in the same association who was asked this 

question. Despite this, the male respondents both felt more needed to be done in 

encouraging women to seek roles as high-performance coaches.  

 

6.4 Interview Findings: Theme 4 – Recommendations for change 

A general theme emerged from the responses of the female coaches that the coaching 

profession itself was in need of organizational and structural change to be more 

attractive for women to pursue a career in high performance coaching. “I think that we 

are maybe a little, bit stuck in an old way of thinking of coaching, and maybe we should 

sort of develop,” one coach responded (Coach A). When dealing with a new family 

situation, it was important that high-performance coaches had the flexibility and support 

from their organizations to take time for family. Further, it was considered that the 

nature of what the athlete means to coach and vice versa should also be discussed: 

“I think we are very bad at educating our athletes. They should be able to practice by 

themselves at least one workout a week. But then we can’t do that because we lose our 

control. …It’s kind of stupid because of course they are grown up enough to take care 

of their career at least once a week.” (Coach A) 

Development of coaching methods and working more in teams were reported as ways 

that the coaching profession could be more inclusive for women. Respondents talked 

about the need for discussing the role of the coach as well as developing a ‘modern’ 

leadership for the coaching profession. One that incorporates teamwork into 

organizations and develops new structures that allow for career advancement even when 

family situations change. 

It was also expressed by some of the coaches that when athletes discontinued 

their sport, it was important for clubs to continue a dialog or in a way always leave the 

door open for the athletes to come back as athletes or as coaches later on. One male 
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coach considered the reasoning for a lack of women at the high-performance level had 

something to do with the loss of women from sporting clubs during their adolescence:  

“[Girls] have it tough, earlier... And if one knows that one has to continue 2 to 3 more 
years to be faster in the water, but boys just grow from testosterone and just become 

faster and faster and don’t even really need to practice. But girls have to practice a lot 

to develop when boys can just sleep themselves faster. And… girls can consider “do I 
really want to put so much time into this when I can maybe get a good education 

another way?” (Coach D) 

The respondents felt that more could and needed to be done through active engagement, 

through the sporting associations as well as the local sports clubs in the question of 

underrepresentation to encourage more women to pursue high-performance coaching. 

Giving women opportunities through mentoring to help gain experience as high-

performance coaches, creating and maintaining a good dialog between coaches and club 

board of directors, and even including the gender perspective in all coaching education. 
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7 Analysis & Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine and explore the experiences of five high-

performance coaches in three separate Swedish sporting associations that have a 

minimum of 40% women in coaching and leadership roles. Further, the aim was to 

contribute to an understanding as to what factors, according to the coaches, surround the 

underrepresentation of female high-performance coaches in sports. In interviewing both 

male and female coaches for this study, it was thought to provide the perspective on 

how both men and women view their coaching roles in relation to their gender as well 

as give consideration to how sport through hegemonic processes perpetuates a male 

hegemony in the coaching profession that otherwise makes it difficult for women to 

obtain higher level coaching positions.  

 Through the interviews the respondents gave an indication of a cultural shift in 

how women are viewed in the high-performance coaching profession when it comes to 

the individual sports. Both the men and women coaches in this study felt women in their 

sports are accepted in their roles as high-performance coaches and that the male coaches 

would prefer to see more women in high-performance coaching roles in their sports 

(Kenttä et al., 2020). What can be drawn upon, from the respondent’s answers are that 

both men and women do not observe any gender differences in how men and women 

coach but place a lot of emphasis in the personality and philosophy of the coaches. 

However, despite not identifying characteristics of an orthodox masculine hegemony, 

this does not mean that there does not continue to be a masculine hegemony. In 

interpreting what the coaches have said about gender differences between male and 

female coaches, it can be argued that masculinity could be considered a flexible concept 

as it contains multiple meanings and can be strategically taken up in relation to the 

situation (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). The coaches both male and female adopted 

or distanced themselves from the masculine ideal based upon the circumstances they 

found themselves in. This would also suggest that coping strategies used by some 

female coaches, such as adopting more masculine qualities, helps perpetuate masculine 

hegemony in sport (LaVoi & Dutove, 2012).  
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7.1 Work and family related constraints  

Question: What are the work/family related constraints experienced by the interviewed 

male and female high-performance coaches and how do they affect the coaches 

differently?  

The female high-performance coaches in this study all experienced some work-family 

constraints in their job as coaches. Although, it was more clearly visible with coaches 

who were young mothers, it was also evident that all coaches had an understanding that 

their work was also seen by other family members as time-consuming. It was also 

evident that balancing the family life with the demands of high-performance coaching 

gave a sense of a lack of control as well as a feeling of not performing well enough 

which has been evidenced in research in female coaches experiences (Joncheray et al., 

2019; Kamphoff, 2010; Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2018). Having to legitimize their 

coaching role as a professional work was also found in Kamphoff (2010) and further 

demonstrates that the coaching role as a profession is often attributed to men. 

It was also shown how a supportive family structure and unit contributed to the 

ability of these coaches in the study to perform their jobs as high-performance coaches. 

Family members who are understanding of the role of the high-performance coach and 

were themselves also engaged in the coaching profession seemed to relieve some of the 

stress upon the work-family constraints (Joncheray et al., 2019). It was also apparent 

that the high-performance coaching profession places a considerable amount of weight 

on the decision to start a family and that this is not only just a women’s issue, but also 

that of men who wish to be able to spend more time with family as well (Graham & 

Dixon, 2017). In opening up the discussion about balancing family and coaching 

obligations, the male coaches allowed the female coaches to feel more secure in their 

role as a coach. Although this can be seen as a positive development, it also 

demonstrates a hinderance for women to be overcome in achieving the same status as 

their male counterparts (Kamphoff, 2010). 

It can be argued that the coaching profession places stress on the personal and 

family life of high-performance coaches who are both meeting the demands required in 

coaching high-performance athletes, but also balancing family obligations (Joncheray et 

al., 2019). This balance can be difficult to maintain and the number of single and 

separated/divorced coaches in the profession can be an indication that the coaching 
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profession places a lot of stress on the family structure. For those coaches, choosing not 

to have family, this stress was felt more often with close family members. 

 

7.2 The role of the high-performance coach 

Question: What understanding do the interviewed male and female coaches in this study 

have about the coaching role at the high-performance level? 

The stresses between both the work and family life for high-performance coaches also 

suggested coping strategies navigating individual, interpersonal and at times 

organizational barriers in the LaVoi and Duvotes (2012) model. Social and family 

commitments can sometimes be put to the side in order to cope with the stresses and 

expectations of high-performance coaching. This would suggest that women adopt 

strategies that are similar to their male counterparts in order to be as productive or 

legitimize their position as a high-performance coach (Norman & Rankin-Wright, 

2018).  

Although, the coaches in this study did not recognize any differences in how 

men and women coach, this is not to say, that a masculine hegemony does not exist 

(Kenttä et al., 2020). Discussions of “finding the right people” often related to the 

personality of what makes a coach. This suggests, despite attempts at avoidance, a 

reflection of homologous reproduction (Burton, 2015; Norman, 2010a; Reade, Rodgers, 

& Norman, 2009). This homologous reproduction, although recognized by some of the 

coaches as negative, continues to be reinforced in the attitudes and characteristics that 

coaches use in defining their profession and interactions with other coaches. If we 

conceptualize masculine hegemony as being flexible as argued by Connell and 

Messerschmidt (2005), the circumstances of the existence of this hegemony in practice 

is based on gender relation between male and female coaches. This would suggest that 

perhaps it is not the removal of masculinity that is needed, but rather an evolution of a 

version that is accepting of women as a partner and team mate in high-performance 

coaching (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).  
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7.3 Factors for recruitment and retainment of female coaches  

Question: What factors do the interviewed coaches believe contribute to successful 

recruitment and retainment of female coaches at the high-performance level? 

Exploration of organizational practices in recruitment of coaches can contribute to a 

better understanding of how coaches are recruited and what sporting organizations are 

looking for in coaches. The question is if this goes far enough in providing more 

opportunities for women in high-performance coaching? Beyond this exploration, more 

exploration can be done into the coaching profession, where the structure of the 

profession is considered and perhaps modernized (Kenttä et al., 2020).  

Understanding the coach’s role is important for sporting organizations when 

recruiting high-performance coaches. Club board of directors should be more aware of 

the demands that are placed on high-performance coaches and work with these coaches 

to maintain a balance between work and their personal lives. It has been written that 

initiatives such as support, mentoring, and study groups do help keep more women in 

the profession of coaching (Banwell et al., 2019; Kubayi, Coopoo, & Morris-Eyton, 

2017a). It was evident that the sporting federations have given some thought to the 

underrepresentation of female high-performance coaches, no federation has an active 

plan in how to achieve this. Increasing the number of female high-performance coaches 

is part of a general gender equality process within the federations. 

Attempts to increase the number of women in high performance coaching 

positions has often been the focus for many organizations but falls short when 

organizations do not consider the organizational structures and culture that is at work 

within the organization (Shaw & Slack, 2002). What drives coaches in their fields 

should also be consider. The need for credible and clear pathways as well as support 

along the way to drive a learning culture among coaches rather a “series of qualification 

that are hoops to jump through” (Norman & Rankin-Wright, 2018, p. 401). This has the 

potential to create collaboration, empowerment, personal growth and leadership 

building upon the coach’s human and social capital. This would suggest that the 

professional coaching pathways within Swedish sport are inadequate in that the gender 

perspective is missing from the coaching education but cannot be generalized based on 

this study.  
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The underrepresentation of women in high-performance coaching is perpetuated 

by the lack of women who enter into the profession (Cunningham, Ahn, Anderson, & 

Dixon, 2019). It was observed and experienced by the respondents that women needed 

to be “pushed” into the role of high-performance coach. This “push” came in the form 

of female coaches being asked by male coaches and organizations to take on high-

performance coaching as well as specifically targeting women in recruitment of 

coaches. The female coaches in this study all had social capital that they were able to 

capitalize on, in attaining high-performance coaching roles (Sisjord et al., 2020). Even 

despite having more social and human capital, there remains barriers that hinder women 

from choosing high-performance coaching as a profession within swimming, triathlon, 

and skiing. 

 

7.4 Implications 

The work-life balance of high-performance coaches gives off an impression of being 

highly unsustainable and there is a need to consider the demands placed on high-

performance coaches. It can be argued that increasing the number of women in high 

performance coaching could be achieved in re-thinking and re-shaping the coaching 

profession. The idea of the 24-hour coach is very much ingrained in the profession and 

the stresses that this causes are not only felt by women, but also by men. Improvements 

can be made that allow for a more sustainable work-life balance for high-performance 

coaches that include both structural and organizational changes that can allow for more 

teamwork between coaches (Norman et al., 2018). This primarily is not a concern 

related to equality but has implications for both male and female high-performance 

coaches in the profession. As observed by one coach, the number of relationship 

separations among coaches is perceived as high, signaling that the stresses of the 

coaching profession place a large stress on the family and home. A new coaching 

paradigm is needed in high-performance sport that allows for a healthy balance for 

coaches. Sporting organizations have an opportunity to take the lead and assist by 

listening to the needs of high-performance coaches. Working in coaching teams has 

shown some limited progress for women and further work on this can be done to see the 

benefits of splitting the coaching job between teams of coaches rather than placing all 

work on one coach (Kenttä et al., 2020).  
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It should be noted that it is not up to the female coaches to improve their 

positions and motivate for change in their respective sporting organizations, but rather it 

is the sporting organizations who should implement strategies for encouraging, 

recruiting, and maintaining female coaches within their organizations. Educational 

pathways for coaches within sporting associations can be improved and provide 

mentoring opportunities for coaches. Mentoring of women in other professional fields 

has had positive effects on advancement in those professional fields (Allen & Shaw, 

2016; Norman, 2013). Coach education programs would also benefit from including the 

gender perspective and training in gender relations (Norman, 2016; Schull & Kihl, 

2019). Gender is often absent in coaching education and Norman (2016) reported a lack 

of sociocultural education for coaches, but evidence suggests that it’s application into 

coaching courses could affect the perspectives and attitudes of student coaches as well 

as develop a critical discourse of the hegemonic nature of masculine hegemony in sport 

(Norman, 2010b, 2016). 

In this study, more male coaches declined to be interviewed than female 

coaches. It can be speculated as to the many reasons why lack of male participants 

would be the case, but it is an interesting phenomenon to raise in that it can also provide 

an indicator as to the perceived importance that underrepresentation of women in high-

performance coaching has for male coaches. It can also continue to be a sensitive issue 

to discuss for male coaches. Gaining the insight of the male participants in the study 

helps provide an understanding how masculinity is perceived among male coaches 

today and see if there have been any changes in how masculinity is perceived and 

culturally furthered in sport. Understanding what can be done about the phenomenon of 

underrepresentation of female high-performance coaches is not only a “women’s issue” 

but has implications for other marginalized groups as well (Graham & Dixon, 2017; 

Norman, 2010b). 

 

7.5 Limitations 

This study is based on the interviews of five individual high-performance coaches in 

three separate Swedish sport organizations. Because of the small number of interviews 

conducted it is not possible to make general assumptions based on the interview 

information that are representative for all the high-performance coaches in any 
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particular sport, nor coaches in general. The information can instead assist in providing 

additional information to the discourse of gender relations in high-performance 

coaching. Interviews for the study were conducted in English and this can pose some 

limitations in the language, terminology, and general understanding of what is being 

said, by the respondents. Choosing to conduct the interviews in English could also have 

had a limiting effect on the number of participants in the study.  

The findings in this study were not specifically related to the individual sports. 

This could have given a more detailed picture of the role of the high-performance coach 

in each respective sport. This study used a semi-structured interview, but due to time 

constraints it would have been useful to conduct further interviews and ask additional 

follow-up questions. Time constraints also only allowed that three sporting 

organizations were chosen for the study. To get an idea of the underrepresentation of 

women in high performance coaching within more gender equal sports, it would have 

been beneficial to look at all sports with at least 40% of women occupying coaching 

positions.  

 

7.6 Recommendations 

Further research in this area should focus on modern leadership qualities within 

coaching as well as innovations in the coaching profession. Other areas of research can 

look into the recruitment processes of sporting associations and how coaching positions 

are advertised and filled. Continued research is needed in the areas of mental health of 

high-performance coaches to understand the burnout phenomenon as well as understand 

how the coaching profession can limit the stress factors associated with coach burnout. 

Further research into the topic of underrepresentation can include additional questions 

to female high-performance coaches who work in male dominated or programs or with 

teams of male athletes.  

This study only presented the views of women in associations where men and 

women as active participants is perceived to be equal. Studies can go further in 

including more sporting associations to draw comparisons between individual and team 

sports as well as male dominate and female dominated sports. This study could be 

further improved by including an open-ended qualitative questionnaire distributed 

among several sporting associations. As this is just a small sample from three sports, no 
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general conclusions can be drawn upon the extent of underrepresentation of female 

high-performance coaches in Swedish sports. The male perspective is also important in 

the understanding of underrepresentation. Their perspective brings with it an 

understanding of the changing views that male high-performance coaches have towards 

their female colleagues. Further, something must be said, about the coaching role in 

Sweden as a whole. Once seen as a hobby for many, the coaching role has increasingly 

become a profession for many. For many sporting organizations in Sweden, 

understanding what the professionalization of the coaching profession has on their 

ability to find the right person for their organization is an important lesson.  

A further area of interest bought up in this study, is in the loss of women from 

sporting organizations in the late teen years. Although there is an abundance of 

information on the topic, it would be an area to pursue more information on to see what 

strategies can be implemented to decrease the number of women leaving sport or even 

look at how sport welcomes women back in at a later point. 

There is still a lot of work to do in balancing high-performance coaching roles 

between men and women. The breaking down of barriers for women to become high-

performance coaches is not up to the women themselves, but requires the resources of 

the sporting organizations to bring about this change (Blom et al., 2011; Fielding-Lloyd 

& Meân, 2011; Kenttä et al., 2020). Although there is substantial evidence that the male 

and female roles are adjusting or changing in society, the coaching role is still favorable 

towards men. It is perhaps the coaching profession itself that needs to be scrutinized and 

changed, striking a balance between the private and working life. 
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Appendix 

 

A: Keywords 

Subject words Synonyms 

Women 

Coaching 

Gender 

Female 

Sport 

Discrimination 

Leadership 

High-performance 

Elite 

women & coaching,  

discrimination,  

sport & gender,  

equality 

discrimination and sport,  

equality & sport 

women + sport + leadership,  

women + coaching + discrimination 

sport,  

female coach, 

leadership 

 

B: Literature search 

Potentially relevant articles n = 11 177 

Potentially relevant articles based on 

search terms 
n = 7 586 

Articles included based on language, 

publication year, relevance to topic and 

method 

n = 474 

Articles included based on screening of 

abstracts 
n = 85 

Selected articles n = 27 

Additional articles identified from 

citations 
n = 8 

Articles included in the review n = 22 
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C: Interview Guide 

The why:  

The purpose is to examine and explore the experiences of senior level coaches in 3 

Swedish sporting organizations and contribute to an understanding to what factors 

surround the underrepresentation of senior/elite female coaches in sports organizations 

that are relatively gender equal in participants and leaders. 

 

The what:  

The three sporting organizations in question are the Swedish Swimming Association, 

the Swedish Triathlon Association and the Swedish Track and Field Association. Of 

these three, the Swedish Triathlon Association has a larger majority of women than men 

who occupy leadership/coaching roles (Svender & Nordensky, 2019). 

 

The how: 

Interviews will be conducted with at least six senior/elite coaches (1 man and 1 woman 

per sporting organization). The purpose of including men in this study is to draw on any 

comparisons or contrasts in the information gained from the interviews over the 

viewpoints/understandings of women in coaching. Identities of the coaches and the 

clubs/organizations will be omitted to protect the integrity of the individuals. The 

interviews will be of a semi-structured type as to obtain additional information in regard 

to the experiences of the coaches. 

 

Questions: 

1. Introduction  

a. Tell me about your own sport background? 

b. What sporting discipline(s) do you work with? 

c. What factor/inspiration helped you decide to become a senior/elite 

coach? 

i. Role model? Make an impact? Other reasons? 

2. Work related constraints 

a. What obstacles/constraints do you experience in your profession? 

i. How has coaching affected family life? (Family constraints) 
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ii. What kind of employment do you have? Part-time, Full-time, 

Permanent/Time restricted? (Job security) 

iii. Do you think it is easy to work with administrators/board of 

directors in your organization? (Support from administrators) 

iv. What experiences can you share about working with male/female 

coaches in your sport? What difficulties, if any have arisen and 

how have you adjusted or approached them? (Ideal/Non-ideal 

Working Conditions) 

3. The sport 

a. Do you think women are underrepresented in senior/elite coaching roles? 

i. Why do you think this is the case? 

b. What career pathways exist for you in your sport? 

c. What do you think the federation does to encourage more women to 

become coaches? 

d. What initiatives exist in your sporting federation that encourage more 

women to become coaches and even coach at the senior/elite level? 

a. Do you think that your sporting federation can do more? 

i. If so, then what do you think could be done? 

b. Do you think it is important for your sport that there are more women in 

senior coaching positions? Why? 

4. Men and women in coaching 

a. What is your opinion/viewpoint/understanding of male/female leadership 

in your sport? 

b. Do you think men and women coach differently? Why? How? When?  

c. Do you think men and women have different motives for their 

leadership? 

d. Some researchers say that the underrepresentation of women in coaching 

is a symptom of a deeper problem. What do you think that problem is? 
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D: Interview request letter 

 

Dear respondent, 

 

I am a Sport Management student at Malmö University, and I am conducting a study examining 

the underrepresentation of women in senior/elite coaching positions in Swedish sports 

organizations. National team and senior/elite level coaching is still an area in Swedish sport that 

is dominated by men. The purpose is to examine and explore the experiences of senior level 

coaches in 3 Swedish sporting organizations and contribute to an understanding to what factors 

surround the underrepresentation of senior/elite female coaches in sports organizations that are 

relatively gender equal in participants and leaders. The results of this study could contribute to a 

deeper understanding of the factors that contribute to the underrepresentation of women in 

coaching at the senior level. 

 

I am interested in your experiences in coaching at the senior level. I am asking for you to 

participate in an interview. Because of the current situation with Covid-19 interviews will be 

conducted through digital media. The questions focus on your role as a coach and your 

experiences as either a man or woman in the coaching role. The purpose of interviewing both 

men and women in this study is to provide a deeper understanding of the perceptions and 

attitudes that both men and women have in regard to gendering of the coaching role. 

 

I want to stress that your participation is completely voluntary and all efforts to protect your 

identity and keep information confidential will be taken. 

 

I have enclosed a consent form for your review. Please read the form and feel free to contact me 

if you have any questions about the study. If you choose to participate, please sign and date the 

consent form and return it to me. I will then be contact to schedule our interview. My advisor 

for this study is Kutte Jönsson who can be reached at kutte.jonsson@mau.se. 

 

Regards, 

 

Matthew McNutt 

Sports Management Student 

Malmö University 

E-mail: mcnutt87@gmail.com 
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E: Interview consent form 

Interview Consent Form 

 

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and understand 

the following explanation of the proposed procedure, how the interview information will be 

used. It also describes your right to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

Purpose of the study:  

The purpose is to examine and explore the experiences of senior level coaches in 3 Swedish 

sporting organizations and contribute to an understanding to what factors surround the 

underrepresentation of senior/elite female coaches in sports organizations that are relatively 

gender equal in participants and leaders. 

 

Procedures in the study: 

The researcher will attempt to contact the participants for an interview. Because of the situation 

in regard to Covid-19, interviews will be recorded and conducted over digital medium. The 

interview will take approximately 30 minutes. The interview will be conducted in English. 

Responses in Sweden will be translated into English. You can also receive a copy of questions 

in advance. You will receive a copy of the transcribed interview in order to review any answers 

and if need be, provide or omit any additional information. 

 

Confidentiality: 

• Only the researcher has access to your contact information and responses. 

• Your personal identifying information (email/telephone) will only be used to contact 

you. Any identifying information will be omitted as to not trace any identifying 
information back to you. 

• The interview will be recorded in order to transcribe your responses. The recording as 

well as transcriptions will be coded and saved in a password protected folder that only 

the researcher has access to. 

 

Potential risks and discomforts: 

No physical, social or economic risks are posed to the participant. 

 

Voluntariness & withdrawal from study: 

Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary and will not result in adverse reactions. You 

may withdraw your consent at any time. Any data obtained will be deleted.  

 

Agreement: 

I have read the above material and any questions I have asked, have been answered to my 

satisfaction. I understand a copy of this form will be made available to me for the relevant 

information and contact information. I realize that I may withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

_____________________________________   ____________________ 

Respondents signature      Date 

 

 

 


